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Getting ready for your cat
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Let’s Get a Cat!

There will never be another cat quite like yours. And getting to know your cat is one of life’s most precious experiences. In some respects the perfect pet, cats are both simple and complex creatures. Their needs are few but their personalities are multilayered and fascinating.

If you are ready to fill that cat-shaped hole in your life, this book will help you find and choose your new companion. And if you are already sharing your life with a cat, we’ll help you get the very most out of your friendship, starting with raising a kitten, right through to enjoying your senior cat’s autumn years.

To help us understand why our cats do the things they do, it helps to talk a little about where cats come from. We’ll look at how cats have adapted to domesticity and how our friendship has developed, and discover what the world looks like from a cat’s point of view.

[image: ] Settling down

Getting a cat is often a turning point in an adult’s life – a kind of halfway stage between being footloose and fancy-free and the heavy responsibilities of careers or parenthood. When you step into the world of cat ownership you will have plenty of company. The Pet Products Manufacturers Association estimates that 17 per cent of British households are home to a cat. And according to the American Pet Products Association it could be as high as 37% in the USA.

Cats are a relatively convenient pet. They need minimal training and can be left alone for several hours each day, yet they are not entirely trouble free, and do from time to time come into conflict with their human friends and neighbours. You’ll find lots of great problem-solving tips in this book, but one of our main aims is to help you avoid getting into difficulties in the first place.

[image: ] Where do cats come from?

The cat’s evolution from solitary predator to domestic pet provides us with many clues to the roots of their temperament and behaviour, and understanding how your cat thinks and behaves is one of the keys to getting the most from your feline friend. In many ways, cats are unlike any other domestic pet. Their story is a fascinating one.

Domestic cats are descended from a species of small wildcats: Felis sylvestris which means ‘forest wildcat’. Wildcats look very similar to domestic cats and can be found in many parts of the world. While they may look for all the world like a harmless tabby, the difference in temperament between pure wildcats and a domestic cat is profound. Modern wildcats cannot be effectively socialised, even if taken from their wildcat mother at a very young age, and can never be turned into pets. Hybrid cat temperaments may vary, and to complicate matters further there are now also new hybrid cat breeds created by crossing domestic cats with exotic wildcats, such as the African serval (Leptailurus serval), and we’ll be looking at some of these increasingly popular hybrids as we go.

Domestic cats can be found in almost every habitable corner of our planet. But when and where did the first wildcat curl up on a human hearth and make friends? We have always known that cats and people go back a long way. We know, for example, that the ancient Egyptians kept domestic cats because their pets were included in the important ritual of mummification, and many have been found in burial sites. For a long time it was difficult to be sure that these cat mummies were the same species that share our homes today, but advances in DNA analysis have confirmed that the cats inhabiting the tombs of the Pharaohs were indeed domesticated cats genetically just like yours and mine. Recent evidence suggests that the domestication of the cat occurred originally in the Mediterranean, and that cats dispersed from there to Europe, Asia and Africa, arriving finally in North America with the first European settlers.
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This tabby kitten bears more than a passing resemblance to its ancestor the forest wildcat.

[image: ] How did cats make friends with people?

It’s thought that wildcats may have become interested in human settlements after we humans gave up our hunter-gatherer ways and took up farming. Rodents were drawn to the large quantities of grain we stored to keep our families fed throughout the winter months. Lots of rats and mice meant a readily available food supply for cats, and brought them into closer contact with our ancestors. While we had the benefit of the cat’s rodent control skills, as cats became less shy and more tolerant of human activity they would have enjoyed access to warm dry sleeping quarters – and we all know how important those are to our cats.

Once tentative friendships were established, the sharing of food would have cemented the bond between us and laid the foundations for a permanent change in cat behaviour, which in time separated our domesticated friends from their wild ancestors.

