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		 DEDICATION

			There’s only one possible choice for this . . .

			To the greatest little cat there ever was. 

Au revoir, pal o’ mine.

		

	
		 FOREWORD [image: image]

			One of the reasons I moved to where I live now is because it’s right near Washington Square Park, in the heart of Greenwich Village, and ever since I came to New York City, this is exactly where I fantasized about living. For human beings, however, wanting to do something and actually doing it are often two very different things. Which leads me to confess that the real reason I finally made the move is because my cat wanted to live on Washington Square Park.

			Do me a favor and please don’t ask how I know that this was his abode of choice. I know many strange things about my cat and I’d rather not discuss them because anyone who’s not a cat fanatic will think I’m insane and anyone who is a cat fanatic (or has read about my particular fanaticism) will not even question the above statement. In fact, the only question those readers might ask is, “What took you so long?”

			What took me so long was that I never realized that Norton, my exceptional, geniuslike—and did I mention dashingly handsome?—Scottish Fold pal, liked the dog run quite as much as he did.

			My ignorance lasted until one day, when we were strolling around the Village on a sunny afternoon. Well, I was strolling; Norton was in his usual position, relaxing, half in, half hanging out of his cloth-and-mesh bag that hung on my shoulder, swivelling his head at everyone and everything around him. At some point we found ourselves in the middle of the park. In addition to the sounds of guitars and bongos (I know it sounds like you’ve suddenly been plunged into a Dobie Gillis episode, but I swear there really were guitars and bongos), there was also the distinct and incessant sound of dogs barking. We made our way to the south side of the square and, sure enough, there was this caged-in stretch of land—some grass, mostly dirt—in which twenty or thirty dogs of all shapes and sizes were rolling, running, jumping, fetching, yapping, growling, howling and generally acting like happy, idiotic canines. Norton was fascinated by this undignified but free-spirited behavior, so we mosyed up as close as we could to the wire fence that separated the dogs and their owners from non-dog-owning humans. Norton twisted himself further out of his bag, sticking his head—which would easily have fit whole into most of those dogs’ mouths—as far across the boundary as he could muster. Several of the dogs raced over and barked hysterically but Norton stayed fairly serene, safe in the knowledge that none of the barkers could quite reach him and, if they could, all I had to do was take a step backward and he’d be out of harm’s way.

			I knew he was enjoying all this so I found a nearby bench, sat, and spent a decent part of the afternoon watching him watch the dogs. (I think I’ll skip over the fact of how much time I’ve actually spent during my adult years doing nothing but watch my cat do things that most people would not find all that entertaining. All I’ll say, so I keep some modicum of self-respect, is that I’m a total Knicks fanatic and I tend to live and die with that very aggravating basketball team. Nonetheless, if forced to choose, I’d have to say, “Watching Norton do just about anything, one; watching Latrell Sprewell juke to the basket, two.”) A few days later we went back to the same bench and my little pal seemed to have just as good a time, so after that we started going more often. And very soon after that I bought my new apartment, which I tell people I bought because it’s right on Washington Square Park but which I really bought because it’s only about fifty yards from the dog run. Even though I don’t have a dog.

			Once we were so conveniently located, Norton and I went by there almost daily. We liked to take little strolls together in the afternoon; it got me away from the stress of sitting at my computer for hours on end and it got him away from the stress of . . . well . . . napping by my computer for hours on end. After a few weeks, we didn’t just sit on the bench on the outsider side of the fence, we started sitting inside the dog run. At first, the regular inhabitants (both human and canine) were not thrilled to see a feline intruder. They (the canines, not the humans) would come running up, barking ferociously, and my cat would retreat hastily into his bag. But gradually, the ferocity stopped and curiosity took over, and then it was even possible to spot a kind of friendly wariness. Norton, throughout this process, usually just nestled calmly on my lap, half in, half out of his bag.

