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Chapter One

I’M NOT SURE HOW LONG I’VE been sitting on the woodpile watching this boy through the window of his house. Maybe a day? Perhaps two? At first, I hardly noticed him because the outdoors is such a busy place and I have to keep myself on alert. Leaves blow, winds rustle, voles have litters of little blind babies that are easier for a larger-sized cat like me to catch.

I started watching the boy in the window on a sunny afternoon following a full meal from a tipped-over garbage can. Lying on the tarp-covered wood, still groggy, I suddenly felt a hair-raising prickle of danger. Something’s watching me, I thought, and indeed, there he was. Standing in the window, staring out.

I crouched in a ready-to-spring position. A misjudgment on my part, I’ll admit, considering he was about sixty yards away with a house and window between us.

I have to say, though, his gaze was so intense, I couldn’t look away. I sat up on my perch and initiated a staring contest, an old game my mother used to play with neighborhood cats to establish territorial boundaries. I’ve got my eye on you is the message behind the game. Not one paw on this side of the driveway.

In a two-cat staring contest, the winner is the one so confident of victory he shuts his eyes and falls asleep first. A one-cat staring contest with some other creature has a different set of rules. This boy isn’t staring at me in a territorial way. In fact, as I finally realize, he isn’t staring at me at all. He’s watching the same things I like to watch: the play of light through the leaves on the grass, a windblown leaf dancing across. His gaze is so intent I wonder for a second if he might be a cat, somehow disguised in a boy costume.

I drift off to sleep, which, if he is a cat, makes me the winner in this competition.

“Excuse me, but do you have a home of your own?”

This is unexpected. I’m being woken up by a brown dog on the ground, staring up at me. Of course I don’t answer him.

“My name is Chester,” he says. “I heard Sara and Marc talking inside. They’re worried that you don’t have a family or anywhere to live.”

“Of course I have a family,” I say, but I don’t go into any details: I haven’t seen them in a long time and I can’t seem to find them.

I’ve never spoken with a dog before because my mother always told me not to. Dogs are the sworn enemy of cats. My mother taught me this when I was a kitten. The only animals we hate more than dogs are other cats, who, in addition to having staring contests, will pick a fight if you so much as walk a few feet into a territory they’ve decided is “theirs.” Admittedly, I used to do this back when I had a home and it seemed important not to let any other cat near it. Now that I’ve been a wandering cat myself, I realize some of those old battles seem silly.

I look away from the dog and blink up into the sun. “Are you hungry?” the dog says. “Sara is inside looking for something you might like to eat. She’s wondering if you like canned tuna fish.”

Oh my. It’s been weeks since I’ve had a meal of canned food, and yes, tuna fish has always been one of my favorites. If this is a guard dog, he’s not doing a very good job of scaring me off.

“Here she comes!” he says. “She might tell you to eat slowly. That’s what she says to me sometimes.”

“Here you go, sweetheart,” the woman says. She puts the bowl of food down at the other end of the woodpile, too high for the dog to reach, which is nice. I don’t know if he would make a dive for it, but he might. “Dogs and cats will always fight,” my mother used to say. “And cats will always win. It’s sad, really. Dogs don’t have claws and we do. You should always beware of dogs, but you should also feel a little sorry for them. Most of them don’t care about anything except their people. It’s embarrassing to watch, frankly—the way they follow commands and fetch balls. They’ve forgotten all their natural animal instincts.”

Just as my mother once predicted, this dog doesn’t realize we’re supposed to be enemies and he doesn’t make a move toward the tuna fish, which smells divine.

Instead he looks at me with his tongue hanging out in a friendly, dopey way. “Go on,” he says. “It’s okay. You don’t have to be afraid of Sara. She’s very nice.”

I walk, tentatively, a little closer. I don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve had someone feed me. This whole time on my own, I’ve been trying to find my way back home to the family who opened such cans and offered them. I’m not sure why, but it’s never occurred to me that other people might do the same. That if you lose track of one family, it might be possible to take up with another.

I move closer.

“Careful,” the woman says. “Don’t eat it too quickly. You might make yourself sick.”

Behind me, the dog makes a happy, sneezy sound. “See, I told you she would say that!”
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Chapter Two

NATURALLY, I DON’T MAKE ANY RASH moves. Cats prefer to consider all their options unless their option is a vole scurrying across a lawn, and in that case, we’ll move quickly. But choosing a new family is a commitment and requires some consideration.

On the one hand, this family has delicious cans of tuna fish. On the other hand, they also have a dog, which isn’t a plus. However, this dog, Chester, doesn’t seem to understand that he and I aren’t meant to be friends.

He watched me the whole time I ate my lovely tuna meal and afterward he said, “If you don’t have a family of your own right now, maybe you can come and live with us!”