[image: ] Becoming social

Most wildcats are not social. They live much of their adult lives as solitary creatures, hunting, sleeping and eating alone. For a long time many people believed that domestic cats were solitary too. However, somewhere in our history, it’s clear that cats developed a relationship with people that went beyond sharing resources. They acquired a need for social contact that enabled our two-way friendship to blossom. Cat lovers have always known, of course, that their cats love them back, and recent research suggests they are right. New studies demonstrate that despite their solitary origins, modern cats have an ability to form relationships with people, just like dogs do. This social side is not confined to their human friends, stray cats for example have been shown to form social groups, albeit loose ones. Cats can also develop affectionate bonds with dogs they live with, and may suffer from separation anxiety when parted from their loved ones.

Many people would argue that despite these changes cats are still not truly domesticated, at least not in the same way as their canine cousins. Our own relationship with cats is complex and different from the way we relate to dogs. Our friendship with dogs developed partly through a shared interest in hunting, an activity that dogs and humans enjoyed together. Like many dogs, cats also have a powerful and fundamental drive to stalk, pursue, grab and kill small prey animals and birds. But cats don’t need or want human assistance or companionship in order to hunt. For a cat, hunting isn’t a social activity and therefore a willingness to cooperate in order to survive isn’t a part of a cat’s character. Your cat is your friend from choice and not just from need.

[image: ] What makes cats special?

In most modern homes in Britain, what our pet gets up to once they pass through the cat flap is a mystery. Cats have not only retained their independence but many cats today are still capable of feeding themselves if they have to. Those feline hunting skills can sometimes get cats into trouble, and a significant proportion of the human population actively dislike cats. Those of us who love them are usually prepared to forgive or overlook their predatory nature and prefer to focus on what we see as a cat’s virtues. And even those who dislike cats often admit a grudging admiration for their survival skills. The cat’s athletic prowess and adaptability to different human living conditions has enabled him to survive in all manner of different environments. He is as at home among the rooftops of an urban street as he is sunning himself on the branch of an old apple tree in a country garden.

[image: ] How cats experience the world

A cat’s need to be aloft and look down on the world from above is an intrinsic part of his nature, and all healthy cats love to climb. The domestic cat is perfectly equipped for the lifestyle of their choice. The paws of your cat with their sharp curved retractable claws are neatly designed for scaling near vertical surfaces. It never fails to impress us when we watch Oscar or Billy leap at the side of an eight foot fence and land on the top with just a single kick off the fence panel on the way up, then walk effortlessly along the narrow top. Cats use a number of special features and abilities in order to balance along the top of a fence or branch of a tree. One such feature is the cat’s incredibly sensitive feet. So sensitive that most cats intensely dislike having their feet poked or held. Packed with nerve endings, your cat’s paws can detect tiny changes in position. The tail is used for balancing too. Cats respond to movement of the surface they are walking on by rapidly moving their tail in the opposite direction. The cat’s ability to climb and balance with ease enables him to include small birds as well as rodents in his meal plan, but he has other strings to his bow.

Cats cannot see in total darkness, but they can see in very low levels of light. The reflective surface in the back of their eyes helps them make the most of tiny traces of light and gives the cat’s eye a ghostly glow at night. The curious slit-shaped pupil of the cat helps him to judge distance very accurately, an important attribute in a ‘stalk and pounce’ predator. Like many older humans, cats are quite long sighted and cannot focus on objects close to their faces, they also struggle to see objects that are moving slowly. But speed things up a little and your cat’s vision will spring into action. Cats don’t just ‘see’ with their eyes. Those pretty whiskers that frame your cat’s muzzle are much more than mere decoration. Each whisker has its own unique pathway to the brain and together they help your cat to locate objects close to their face, navigate through confined spaces and move around in total darkness.

While cats are experts at finding their way around the outside world, and evading capture, they are vulnerable to traffic, and in some parts of the world to aerial predators such as large hawks. Friendly cats are particularly vulnerable to being stolen or to attack by humans and unfriendly dogs. The popularity of valuable pedigree cats is also increasing, and cats like dogs, are more likely to be regarded as important family members than ever before. For these reasons, there are growing numbers of cats that now spend their entire lives indoors.
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Even as a kitten, Billy’s sensitive feet enable him to balance on a narrow edge.
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The cat’s elliptical pupil helps him to judge distance accurately.