			One day, the two of us were sitting in the sun, in the middle of the dog run, and a woman came in and sat down beside us. I was reading, Norton was sitting on my lap, totally out of his bag now, soaking in the rays. The dogs were basically ignoring us, except for one small one, a Scottie, I think, who didn’t seem to understand that Norton wasn’t a dog, because he couldn’t seem to comprehend why Norton had zero interest in running around and playing fetch with him. The woman next to us sat there quite a long time; I was vaguely aware that she kept staring over in my direction. Then, finally, she nudged me. When I looked up, she didn’t make a big deal out of it, she just said, “That’s Norton, isn’t it?” I nodded once, muttered something like, “Yup,” then she didn’t say anything else for a while. She did start nodding, though, repeatedly, as if finally grasping some long-sought knowledge. Then, her head still bobbing slowly, her voice betraying just the tiniest bit of awe, she said, “So it’s true . . .”

			I knew immediately what she meant. She had read about Norton. She had heard about him. His travels, his adventures, his remarkable effect on everyone around him. And now she had seen him in the flesh (or the fur, as it were), which is all it ever really took for people to understand how genuinely special he was.

			I looked at my little cat and patted him on the head. My hand lay there, taking comfort in the smallness and the familiar fit within my palm.

			“Yes,” I said, smiling down at my beloved gray pal, “it’s definitely true.”

		

	
		 CHAPTER 11[image: image]

			THE CAT WHO’LL 

LIVE FOREVER

			The aftermath of death is an interesting
and strange thing. 

			 The immediate sensation was one of surprising calm and relief.

			The moment Norton died my tears stopped.

			It’s not that I wasn’t overcome with loss, it’s simply that death itself was so much more peaceful for him than the last two or three days of his life. I was instantly overcome with the realization that he was gone and that all the good things I loved about him were now part of my memory rather than the present. That is always a jarring emotional adjustment, because we all place so much more value on the here and now than we do on memory—but the fact is that he was no longer in pain and, about that, I was glad.

			I held him for a fairly long time, maybe fifteen minutes or so, until I was absolutely sure he was dead. I’d never been in this situation before, so while I was as certain as I could be that his breathing had stopped, I didn’t want to be mourning him and suddenly have him meow and startle me to my own death. So I sat there and stroked him and finally accepted the fact that yes, he was gone. I remembered what the woman from the hospice had told me about my dad when he was dying, so I kept my hand on his chest, was strangely comforted by the contact and the intimacy. After a while, I kissed him on top of the head, and decided that was my final physical goodbye.

			The trauma was over, the crying had ended, and now reality was setting in. I sat there, trying to decide what to do—sleep was out of the question—and decided that it was okay to call Janis, even if it was now two-thirty in the morning. When the phone rang, she knew who it was and why I was calling. I told her that Norton had died, she asked if I wanted her to come over and I said no, that I was okay, really, and this time I was telling the truth.

			But when I hung up, I realized that I did have a new problem to deal with.

			I’ve explained that “squeamish” might as well be my middle name, so I was not able to simply shrug off the slightly ghoulish situation facing me. That situation was that, with all the calm and peace and intimacy surrounding me, there was no getting around the fact that I had a nonliving cat in my bed.

			I called Janis back and said, “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”

			What I finally did was call Dr. DeLorenzo’s office and the night operator gave me a number for Manhattan’s twenty-four-hour animal hospital. I called them, told them of my situation, and the woman there asked if I had a bag.

			“What kind of bag?” I asked.

			“A bag that your cat’ll fit into,” she said, not as sensitively as she might have.

			I said that I probably did and she explained that I should put him in the bag, cover him up with a blanket, and bring him to my regular vet in the morning. I said, “That’s it?” and she answered, “Well, what else did you have in mind?” I decided I wouldn’t utter exactly what I had in mind for her, simply said, “Okay,” hung up and looked over at Norton. The strangest thing about what happened next is how not strange it was for me. It wasn’t distasteful, it wasn’t even unpleasant or sad now. It was as if this were just a normal part of the cycle. I had cried for him when he was alive and, as I’ve said, there really was this deep sense of peace now. So it didn’t seem odd or distasteful to me to pick him up and carry him to the Sherpa bag he normally used when he flew on planes with me. I will say that I did kiss him one last time, knowing that it would be the last time I was able to touch him, then I put him inside, zipped it up, got a towel and draped it over the bag.

