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The difference between wild and feral may seem subtle, but it’s a distinction that matters. A wild animal has evolved that way; everything about it is programmed to survive without interference from people. A feral animal is not the same. Feral animals are those whose species were, at some point, domesticated by people, and then for whatever reason left to survive on their own. Feral animals—their histories, their futures, their survival—are inextricably linked to humankind. Their lives are tied to ours.

Feral, for all the wildness it implies, just means that an animal was abandoned by the system that created it.
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Poets Square

I moved in first, to the little brick house in Poets Square. Tim had a few weeks left in his lease and he was still packing his stuff, going through all his closets, scrubbing everything thoroughly enough to get his security deposit back. I had already abandoned my old place. My whole life had opened up to all the possibilities of our new house, our little rental, a place we had chosen together. I was ready for a wholly new kind of life.

I was sleeping on a bare mattress in what would become our bedroom. I was imagining all of it: the art we would hang on the walls, the speakers we would set up in the living room, the music we would keep on in the background. The way we would hide here, me and Tim, from everything happening in the world. It was a quiet neighborhood. No problems could reach us.

That first night in the new house I sat alone in the empty living room, every small sound echoing. The TV wasn’t set up yet; the internet wasn’t working. I spent the evening just listening, learning the noises of the neighborhood. There was a sound at the door that could have been the wind. A sound in the backyard. What sounded like footsteps on the roof.

I kept peering outside—was that the door rattling? a tap on the window?—but I couldn’t see anything. I might have thought I was imagining it, except my dog, Maggie, heard it too: her ears were swiveling again and again toward the scuttling sounds across the bedroom ceiling. I stayed up all night that first night, hearing the thumps against the trash cans in the driveway, watching the motion-activated floodlights flash on again and again. Every time there was no sign of anyone around.

The next morning—my first morning there, in the new house—I got up early and went outside, newly brave in the daylight, and the evidence was everywhere. Across the front step, the roof, the driveway: tiny pawprints.

 

BEFORE WE MOVED IN TOGETHER, Tim lived ten minutes away from me, in downtown Tucson, in an apartment building with a safe gated courtyard and a few stray cats always milling about. We had a favorite of the cats: a big brown one we called Mushroom Risotto. You can name a cat anything, Tim told me, and this had never occurred to me before. I would have agonized over a name, anxious to get it right. Tim could walk outside in the dark and see a stray cat and instantly name it after whatever we had eaten for dinner.

That was the summer the mountains were on fire. We could smell it from anywhere in the city, the low lingering smoke. The pandemic had begun and Tim and I were alone in our bubble, alone in our new relationship. I was spending every night at his apartment and from his building’s balcony we could see all of it: the ambulances screaming toward the hospital, the protesters outside the police station, the flames eating up the mountains. The cats ambling about the bushes below us, their occasional howls late at night.

That summer felt both fraught and easy, watching the world’s problems but feeling far away from them. The fires cutting through the forest—what could we do to stop them? I went to work and wore my mask and shielded myself from the smoke, and focused so singularly on myself, on Tim, on what my life could look like in our burgeoning relationship. I would have considered myself a good person then. I wasn’t the one who had set the mountains on fire. I spent every evening on Tim’s couch, watching him cook for me, savoring the safety of his gated building, his warm meals, his attention. Every night Tim would walk me back to my car and we would kiss in the dark and look for Mushroom Risotto, the cat, his wispy fluff disappearing into the dark. It was the first time in my tiny life that it felt like the world could end, and instead of doing anything about it, I was busy falling in love.

 

IN DAYLIGHT I FOLLOWED THE PAWPRINTS around the house, trying to figure out where a cat might have come from or gone, but there were too many prints to make sense of. I didn’t mention it to Tim, even after a few weeks had passed and he was sleeping in our new bedroom with me. Every night I could hear the cat—two cats? maybe three cats?—prancing across the roof, leaping from the fence, scurrying across the driveway.

I was always worried about ruining things. It was the first time in years it had felt like anything in my life had gone correctly, the first time I felt like I might get the chance to climb into bed and feel cozy and safe, with no cares, no responsibilities, nothing owed to anyone. It was probably just a neighbor’s cat.

The new neighborhood was quieter than my old one, and darker—there were no streetlights—and from the backyard I could see the stars better than in any other place I had lived. Every night after Tim went to bed I snuck outside in the dark and stood silently and stared at all the constellations stretched above me. I knew that I was waiting in the dark for something other than stars. If I stood still long enough, I would see them: the sets of glowing eyes, the rustling of a tail disappearing into the bushes. There were more than three cats. The movement along the roof, the dark shapes along the edges of the yard. In the dark we would regard each other, me and those infinite pairs of eyes.