[image: ] Indoor cats and their needs

In the UK, full-time indoor cats are still in the minority; in the USA a recent study estimated that more than half of cats live permanently indoors. This appears to be a growing trend and one that may herald a not too distant future where most cats spend a lifetime in captivity. The change from free spirit to permanent house cat is one that has implications for our pets in ways that we don’t always expect, in part because those natural feline attributes we have been exploring in this chapter don’t always make for a relaxing room-mate. Fortunately there are ways to keep an indoor cat happy. If you have or are planning on having an indoor cat you’ll find information to help you in Chapter 12: Indoors to Outdoors. There, we also look at the differences between cats that are still allowed to roam outdoors and those that are confined to the home to help you decide whether or not to allow your cat his freedom. There are pros and cons to either decision and your choice is likely to depend on your own circumstances.

[image: ] The benefits of cat ownership

You probably don’t need us to tell you that having a cat comes with benefits. Our own cats are an endless source of companionship and entertainment – even when they are waking us up at 3am because they’ve decided it’s definitely time for a second dinner. Cats make us feel loved and useful, and for many a single person a cat is what makes their house a home. Children who grow up with cats learn to love and respect animals, and a cat can be a confidant when the grown-up world feels too much for them. Once a cat shares your life, you never feel alone again.

You may have heard that keeping a cat also has measurable physical or mental health benefits to the cat’s human companion. A number of studies published in the 1990s indicated health benefits to keeping pets, from improved heart attack survival rates to decreased risks of asthma. Sadly, more recent studies have failed to replicate these kinds of results, or support the contention that pet ownership in general or cat ownership in particular can improve human health. So the jury is still out on this one, but ultimately it doesn’t matter whether or not owning a cat brings health benefits, as the chances are you’re not planning to bring a cat into your life to cure your arthritis or fix your migraines. The chances are that, like us, you just love cats and can’t wait to bring one home!

[image: ] Is now the right time?

In many ways the domestic cat has successfully straddled two worlds, that of the wild animal and that of the pampered domestic pet. They use our homes as shelter and befriend us, yet maintain an active and independent life that we know little about. Small wonder that so many of us long for the opportunity to bring one of these enigmatic creatures into our lives. With benefits come responsibilities, of course, and before you add a cat to your family you’ll want to be sure you are ready for this new adventure. That’s the question we’ll be helping you to answer in the next chapter. Let’s jump straight in and find out if you are ready for a cat!
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Are You Ready?

Cats are fairly undemanding pets, but they do need some of your time and attention. There are also some basic financial costs involved even if your cat is given to you as a gift. Cats have character traits that sometimes bring them into conflict with their human friends. If you are ready for what lies ahead, you’ll cope well with any challenges and your cat will add great joy to your life. In this chapter we’ll look at some of the ways in which adopting a cat might change your life, and help you decide if this is the right moment to take the plunge and step into the world of cat ownership.

[image: ] How much do cats cost?

Purchasing a pedigree cat can set you back by more than a week’s salary. A local kitten of unknown ancestry can be anything from free to half the price of a pure-bred kitten, with more being asked for kittens in popular colours. But the purchase price of a pet is just the beginning. You’ll need to budget for caring for your cat on a daily basis.

The first thing that tends to spring to mind is the cost of food. However, cheaper brands of commercial cat food won’t make too much of a dent in the average family budget. Of course, the sky’s the limit when it comes to how much you want to spend on cat accessories, furniture, bedding and so on. We’ll look at those in more detail in Chapter 7: Final Preparations, but it’s all pretty much optional.

By far the greatest essential expense in caring for most cats is healthcare. Simply owning a pet of any species or breed will involve medical costs. No matter how well bred or well fed your cat is, he will almost certainly need the occasional trip to the vet, and will also need protecting against parasites and disease.