			When it was all done, I climbed back into bed and suddenly knew that I could, for the first time in days, maybe even weeks, go right to sleep. And not only that, I knew I could finally sleep soundly and deeply, and without the fear of what I’d wake up to find. The time for fear, as for pain, for both me and Norton, was past.

			Janis came over first thing in the morning and we took Norton to the Washington Square Animal Hospital. The woman at the desk was expecting us and started to explain that Dr. DeLorenzo wasn’t in quite yet but I explained that we’d come early and that we didn’t need the doctor, that Norton had died already. I said that I just wanted to leave him there to be cremated.

			She came around the desk and took the bag from me. I did have one last crying jag as I watched her carry him into the back. But it was only a brief one, nothing too drastic, and Janis held my hand and patted me lightly and comfortingly on the back, like one would do to a colicky baby, until I dried up. When the receptionist came back with the empty bag, Janis and I went outside into what was already becoming a hot and humid spring day. We went and had a huge breakfast at a diner on Bleecker Street. Tapping our orange juice glasses together, we had a bittersweet—and exhausted—toast to my sixteen and a half superb years of companionship.

			I assumed that I’d now make a few calls, send a few e-mails, tell a few people, mourn for a little while, or even a long while, know that a small but valuable piece of me would be missing forever, but that things would go on much as before and that would be the end of it.

			Uh-uh.

			In death, my sweet, sweet cat continued to astound, possibly even more than he had in life.

			The friends I called or e-mailed immediately called or e-mailed other friends, who contacted a whole other circle of people, and the next thing I knew I was getting calls from nearly anyone I’d ever met, talked to or heard about. Every close friend or relative who called sounded almost as sad as I felt. If there was any unanimity of sentiment in all these conversations, it was that all the people who called felt as if they themselves had lost a close friend.

			A writer pal of mine, John Feinstein, another serious cat guy (he once flew home to Maryland from Paris, where he was covering the French Open tennis tournament, when one of his cats died suddenly), called and left this message on my phone machine: “I’m sure you’re sad, but you shouldn’t be that sad, because no cat ever had a better life.” John’s wife, Mary, sent me a wonderful note: “All the Feinsteins have been thinking of you. Yesterday Danny [their young son] asked if Norton could be his [Danny’s] grandmother’s cat in heaven. We figure anyone as widely traveled as Norton has found his way to the afterlife, and we told Danny a cat so well-loved would be unbeatable as a companion anywhere.” Roman Polanski called from Paris to convey his condolences. “We had some great dinners together, Norton and I,” he said wistfully. Norm Stiles, who probably knew Norton better than anyone outside of me and Janis, said, “It’s amazing, isn’t it, how our cats get into every minute aspect of our daily lives.” And that’s exactly the point that Janis made to me, when I began apologizing for how deeply sad I felt and how seriously I was grieving. “He wasn’t just your cat,” she had to explain to me. “You were with him practically twenty-fours a day. He was involved in your social life, your day-to-day life and your professional life. You didn’t have that kind of all-consuming relationship with anyone else.”

			Young Charlie Alderman called and was his usual comforting self. “He died in a good way,” he told me and I had to tell him that I agreed. His mom Nancy let me know a few days later that the Chuckster had been asked to write his autobiography for school. The ten-year-old’s opening sentence was, “The first friend I ever had died when he was sixteen years old.” He was, of course, referring to Norton, who was indeed one of his very first friends, meeting Charlie when the boy was days old.