 

HAVE YOU NOTICED, TIM SAID one morning, making coffee in our new kitchen, that there’s always a few cats around?

Yes, I said. A few.

The first cat I saw in daylight was gray and white, skinny and long-legged, and sound asleep on the hood of my car when I went outside to leave for work. Excuse me, I whispered to the cat, and when I jingled my keys his yellow eyes flashed open and he panicked, raising his back the way cats do, and ran. That night there was a black cat sitting on our front step when I got home. The next morning there was a fluffy orange tail disappearing into the bushes in our backyard, and a calico cat perched on the fence. Tim was still hauling boxes inside; we were still unwrapping mugs in the kitchen for morning coffee.

Oh yeah, he said, when I told him about the calico. I saw that one this morning. He pushed the blinds aside and peered out. Oh, he said. Not that one.

Sometimes I swear I could look out the window and see a single black cat sitting there, like an omen, and a moment later look again and see a white cat in his place. It felt like every time I blinked there was a new cat outside our house, like they were coming from a portal. I would go outside to check the mail and look up at the sky and see an enormous cat perched at the top of our tree, peering down at me. I would open the back door and come face-to-face with a slinky Siamese, her brown points like knee-high boots, her blue eyes completely crossed. It felt like we were on a prank show, like someone was waiting to see how many different cats they could leave in our driveway before we finally went insane.

I started taking notes, cataloging each cat. The white cat you saw this morning, I would ask Tim when we talked on the phone during lunch breaks, was it short-haired or long-haired? I had a little notebook, and I was cross-checking my notes. Long-haired, he would say, and not fully white. It had some orange on its tail.

That was a new one. I made a note.

Where are they coming from? Tim asked. Where do they hide? We had toured the house before we moved in and there hadn’t been any cats. In daylight they were still barely around. We asked our landlord, introduced ourselves to our new neighbors just to ask if they knew anything about the cats. I was a little afraid they’d say no, that maybe I was making it up. The landlord thought the cats might belong to a neighbor; she remembered there might have been strays in the area. Oh yeah, all the neighbors said, waving me away. There’s a few stray cats around.

 

TIM WAS MAKING A LOT of risotto those days, when we first moved in together. He loved cooking, and especially loved cooking one recipe again and again, homing in on the flavors, making small adjustments. My unrefined palate could never taste the differences, but Tim would nod or smack his lips, savoring each bite, understanding how incrementally he was making improvements. I envied Tim: how devoted he could be, how precise.

Nearly every night Tim would cook a big pot, leaning over the heat and stirring endlessly, while I lounged on the couch or puttered around the kitchen. I didn’t cook. It had always felt like a great failing of mine, that I could barely feed myself. It had been a while since I had felt cared for, and I sank into the feeling. I had spent years living in survival mode, living alone, and I was exhausted by it, with nothing left of me to care for anyone else.

And then suddenly there were these daily steaming bowls of buttery rice, cooked down to broth, the nutty mushrooms, the cheese Tim grated on top. The cozy house we suddenly shared. The cats outside. We had started bickering about them, just a little. I was worried about the cats, every one of them, even the ones I hadn’t even seen yet. There were at least a dozen of them from my latest count. How long had they all been surviving out there? Was I supposed to be feeding them? I was trying consciously not to assign them names, not to attach my heart to theirs.

By then it was September and the fire in the mountains was out, quenched down to a smoldering scar across the horizon. I could see it from our backyard, the burn scar, the stretch of red fire retardant dropped from helicopters. See? I would think, tucking myself into the bed we newly shared. They didn’t need my help to put out a fire. If I ignored anything long enough someone else would fix it.

All the cats clamoring outside: they didn’t need me. I was almost convinced.

 

GROWING UP I LOVED CATS so much that I often pretended to be one; long past the age it stopped being cute I was still crawling around on all fours, refusing to eat breakfast unless my parents poured my cereal in a cat bowl and put it on the floor for me. We had a cat—a grumpy calico whose fur was always inexplicably greasy—and although she barely let me touch her, I found her endearing, nearly magical, the way she was this weird little creature who just lived with us, and all she did was sit and hiss. The wood-paneled walls of my childhood bedroom were lined with glossy posters of puppies and kittens, butterflies landing on their noses, baby animals tumbling out of baskets and posing in gardens.

I loved animals. I was a cat person.