[image: ] Medical expenses and insurance

Veterinary treatment for cats with serious injuries or long-term medical conditions can be eye-wateringly expensive. Most cats are fairly healthy creatures, but they are also adventurous and fond of climbing. This means that they do sometimes hurt themselves. The risk of these potential costs leads many cat owners to purchase pet insurance, and we strongly recommend you do so. You don’t want to end up in a position where you have to make a truly terrible decision because you can’t afford to pay for a health issue that could otherwise have been resolved.

Be careful when purchasing pet insurance, especially for older cats that are at risk of chronic health conditions. Cheaper policies may let you down if things go wrong. You don’t want to find that your insurance company won’t keep paying out after the end of a year in which your cat develops a serious health condition, or that it won’t cover your costs because there is a cap on payments. Read the small print and buy a policy that rolls over from one year to the next.

[image: ] Neutering

A significant one-off cost to anticipate is neutering. We discuss this more fully in Chapter 18, but outdoor cats cannot be supervised so unless you are going to keep your cat indoors throughout his or her lifetime, or have your garden secured with cat-proof fencing (very expensive indeed), then you’ll need to pay to have your male cat castrated or your female cat spayed. The case for neutering on a health basis isn’t as cut and dried as it used to be, but free-roaming male cats with plenty of testosterone will wander great distances, and will get themselves into regular scrapes and fights which will keep your vet’s wallet comfortably full – and that’s if they survive the increase in road crossings essential to find the next female cat on heat. Entire male cats are also much more likely to spray in the house than neutered cats. Entire female cats will come into heat (noisily) every few weeks and have kittens several times a year, which you will have to feed and find homes for. Because of the downsides of owning an entire adult cat, male or female, we recommend you factor the cost of neutering into your budget.

[image: ] Routine medical costs

Vaccinations will probably be your next biggest expense and regular annual vaccinations are absolutely essential for any cat that roams freely. Most vets recommend some vaccinations for indoor cats too, as some serious infections can be transmitted on shoes and clothing. Outdoor cats will also need routinely worming and treating for fleas.

[image: Image]
Are you ready for life with a predator?

In total, you are looking at spending as much again as you paid for a pure-bred kitten, in medical insurance and routine healthcare, together with the additional cost of neutering in the first year.

[image: ] Life with a predator

We all know that cats are predators, but many people are taken by surprise the first time their pet brings home a live mouse and then proceeds to pursue it around their kitchen. If your cat has access to the outside world, he will hunt and kill small animals and birds. And many cats will bring their ‘treasures’ into the house, dead or alive.

Remember, it’s not just small fluffy animals that some cats enjoy collecting. Oscar is an excellent spider assassin, which is great if you are arachnophobic but not ideal if you enjoy their eight-legged company. He has also at various points brought home a slow-worm (fortunately saved minus a tail), a goldfish (stolen we assume) and any number of slugs …

To begin with many young cats will kill their prey outright, but later they will learn that playing with the mouse first prolongs the fun. Most cat owners have to deal with an injured mouse or rat at some point, and a few people are simply not able to live with this side of the cat’s personality. You need to think about this in advance, because getting angry with your cat is not going to help matters – he cannot help himself. The hunting instinct in most domestic cats is extremely strong, and while a collar with a bell on may help reduce a cat’s success rate it doesn’t usually avoid the problem altogether.

For some of us, it isn’t just the rodents in our gardens we need to worry about. If you already have small pets in your home, you need to think about whether or not you will be able to protect them. The presence of a cat can also be frustrating when it comes to handling a hamster or pet rat for example, as you will have to remove the cat from the room before you can safely take them from the cage. Pets in outdoor runs will also need a securely fitting lid and a place to retreat to if the presence of a cat makes them anxious. All this doesn’t mean it’s impossible to keep both cats and other small pets in your home, but setting up some safety protocols will be an important part of preparing for your pet. We look at this in more detail in Chapter 9.

Outdoors, bird tables can be a great source of entertainment for a cat, but this is not what most of us intend! It’s a good idea to relocate yours to an area likely to be inaccessible for cats, or to remove it completely.