			Ben Eagle, the slightly-older-than-Charlie son of my best friend Paul, wrote and told me that he was dedicating a part of his own Web page to Norton.

			Things started to get out of hand when a reporter named James Barron from the New York Times called. He had heard about Norton’s death (I believe from my agent, Esther, who had her own Scottish Fold, Tate, and was taking Norton’s demise almost as hard as I was) and he wanted to write an obituary. I was taken aback but I must say, I liked the idea of Norton being the first cat to get an obit in the paper of record and I was positive that he would have loved it, too. Barron did a great job; he totally caught the spirit of my cat and our relationship. Best of all, he made it fun and funny, writing it as if Norton were a person, not a pet (which, of course, is the way I thought about him). I’ll reprint it here, below, but I should point out my very favorite line, which comes at the end: “Besides Mr. Gethers, Norton is survived by Mr. Gethers’s friend, Janis Donnaud.” I think that’s just perfect, and I know Norton would have liked that.

			Naturally, even in death, Norton had to take center stage. Soon after the obit writer interviewed me, I got a call from a woman at the Times who said they would like a photo of Norton to run with the piece. I explained that I’d have to look to see what I had and she said that they were on deadline, they needed it quickly. I told her that if they could send a messenger, I’d have something ready, but she didn’t know if they had time for that. She said she’d check and call me right back. Five minutes later, the phone rang again. It was the woman from the Times.

			“Never mind,” she said. “It turns out we have a photo of Norton on file here.”

			“Um . . .” I managed to say before she hung up again. “Just out of curiosity, do you have a photo of me on file there?”

			“You don’t want to know,” was her answer.

			The New York Times Metro Wednesday, May 12, 1999
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			NORTON

			Recalling a Cat

Who Got Around

			Norton, a grayish cat with small, folded ears whose far-flung adventures were described in two books, died on Saturday. He was 16, said the person with whom he lived, the author PETER GETHERS.

			He had kidney trouble and cancer, said Mr. Gethers, an executive at Random House who has also written novels and screenplays.

			“He was a gift from an ex-girlfriend,” Mr. Gethers said. “I didn’t like cats at all. She brought him back from Los Angeles and gave him to me. It was an instant relationship.”

			Soon they were going everywhere together. One early trip was to a weeklong writers’ conference in San Diego, Calif. During one workshop, LEONA NEVLER, an editor at Ballantine Books, became concerned that Mr. Gethers had left Norton (unattended and unleashed) by the swimming pool at their hotel.

			“She couldn’t get over why I wasn’t worried,” he said. “I went to the last place I had seen him and whistled, and he came out of the bushes.”

			Later Mr. Gethers told her that Norton had flown on the Concorde, had lived in a hotel with views of the Parisian skyline (as well as open-window access to nearby rooftops) and had attended meetings with the director ROMAN POLANSKI and the actor HARRISON FORD.

			She said, “You should write a book called ‘The Cat Who Went to Paris,’” Mr. Gethers recalled yesterday. “I’m supposed to have my finger on the pulse of American culture, but I totally blew it off. I said, ‘Right’”

			But Ms. Nevler called Mr. Gethers’s agent, ESTHER NEWBERG, and worked out a deal for the book. That first volume, published in 1991, was followed by “A Cat Abroad” (Crown, 1993).

			Eventually, Mr. Gethers’s traveling companion became so well known that mail addressed to “Norton, Sag Harbor, N.Y.” was delivered — 

naturally, Norton had a place in the Hamptons. He was recognized throughout Europe. Once, on a walk through Amsterdam — Mr. Gethers was doing the walking; Norton was riding on his shoulders — someone stopped the pair and said, “Excuse me, is that the cat who went to Paris?”

			It was. And as Mr. Gethers’s readers came to understand, Norton was a cat with a distinct — and distinctive — personality. “He was independent without being standoffish,” said Ms. Newberg.

			Besides Mr. Gethers, Norton is survived by Mr. Gethers’s friend, JANIS DONNAUD.