I told him that was a ridiculous idea; I do have my own family. I just haven’t seen them in a very long time. “It’s a long story,” I said. “I seem to be lost.”

“Then you should live with us! We’re a nice family!”

The other worry about choosing this family is that they seem to have a boy and no girls, and I’m used to girls. In my family there were two girls, but Emily was my favorite because she spent the most time thinking up games to play with me. Great games like dragging a piece of string around the house for me to chase and pounce on. I was a kitten back then, and up for playing with anything—clumps of feathers tied together with a rubber band, balls of aluminum foil. All of it seemed interesting and worth investing some time and energy in.

I don’t know too many boys, but the ones I’ve met don’t seem all that interested in making cat toys. They’d rather point sticks and fingers at things and pretend to shoot them. Emily had two boy cousins who once ate chicken wings at our house and used me as a napkin afterward to wipe their fingers off. It still makes me shudder to think about them.

That afternoon when Chester is out in the yard to pee, I tell him my hesitations about living in a house with a boy.

He listens and lifts his nose to the air. “I bet that chicken wing sauce tasted good, though.”

“It did, but that’s not the point. The point is, boys like to do things that cats aren’t interested in. They bounce balls on driveways and aim toy guns at things, and cats don’t like any of that.”

“Gus isn’t like that. He doesn’t do any of those things.”

So far I’ve watched Gus mostly stare at me out the window. I’ve also seen him bounce up and down when a bird flew into its nest on the porch. I have to admit, Gus does look a little different.

“Do his friends come over and crash little toy cars into each other?”

“No. Gus doesn’t have any friends, though we’re trying to work on that.”

“What does he do?”

“He likes doing the same things you do. Staring out the window and watching birds. Things like that.”

This is what I’ve seen him do and I have to admit: it sounds strange. Not for a cat, but for a boy.

“And sunlight? Does he like watching sunlight on blades of grass?”

“I don’t know. He might. He doesn’t talk a lot, so I have to go with my instincts sometimes, but my instinct is yes, he likes watching blades of grass.”

I’m curious now. This is a family that serves tuna fish and has a cat-boy.

I’m moving closer to a decision.
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Chapter Three

“IT’S SO NICE TO HAVE YOU inside,” Chester says. “I can take you for a tour if you’d like, or you can just walk around by yourself. Mostly I spend my days with Gus in his room or else on my bed here in the kitchen. Here’s my food bowl and my favorite chew toy. What else can I show you? Maybe my water bowl?”

Clearly this dog has different priorities than I do. He’s all about showing me objects lying around on the ground and I’m looking around for high places with enough space for me to lie down and get a look around. It’s surprisingly unnerving being inside a house again after all this time outside. Every noise seems loud and echoes a little. I know ceilings don’t usually fall down on cats, but I keep being startled and worrying that they might.

The hardest part is having everyone stare at me at once. I’m a beautiful cat, large for my species, with a lot of fluffy fur that’s been hard to keep clean these last few weeks. I might have a few burrs stuck in my coat, but the way this mother and father are going on, you might think I was wearing a bag of trash on my back.

“First things first, we take him to the vet,” Marc, the dad, says. “Then to a groomer. I don’t know what they can do with that coat of his. They may have to shave the whole thing.”

Shave it?! My glorious mane?

A few hours later as I frantically work to clean myself up, Chester tries to make me feel better. “Actually, going to the vet is much worse than going to the groomer.”

As it turns out, he’s right. The vet is much worse. He pulls me out of the terrible cage I’ve been locked in and, though he’s got a long white beard and flyaway hair, he laughs like I’m the funny-looking one. “Yep. I’d say he’s at least part Maine coon all right,” he tells Sara, who has brought me. “You can tell by the ears and this big fluffy tail. Plus, of course, the size. He’s almost twenty pounds even though you say he’s been living on his own for a while. That’s a Maine coon for you.”

He laughs even more at this, though I can’t see that he’s said anything funny.

The vet keeps going. “People love these cats. They have a unique personality.”

True.

“Very independent and resourceful.”

Also true, I think, though I’m not 100 percent sure what that second word means. Then he adds something that is extremely interesting: I am the largest domestic cat breed in America.

I’ll admit there have been times in the past few weeks on my own when I’ve been hurt by the things other cats have called me. Names like “Big Boy” and “Tugboat.” I’ve never liked getting into the thick of it with these types of cats, or having to justify my long hair and fluff. I’ve learned from experience the name-callers never believe you anyway and too often the jokes only get worse when you mount a defense. That’s when I have to turn sideways and puff myself up even more to show who really is the biggest of them all.

To tell the truth, though, I’ve never been quite sure where I fit in on the cat size continuum. Now I know. I am the biggest. Period. It almost makes me want to get back out there and find a few of the jesters from my past and pass along this information.