[image: ] Dealing with cat waste

Another habit that can cause conflict for keen gardeners is the cat’s preference for using newly turned soil for lavatory purposes. You may need to relocate your seed beds or protect your vegetable garden in some way. Cats also have no respect for boundaries and will happily use next-door’s rose beds as bathroom facilities. You might want to consider how your neighbours may react to having their flowers dug up.

Bear in mind also that, for the first couple of weeks at least, a new cat will be confined to your home and will need to use a litter box indoors for bathroom purposes. Pregnant women are advised to avoid handling cat litter box due to the small but serious risk of an infection called toxoplasmosis. The disease is carried in cat faeces and could harm an unborn baby. So if you are pregnant or think you might be, you need another family member to be willing to service the litter tray box for you.

[image: ] Considering your dog

Many people bring cats into a home that already has a resident dog. Building a bond between your two housemates can be a challenge, especially if your cat is already an adult. In most cases, with careful introductions and a little time the two will come to accept one another, and some will become great friends. But there are situations where introductions can go very wrong. Some dog breeds are less likely to get along with cats than others. Sighthounds, or gaze hounds as they are also known, have been bred to chase any fast-moving object. They have the ability to reach high speeds quickly and to change direction at speed. This last factor is relevant to a potential cat owner. Sighthounds include the highly popular whippet and the greyhound, and there are other more unusual sighthound breeds including the beautiful saluki, but they all have one thing in common – they are hardwired to chase, and they are among the few breeds of dog that are capable of catching a healthy adult cat.

Many people will tell you that their whippet or their greyhound gets along fine with their cat, and it can happen – most often when the dog and cat have been raised together from puppy and kittenhood. But you need to be aware of the potential for disaster. It is specifically a fast-moving object that triggers the chase response in dogs inclined that way, and a cat walking around your home may not be sufficient to set the dog into action. The fact that the two get along fine in the house may not protect your cat once he is allowed out into the garden.

Sighthounds are not the only dogs that may pose a threat to a cat, some older dogs just don’t like cats and are not amenable to having their minds changed. If you own such a dog you are probably aware of the potential for conflict already, but it pays to think this through before making your final decision.

[image: ] Cats and your home

With the best will in the world, life with a living, breathing animal in your home is never going to be quite the same as it was before. Your home will never be quite as pristine. All cats may vomit occasionally, either from hairballs or some minor infection, and won’t be able to control where this event takes place. Pippa has claw marks in her favourite leather sofa from where Billy used to race up the sides when he was small, and her previous cat Gadget regularly brought up hairballs in her bedroom. Cats shed a surprising amount of loose hair, and both Oscar and Billy leave a nice nest of fur on any chair or bed that they sleep on or lean against regularly. If you are house proud this is something to consider. But on the whole a cat shouldn’t have too much impact on the structure or fabric of your home.

[image: ] Do you have time for a cat?

Unlike dogs, cats don’t need masses of human interaction, regular accompanied walks or daily training sessions. With a few provisos, you can still have a cat if you are out at work during the day. However, cats do need company on a daily basis in order for a bond to form between you. They also need a responsible adult to feed them at least once a day (more frequently is better) and to ‘check in’ with, so you’ll need a support system in place for when you go away – a helpful friend or neighbour will enable you to take the occasional trip away. You can buy automatic feeders, but supervision is important because all cats can fall sick, and outdoor cats can be injured in fights or traffic accidents. Someone needs to be on hand to take swift action if a cat returns home needing veterinary attention.

If you are still at the globe-trotting stage in your life and are often away from home, it might be better to wait until your lifestyle is more settled. As we have seen, modern cats are social and return home for your company, not just for supper. An outdoor cat may wander off in your absence, even if food is regularly put down. Not only is a cat at risk if you are hardly ever home, the chances are high that he will eventually move in with someone else. Most cats are happiest if there is someone at home each evening and night on a regular basis. If you are out at work during the day but home most evenings and weekends, your cat will probably be happy to sleep away your working hours or spend them visiting neighbourhood friends.