			

			 

			Once the Times announced my cat’s departure from all things worldly, things got truly wild.

			Various other news services picked up on the story, so Norton’s death was written about in USA Today and, thanks to the Associated Press, printed in hundreds of local papers around the country. People magazine not only ran a full-page “Tribute” to my cat in the issue that came out ten days or so after his death, six months later they also included Norton in their special, year-end double-issue in the section “Notable Deaths.” In this second story, Norton—depicted in a photo I took of him at Sweetwater Farm during our final trip together—was placed alongside the likes of Mel Tormé, Joe DiMaggio, Raisa Gorbachev, George C. Scott, Wilt Chamberlain, King Hussein, Stanley Kubrick and, I was particularly pleased to see, Señor Wences. My favorite part—this really made me chuckle as I knew it would have pleased my pal greatly—is that they didn’t bother to identify him. They didn’t say, “star of The Cat Who Went to Paris” or anything like that. They simply listed him, under his photo, as “A Literary Adventurer,” gave his age as sixteen, and then got Rita Mae Brown to give a wonderful epitaph: “He was born a cat, but died a gentleman. His manners were perfect, and he was a very good traveling companion.”

			I couldn’t have said it better myself.

			I got a call from a friend, Linda, whom I hadn’t spoken to in several months. She said that she’d heard about Norton’s death and wanted to convey how very sorry she was. I asked if she knew about it because she’d read the Times obit and she said no, she heard it on the radio. My exact response to this was, “What?!!!” and she then told me that she’d been driving into the city from her country house, was cruising along the Long Island Expressway listening to WCBS when, on the news, they announced that Norton—describing him as “the legendary Cat Who Went to Paris”—had died. She said she almost drove off the side of the road, but managed to compose herself as the station then went on and did a thirty-second tribute to the world’s favorite Scottish Fold.

			I called Janis immediately to tell her about this and then I had to shake my head. “You do realize,” I told her, “that when I die no one’s going to do a thirty-second tribute on the radio for me.”

			“Yes,” Janis said, as sympathetically as she could muster, “I definitely realize that.”

			Letters and e-mails started pouring in. I am not exaggerating when I say that I received at least a thousand notes, each expressing sorrow and sympathy at Norton’s passing. Writers I worked with, coworkers from the publishing business, more notes from friends. One writer who I published and also played with in the occasional game of poker, Bob Reiss, wrote: “I didn’t think of him as your pet. I thought of him as your friend. Condolences in a time of grief.” An agent, who I didn’t know all that well but who had met Norton at various Random House meetings as well as at a couple of writers conferences, wrote: “He was the embodiment of otherworldly sophistication and his like won’t be seen again. I mourn with you.” Ann King, who took care of Norton the weekend Janis and I were in San Francisco, sent a note thanking me for letting her have the opportunity to spend those few days with him. I got letters from salespeople into whose stores I had taken Norton while I was shopping. The woman who bought my old apartment, and who had scratched and petted Norton while she was deciding whether she wanted to meet my asking price, sent these words: “Although I only met him twice, Norton left a lasting impression on me. He had an otherworldly quality about him, and I found myself telling everyone I knew about him. He really was a unique cat.”

			One of my favorite comments came from a dear friend, Becky Okrent, who sent a black and white postcard that was a photo of a cat standing on a young man’s shoulder. The printed paragraph on the back of the card explained that the cat was Mrs. Chippy, a male cat who belonged to Henry Mcnish, an adventurer on the ship the Endurance during Shackleton’s legendary arctic expedition. The man in the photo was not Mcnish but another sailor with Shackleton, Perce Blackbourne. Becky’s note read: “Don’t ask what happened to Mrs. Chippy when the crew was forced to abandon ship. But I hope he and Norton are sharing a few brews and tales of adventure in cat heaven.”