“Maine coons are also very people-focused. Almost like a dog.”

People-focused? Almost like a dog? What is he talking about?

“There’s an old legend that Maine coons descend from the royal cats who once belonged to the king and queen of France. Just before the French Revolution, when the monarchy was overthrown, their cats were sent to America, where the royal family planned to make their escape. The family didn’t make it, so the cats were let loose to fend for themselves, which they’ve been doing very well ever since.”

I like this story a lot and wouldn’t mind hearing more, but apparently this vet is more interested in stabbing me with needles than he is in filling in a few details.

By comparison, the groomers aren’t so bad. All they do is shave some pesky areas where I’ve had bits of tree bark and leaves stuck to me with pine sap for quite some time. I feel cleaner and fluffier than I have in a while.

When I get home, I share the vet’s story with Chester. “Apparently I come from a long line of royal cats kept by kings and queens. Palace cats, we were called. Then something happened—I’m not sure what—but the kings and queens were killed and all their cats had to live out in the woods.”

Chester cocks his head, the way dogs do sometimes. Like they’re confused, or maybe they don’t believe what you just said.

“If they were royal cats, how did they know what to eat in the woods?”

“Cats are smart that way. We figure things out.” I don’t want to brag too much, but I’ve just survived on my own for quite some time. “We don’t just sit around and wait to get food put in our bowl at the same time every day. We keep up our hunting skills.”

Chester lies down and puts his head on his paws. Maybe this was a mean thing to say. I suspect Chester isn’t much of a hunter, but I’m not a good judge of other animals’ feelings. The point is that this is a good story.

Emily loved having stories read to her and so did I. I’ll admit I couldn’t always follow the ones where witches put spells on girls and made them spin straw into gold, but I still liked the way things usually get very bad for a while in stories, and then it always works out in the end. I feel like my own story is playing out right now. Everything was great in the beginning, then it was very hard for a while, and now here I am.
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Chapter Four

OF COURSE IT’S NOT THE END, though. Stories keep going.

So far, I’ve lived with this family for two days and I still haven’t really met the boy I had the staring contest with. If I’m in a room, he usually turns around and walks out. I ask Chester if there’s something different about him.

“Yes,” Chester says. “He has autism. And seizures. That makes him a little different.”

Because I don’t know what those words mean, I walk away and pretend not to care.

After a while, though, I circle back because I’m curious, and Chester keeps going. “Autism means he doesn’t talk very much or play like other boys. Seizures feel like lightning in his head and sometimes make him fall down. My job is to warn him when a seizure is coming and stay with him afterward.”

Dogs and their “jobs.” They all think they have one, which isn’t true of course. Emily’s neighbors had a dog who thought it was his job to greet his family with a shoe in his mouth every time they came home.

I remind Chester that I don’t like boys very much. I tell him what my mother used to say: “Boys are unpredictable. They’ll drop you into frightening water situations and when they’re scolded, they’ll tell their mothers, ‘He really liked it. I swear!’ Little girls aren’t as bad. Sometimes they’ll cradle you like a baby and feed you milk from a bottle, which might sound nice but just makes you dizzy.”

“Gus doesn’t do any of that,” Chester says. “He’s not like other boys. He also doesn’t like sports or balls. He hates gym class at school. He used to hate a lot of things about school, but that’s starting to change.”

“How do you know all this?”

Chester brightens. “I go to school with him! I’m a seizure-response dog!”

Suddenly I realize: “Are you a service dog?”

“That’s right! I wasn’t official for a long time, but now I’m certified and everything.” He’s trying not to brag, I can tell, but it’s hard for him to hide how proud he is of himself.

My mother warned me about service dogs. “Every animal instinct has been removed. They live for the sole purpose of serving a person. It’s sad, really. You must never make fun of a service dog if you see one. It isn’t nice.”

I get the feeling that Chester doesn’t think it’s sad to serve a person—he’s happy about it.

After three days I realize Chester is right. Gus isn’t like any boy I’ve ever known before. He doesn’t do karate kicks or movie imitations. He doesn’t pull my tail or think I like it when he flattens my ears to make my eyes look big. He doesn’t even look in my direction. In fact, he seems about as interested in Chester as he is in me, which is to say, not very. Poor Chester hovers near his knee, staring up, tail wagging hopefully, and Gus hardly notices him either. It’s like he’s staring at something else, but none of us can see it.

One morning, Gus does this for a long time, even though we’re all staring at him.

“Gus?” his mom finally says. “Are you okay?”

He doesn’t say anything.

“Is he okay?” I ask Chester, who ignores me. “He doesn’t look okay.”

Apparently Chester can’t hear anything if he’s staring at the boy.

“I have to keep my eye on him,” he tells me later. “That’s my job. I can’t let myself get distracted.”

“I like to watch faucets drip, but I don’t call it a job,” I point out.