Everything we have discussed applies to adult cats and most of it applies to kittens too. But it’s a good idea at this point to mention the special needs of a kitten, because there is a little more involvement needed on your part if you bring home a kitten rather than adopt an adult cat. Most kittens are adopted at eight to twelve weeks old, becoming adults around six months later. So a kitten is essentially a six-month project that requires some extra input from you. In order for you to be aware of what you are letting yourself in for during that period, we’ve devoted the following chapter to kitten development.

[image: ] Bring it on!

Bringing home a kitten or adult cat is of course a serious commitment. It’s a responsibility that may be yours for up to 20 years. Hopefully you now have a better idea of what you are letting yourself in for! Generally, cats are not high-maintenance pets, but there is a cost involved, both financially and in terms of your time and effort, and it’s important that you are ready for it.

A cat will change your life and bring some challenges, but it will also bring great pleasure. If pet insurance and cat food are within your grasp, and if you are as passionate about cats as we are, you’ve probably already resigned yourself to the wilder side of their personality, and are ready to take the plunge!
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Kittens and Kitten Care

Kittens are enormous fun but they do require a little more time and attention than a grown-up cat. Both Oscar and Billy were eight weeks old when they scampered into our lives, although many pedigree cat breeders will not release their kittens until they are twelve weeks old. We’ll be looking at cat breeders, home-bred kittens and cat rescues in more detail in Chapter 6: Choosing a Cat. In this chapter we focus mainly on kitten development, from the point at which you bring your kitten home until your kitten is about six months old. We want to give you an idea of what to expect at each stage, so you can decide whether you have the time and energy right now for raising a kitten.

[image: ] Two-month-old kittens

Kittens at eight weeks old are very tiny indeed. Being so small makes new kittens vulnerable, especially for the first few days. Most people don’t let kittens outdoors unattended until they are around six months old, but even in the house there can be risks. Billy’s family worried a great deal about stepping on him to begin with, and that’s with only careful adults in the house. If you have young lively children at home, it might be better to wait another week or two before collecting your little one. In either case you’ll need to make a rule that everyone walks slowly around the kitten and is especially careful when going up and down stairs. Most kittens seem to be on a mission to trip someone up!

Looking after an eight-week-old kitten isn’t complicated, but there are a couple of important things for you to focus on. One is keeping your kitten safe and the other is teaching him to be clean in the house. Fortunately there is a way to ensure both your kitten’s safety and a great start to toilet training, and that is with the use of a designated ‘safe room’ for the first few weeks. We’ll talk about the safe room in a bit more detail in Chapter 7: Final Preparations but it’s essentially a place where your kitten is confined for the first week or two complete with a litter box and everything else that they need. Billy’s safe room was the office in Pippa’s home where we work during the day. But any room where the kitten can enjoy getting to know the family, while in close proximity to a litter box and with no direct access to the outdoors, is fine.


[image: Image]
Billy at eight weeks old.

Kittens spend a lot of time asleep and most prefer to rest somewhere cosy and raised up above the ground. Billy liked his cat caves. Pippa placed one on her desk and another on the kitchen bench. Oscar preferred to sleep at the top of the stairs. Even an eight-week-old kitten is capable of jumping many times their own body height and will soon be exploring the furniture. When they are awake, eight-week-old kittens are very playful and great fun to watch. Preferred toys are tiny light balls designed for kittens and empty cardboard boxes with holes cut in the sides. Billy loved large springs – you can buy these in packs, though watch out for them jamming the vacuum cleaner! Oscar’s favourite was pieces of string with feathers tied on the end and a collection of teeny-tiny toy mice.