			Sharon MacIntosh, a friend and major cat lover, had these wise words to impart in an e-mail: “I think we’re only allowed temporary guardianship of cats. Though I don’t believe in heaven for people, I’ve always thought that all our good cats would meet up in cat heaven, where they’d have Fancy Feast, no fleas and MEOW MIX as often as they want. Most of all, I think cats—even more than humans—want to die with love and dignity. You gave Norton both.”

			When Norton’s cancer had reached a fairly advanced stage, two of the few people I’d revealed this to were the women in Sicily, Wanda and Giovanna Tornabene, whose cookbook I’d published. Wanda, the mother, sent me the following fax when she first heard Norton was sick:

			

			Dearest Peter,

			Giovanna translated for me
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			You’d think by now I’d have learned. But, being human, of course I haven’t. I am still amazed and surprised and startled that several years after his death, my beloved Scottish Fold pal is still teaching me valuable lessons about life, death, and just about everything in between.

			The hardcover edition of The Cat Who’ll Live Forever was published on September 7, 2001. I was quite proud of this book, felt it was the best thing I’d ever written. It was also the hardest thing I’d ever written. When I knew I was getting close to the end, I went out to Sag Harbor and spent three weeks by myself, writing day and night to meet my deadline. I not only work better in isolation, in a sense I felt that it would be the last stretch of time I’d ever get to spend alone with Norton. I knew it would be the last thing I ever wrote about him, at least in any sort of depth, and somehow, without turning into the kind of guy who’d have his own TV show communing with those on the “other side,” it felt appropriate to have one final bond with the sweetest of creatures I’d spent sixteen years bonding with. When I finished typing the very last sentence of the book into my computer—and this will come as no surprise, I’m sure, to anyone who has actually read the whole thing rather than skipped ahead to peek at this all-new, extra-added-value section—I sat at my desk, overlooking the garden and Norton’s grave, and sobbed for a good twenty minutes. Pulling myself together, forcing myself out of this latest burst of emotional wimpiness, I decided I had things under control, I had moved beyond the stage where the mere thought of Norton would reduce me to tears, and called Janis to tell her that I was finally done. The phone rang, she answered it, I said, “I’m …” —and I never even got to say the word “finished,” because I started sobbing yet again for another twenty minutes or so. I told her I’d call her back, which I was able to do some three hours later with only a modicum of hysteria.

			Over the next several months, various people read the manuscript. My agent, Esther, was the first to take a look (and she actually cried even harder reading the book than I cried writing it. When she finished the final page, she called me, around eleven at night. I heard some strangled gasps and snorts and sniffles, then she muttered, “I hate you,” and hung up). The editor and publisher and several marketing and publicity people were the next to go over the pages. Everyone seemed to like it and expectations were fairly high. Early reviews were good and on September 7 I appeared on the Today show with Soledad O’Brien (on whom I developed a major crush). My biggest fear in life was that I’d burst into tears on national TV talking about my cat—thus ending, once and for all, any macho fantasies I had about being cast as the next James Bond after Pierce Brosnan steps down—but I managed to get through the segment with my dignity reasonably intact.

			On September 10, a Monday, Stephen Rubin, the publisher of Doubleday/Broadway, called me at home. As a result of my lovefest with Soledad (call me nuts, I think she had a little crush on me, too), The Cat Who’ll Live Forever was number 20 on the amazon.com bestseller list and the New York Times had called to track it for their list. “I don’t want to jinx it,” Steve said, “but it looks like we’ve got a breakout bestseller on our hands.”

			The next day, of course, was 9/11 and for the next many months the world as we knew it basically came to an end. Eventually I found the nerve to tell Steve that he’d not only jinxed my book, he’d jinxed the entire United States.

			Now, the reason I’m going into all this is not to whine and complain that terrorists hurt my book sales. There’s a little thing I like to call “perspective.” I live in downtown Manhattan, reasonably close to the site that was the World Trade Center and, believe me, I am not that selfish or egocentric. On September 12, I was not buried under tons of rubble and I did not lose anyone near and dear to me in the tragedy, thus I knew I had (and have) no reason to complain about anything. What I did have to do, however, was go out on a publicity tour. Which I did, two or three weeks later.