“Faucets are different from people.”

I roll my tail at that and walk away. Honestly. I know they’re different; I’m making a point. You have the same impact. A faucet doesn’t care if you watch it or not.

The whole morning is the same with Gus. His dad asks him questions and he doesn’t answer. His mom touches his shoulder and he moves away. Chester doesn’t touch him, but he’s never more than a few inches away.

Eventually, the worried silence passes. Everyone stops staring at Gus and I have to admit—I’ve decided that Gus intrigues me a little. I like people who don’t care what anyone thinks. He reminds me of me.

I want to let him know that I won’t be pestering him the way others do. I brush myself around his ankles, the best way that I know of to communicate with a person. Usually I reserve it for food needs, but not always. In this case, for instance, my bowl is full. I’m trying to say something else: I like you. You’re okay. The others in this house, I’m not so sure about.

WHAP!

He’s kicked me! Across the room! There’s a flurry—everyone descending on me at once. “Gus, no!” his mom says. “You must never kick an animal.”

She picks me up and cuddles me, which is both awkward and a little nice. It’s been a long time since anyone has scratched me behind my ears and I forgot how nice it can be.

The next time I see Gus, I keep my distance, a concept Chester will apparently never understand. He doesn’t care if Gus looks at him or not; he sits beside him and stares at him the way I only stare at things I’m hoping to pounce on or eat. Chester isn’t planning to eat Gus or anything interesting like that.

He’s already told me: he’s waiting for Gus to need him.

“Need you for what?” I asked.

“Different things. Sometimes I’ll find a shoe if it’s under the bed. Usually I help him manage his feelings. He gets overwhelmed easily. Touching me helps him cope—especially if we’re at school—but he doesn’t always remember that. I have to keep my eye on him so I’m there when he needs me.”

I remember another thing my mother once said about dogs: “Some of them get so caught up in their humans’ lives, they forget they’re a dog. They talk about everything they do with their people—go to the beach, play Frisbee, watch TV. They have no idea how silly they sound.”

I wonder if I should tell him, You don’t really go to school. You just pretend you do.

And then I’m surprised.

Apparently he really does go to school. Or else he finds a very good hiding spot all day long. “Where were you?” I ask when I finally see him again, lying in his usual spot in the kitchen.

“I told you. School. I spend the day there with Gus.”

I’ve never heard of such a thing. “Do cats go to school, too?”

“I don’t think so. I’ve never seen one.”

“Are there a lot of dogs?”

“I don’t think so. I’m the only one I’ve ever seen.”

Does this mean Chester isn’t so dopey after all? Is it a school for children with very smart pets? I wouldn’t mind applying if that’s the case.

Of course not, though. I should have known. “I’m there to help Gus. I don’t really follow what they’re learning. Maybe a little bit here and there.”

“If you go to school all day, you must know how to read.”

“Not really. Maybe a few words.”

If I ever went to school, I would definitely learn how to read. I’m tired of lying on newspapers and only being able to look at the pictures. “Wouldn’t you like to know what’s going on in the world, Dopey?”

He gives me a sad look. “My name is Chester.”

I feel bad. I usually don’t say this name out loud; I just think it occasionally. I remember the other cats who have called me names. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

To make him feel better, I surprise myself and tell him more of my own sad story than I’ve told anyone in a long time. “I used to have my own name. And my own family, too.”

He looks up, surprised.

Gus’s mom keeps talking about naming me, but then his dad makes terrible suggestions that I assume must be some kind of stab at humor because Sara laughs and usually says, “Seriously, we have to think of something.”

So far, Marc’s suggestions have been: Butterball, Captain Fluff, and Orson Welles, which I don’t understand. Sara likes Puffinstuff, which also makes no sense.

My name is Franklin. Emily chose it because it sounded dignified to her, though admittedly she sometimes called me Frankie or even Frankster, two names that aren’t so dignified, but I didn’t mind because I believe nicknames can be an expression of love. In my mind, I thought of her as Em. Her parents didn’t call her that. Just me. No one else called me Frankie. Just Em.

“Franklin?” Chester says now. “I like that name. It suits you.”

“I do, too. I’ll probably never hear it from a person again, though.”

He lies down and puts his chin on one paw. I’m right about this and there’s not much he can say.

“What was your family like?” he finally asks. Everyone is asleep. We’d never have this conversation if the family was around. They take all his attention, even when they aren’t asking anything of him.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen them.” It’s hard for me to talk about this without feeling as if I’ve got a hair ball in my throat. “I don’t really remember too much.”

He raises his eyebrows as if he knows this isn’t true, which it isn’t.

“Okay, fine. There were two sisters and some parents. Emily was the younger one. I was her favorite. She used to bring me slices of American cheese, which was the only food she could open herself. She was
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