Eight-week-old kittens usually weigh around one kilogram (two pounds) and if well fed will put on another pound over the next four weeks. Kittens do best if fed on food specifically designed to meet their needs. There’s evidence that wet food is better for their health (see Chapter 10: Feeding your Cat) and your eight-week-old kitten will need four meals a day for the next month. You’ll need to space those meals out so that he is being fed every four to five hours – you can’t just leave a day’s food down for a kitten as they will eat it all at once and probably give themselves diarrhoea. Eight-week kittens need to visit the vet and be given their first vaccinations within the first few days at home. You’ll be able to chat to your vet about any concerns you have over your kitten’s food and his feeding schedule, and your kitten will be weighed and examined to make sure that he is healthy and growing well. If your kitten gets sick, you’ll need to give your vet a call without delay, but with luck those first four weeks will fly past without any problems.

[image: ] Three-month-old kittens

Your kitten will now be substantially more sturdy and confident than at eight weeks old. Most kittens this age will be exploring the rest of their home – and finding new ways to trip you up, so you will still need to be very careful. The safe room may no longer be necessary, though many kittens will benefit from spending their nights there for a while.

[image: Image]
Billy was very playful at three months old.

By 12 weeks a kitten should be coming to his name, and if he isn’t it is time to start purposefully training him. Don’t fall for the myth that cats can’t be trained, it isn’t true. You’ll find lots of training tips and advice in Chapter 13: Training and Tricks. It helps if you are around a great deal at this stage to teach him his name and reward your kitten frequently. A good recall might not matter now, but if you let your cat outdoors when he is older, being able to call him in whenever you want to will bring great peace of mind and help ensure his safety. Going outdoors is a great way to burn off excess energy but it’s too early for that yet, so your kitten will need to play and exercise indoors.

The average three-month-old kitten weighs around 1.4 kilograms (3 pounds) – though you’ll need to make adjustments to your expectation for larger breeds such as the Maine Coon. A good quality kitten food is still important and at 12 weeks Billy was munching his way through about 220 grams (7¾ ounces) of wet food each day. A large breed kitten might need half as much again, but your vet or breeder will be able to advise you if you are concerned. Most kittens this age can now cope with larger quantities of food in each meal without getting an upset stomach, and can drop down to three meals a day. During this week or the next one your kitten will need another visit to the vets for their second shots, and again this is a good opportunity for your vet to reassure you that your kitten is growing well and to answer any questions you may have. Billy was very playful at three months old. This is a peak age for wild play and you’ll need to take precautions against getting scratched by those needle-sharp claws.

[image: ] Biting and aggression

Biting is a normal part of play for kittens, and this behaviour does improve as they grow. While your kitten is small they will have periods of time when they are bursting with energy and very playful. It’s not helpful to punish a kitten for biting, and punishment can cause even more problem behaviours. Instead, avoid interacting with your kitten when they are very overexcited. Stop the game and walk away. It’s important to keep your hands well away from a kitten’s teeth and paws when they are in play mode as they cannot control their reactions. This is where toys on a string come in handy.

The next few months will bring some changes in temperament, and most kittens will become increasingly active and excited for short periods of time each day as they practise their hunting and predatory behaviours. Many young cat owners will know this as a kitten’s ‘crazy time’ and it is often a trigger for a cat to be allowed to go outdoors. There are some other factors to take into consideration and we look at that in Chapter 12: Indoors to Outdoors.

[image: ] Six-month-old kittens

As you give your kitten more freedom, remember to continue to make sure that their litter box is easily accessible. Good toilet training habits at this age will last a lifetime and it’s well worth going to considerable lengths to ensure that kittens are always able to get at their litter box quickly. Putting additional litter boxes in different parts of your home is a sensible precaution and you’ll find lots more tips on this topic in Chapter 11: Clean and Dry. Another problem that can arise as kittens are allowed the freedom of the house is scratching. Kittens and older cats can cause expensive damage to furniture and carpets if not provided with an appropriate place to stretch their paws and claws. Again, building good habits at this stage will prevent problems in the future, and the solution is to put plenty of scratching posts in different parts of your home. These
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Billy having a rest after playing with his mouse toy.
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At six months old Billy takes up a lot more space on the desk.

[image: ] Kittens and babies




[image: ] Kittens and older kids
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Oscar gets on well with children.

[image: ]  Kitten versus cat?
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