			At first, I almost requested that the tour be canceled. Forget the fact that the media only wanted to talk about germ warfare and dirty bombs and anthrax and how we were going to strike back at the evildoers. (Well, let’s not forget it for just a moment. While we’re on the subject: Whatever happened to anthrax? How come no one ever mentions that we don’t have a clue who was responsible for all that and never even came close to finding out who was mailing the stuff out? And how come no one ever brings up the point that we were told the whole reason we invaded Afghanistan was to find bin Laden? The whole reason. Then we didn’t find him. So then we were told it didn’t matter if we found him or not, he no longer mattered. And, okay, okay, this isn’t going to turn into a political treatise—there are many observers more qualified than I am to comment on these things—but I do tend to mouth off in these books, so I’d also like to find out why we first decided that all terrorists are evil and you’re either with us or against us when it comes to the war on terrorism—unless you’re against us but you can actually do us some financial good or we need you for some reason, particularly if that reason has something to do with oil or blocs of votes. Then it’s just mildly bad that you support terrorists or are terrorists and we’ll simply ignore it and look the other way. I’m just asking, you understand.)

			Anyway …

			Because of the volatility of what was happening around the world, I knew I would be ignored by the media while on tour, but I did have commitments to speak in bookstores in many parts of the country and I didn’t think it was particularly fair to stiff them, especially since a lot of other people were stiffing them, because everyone was afraid to fly (or, not to be too cynical about most authors out on tour, afraid to stand in line at the airport check-in counter for two hours and be incredibly inconvenienced). Still, I went back and forth on this issue. I really didn’t want to offend or disappoint the bookstore people, but I just wasn’t sure that what I was going to talk about—my deeply sick relationship with and love for my deceased cat—was remotely appropriate. It seemed so … trivial.

			So what I did was do a trial run.

			I did a bookstore appearance in Sag Harbor.

			I was extremely nervous about this public appearance until just an hour or so before heading to the store, when I was talking to my friend Adrienne Harris (neighbor, psychologist, gardener, baseball fan—what could be bad?). I was telling Adrienne that I was particularly worried because, on top of everything else, my prepared talk—even if ultimately about Norton’s death—was meant to be really funny. I said to her, “I don’t know if anyone’s in the mood for funny these days.”

			And she said, “Are you kidding? We’re all desperate to laugh.”

			It turned out she was right. Not only that night but as I toured the U.S.A. And what surprised me even more was that people weren’t just delighted to hear the funny and warm anecdotes, they were anxious to discuss what I’d decided was the point of the whole book: that The Cat Who’ll Live Forever isn’t really about death and loss but about life and how to use its limits so it can be appreciated to the fullest. However trivial the context, it was a message that people could relate to and were extraordinarily anxious to hear. In some ways, because it was so personal and about something so normal as the loss of a pet, the book became something they could relate to far more than they could relate to the overwhelming scope of the tragedy of 9/11.

			As always, Norton managed to put things in perspective.

			Letters began to pour in after the book was published (cat nuts do tend to like to share their feelings, I’ve learned over these many cat-writing years). Most of the letters were quite wonderful: supportive and moving and friendly. Many of them shared their own stories of loss and many of them said that the book helped them deal with loss—the two-legged as well as the four-legged kind.

			One topic was raised more than any other. More of a question, really: Had I gotten another cat yet?

			As of this moment, the answer is still no. And for all the reasons I already explained in the book.

			But …

			I’m finally thinking about it. The fact is, for the first time since Norton’s death, I’m more than thinking about it. I know I’m going to bring another little critter into my life.

			I’ve been feeling this urge for a while now, but things got cemented a few days ago. I had a conversation with a friend that really disturbed me. The friend was talking about how he wouldn’t go on a trip to Europe because of all the disturbing things that were going on in the world—the nightmare in the Middle East, the threats of terrorism, the instability of various governments, for all I know, even the fact that Chevy Chase is being given another TV series. He was afraid to leave home. Afraid to be separated from his wife and children. It really started me thinking. It depressed me that people still haven’t learned, after all our years on this earth, that we can’t allow ourselves to live in fear. We can’t stop living because we’re afraid of dying. Or anything else. Once that happens, the bad guys have won. Planes crash—does that mean we must be too afraid to fly? Cars crash—should we never drive again? People get killed while crossing the street—should we stop walking? Terrorists are walking around in some places with dynamite strapped to their chests. People leave their spouses and we find out that endings aren’t always happy and that even love sometimes hurts. Giant corporations that are supposed to protect their employees go belly up and the big guys make gazillions and the little guys get screwed. Guess what? In a lot of ways, life sucks. So what do we do? Stop living?

			The more I pondered the whole topic, I realized that this doesn’t just apply to the big issues—family and death and loss. It applies to the smaller, more trivial portions of life, too. It applies to how we deal with our jobs and whom we vote for and what we stand for. It certainly applies to our daily relationships with people and, dare I say it, with animals.

			I loved my sixteen-plus years with Norton. I loved Norton.

			Will my next cat be as brilliant or wonderful? Probably not. Will I bond with the next one the way I did with Norton? Probably not. Will my next pal be able to support me in the Nortonesque style to which I’ve, unfortunately, become accustomed? Probably not. But does that mean I should be scared away from starting another long-term boy/cat relationship?

			Definitely not.

			It won’t be the same, but I’ll love the next one, too.

			And I’ll love however many years I get to spend with the next feline that enters my life.

			Of that I’m sure. Which must mean I’m ready to take the leap.

			I can picture Norton, particularly when he was a kitten. He was never the greatest jumper in the world but he did like to leap. I remember once, he was sitting on my kitchen counter, which was right next to the front door of the apartment. For some reason the front door was open. I could see Norton eyeing the very top of the door, that little tiny ledge, which was maybe eight feet off the ground. The kitchen counter was perhaps three feet off the ground. Not a bad jump, considering the landing area was, at best, two inches wide. I watched Norton gather his legs up under him and go into that cat-about-to-pounce mode.

			I remember I said, aloud, “You’re a making a mistake. You’re not going to be able to do it.”

			I also remember my cat looking at me. There’s no question what that look said. It said, “Oh yeah?!”

			And then he jumped.

			He teetered and swayed on the top of that door, but he righted himself and there he was. In retrospect, it doesn’t really matter whether he made it or not. But the fact is he did.

			He took the leap.

			And he was pretty damn happy about it.

			So I guess that’s what I’m going to do. Take the leap and be happy about it. It’s what I think we should all do.

			The last lesson I guess I’ll learn from Norton.

			Thanks, pal.

		

	
		 

		Peter Gethers has spent much of the last ten years chronicling the life of his extraordinary cat. When he has some free time, he’s a novelist, publisher, and screenwriter. Under the pseudonym Russell Andrews, he has written the bestselling thrillers Gideon and Icarus. He lives in New York City, Sag Harbor, and, luckily, Sicily.

	OEBPS/images/Geth_9780767910873_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Geth_9780767910873_epub_001_r1.jpg
Peter Gethers

THE CAT WHO'LL LIVE

FOREVER

Broadway Books
- New York -





OEBPS/images/Geth_9780767910873_epub_005_r1.jpg
AFTERWOR






OEBPS/images/Geth_9780767910873_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Geth_9780767910873_epub_002_r1.jpg
The Final Adventures

of

the Perfect Cat,
and

His Imperiect Human





OEBPS/images/Geth_9780767910873_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
INGIEREAS
WHO’LL LIVE
FOREVER

The Final Adventures of Norton,
the Perfect Cat, and His
Imperfect Human

[RERREIRSGET HER S





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