What I had never understood, even as an adult who occasionally volunteered to walk dogs at the local shelter, was the actual animality of real animals, the wildness of them. Their biology. The way they give birth and the way they die, the way they reproduce, the things they resort to in order to survive.

Cats had always been all comfort to me: they were soft creatures who lived gentle lives inside our homes, curled by a fireplace, kneading a fleece blanket, sleepy and content. I had never considered—had never had reason to consider—what would happen to cats if you put them outside and left them there, allowed them to revert to their wildness, allowed all their brutal biologies to take over.

I didn’t know how to love animals this way.

My only experience with dead cats—with death at all, really—was that childhood calico, who lived to age fifteen and then passed painlessly in my mom’s arms at the vet. I was there; I stayed in the room for it. I had felt valiant, staying when the vet offered me the choice to leave, like I could say now that I had witnessed death.

But I had witnessed it with stainless steel and a euthanasia needle, the gift of a painless end to a long life. A cat who had never been without people, not for a single day in her fifteen-year life.

The cats outside the house in Poets Square didn’t have people. They didn’t seem to want people. They were feral; they ran from us. They hid and hissed, scattered every time we opened the door. They seemed to be a different species from what I thought of as cats; they may as well have been a family of raccoons for all the time they spent digging in our trash and then running away, galloping through the dark, dragging their little paws across our rafters.

Tim had grown up in a trailer on a rural tract of land, in 4-H club, handling animals in all their realities. The husbandry. The gross parts. He understood before I did what would happen with the cats at our house: how they would reproduce, how they would die, how powerless we would be to do much about it. Are they eating birds? I would ask him. Are there mice here? I didn’t understand how they were surviving. I didn’t understand that they weren’t.

Tim had had barn cats, local strays. It was an accepted reality in his childhood that sometimes a cat would show up and have kittens and sometimes the kittens wouldn’t make it. Oh my god, I was always saying, thinking of all the things I had never had to consider about cats. It was dusk and we were watching a few of the cats prowl the perimeter of the yard. I hadn’t even thought about kittens. Were there kittens somewhere? Were there tiny pawprints I had missed?

Tim shrugged. He said: They’re okay. They’ve survived this long without you.

 

THE CATS WERE ALSO A NUISANCE. I already had a dog—Maggie, my sweet, clumsy boxer mix—and we had chosen to rent the house in Poets Square in part for its fenced-in yard, its grassy patches where she could rest in the shade. Maggie, I learned right away, saw the cats as prey. I had to check the backyard before I could let her out, and the cats would scramble up to safety along the wall, taunting her, just out of reach. Sometimes the cats would claw at the welcome mat outside our front door and the noise would drive Maggie crazy; she would tilt her head back and forth, staring at the door, and whine. All night she would stare at the ceiling where she could hear the cats running across it.

I was worried that Maggie would accidentally hurt a cat, or that I would. Each morning, Tim and I would thump our fists on the hoods of our cars and a cat—a different one each day—would come skittering out of the engine before we started it. I started inspecting the whole driveway before leaving for work, getting out of my car again and again to triple-check that no cats were behind my tires. The cats were digging in the garden, scratching at the roof, peeing in the yard. Maggie went wild every morning with the smells. By then I had counted thirty cats.

I googled it once—feral cats on my roof, what to do—and got an ad for a pest control company.

Fast, discrete abatement of cat issues, the ad said. It didn’t specify what they would do to the cats. I closed the screen quickly, feeling shame creeping over my shoulders. I went outside and I apologized to the night air, hoping all the cats hiding in the eaves could sense it.

Despite the annoyances of the cats, there was never any question that I would love them. The scruffy calico who always hissed when I walked by, the new white cat that had shown up one night, his eyes dark and wide, the way he stared at me from around the corner and then fled.

There was a little orange cat who sometimes followed me when I walked to the mailbox, and an enormous orange cat who was always gazing serenely at me from the edge of the roof. There was a tiny brown tabby with solemn green eyes who would sit outside our door looking anxious.

Some of the cats looked identical; I thought there was just one gray and white cat until I saw two of them together, and then three, and then four. I couldn’t touch any of the cats; most of them ran and hid when I walked outside. Instead, I watched them through the glass like they were zoo animals. More and more I would find myself staring from our kitchen window as the cats existed outside: I was observing them, cataloging them, eyeing them almost suspiciously. Daring them to demand something from me.

And then one day I was in the kitchen, and Tim texted me from the driveway.

Babe, his text said. I’m petting a cat.

He was. It was a cat we would eventually name Beebs, which was short for BeeBee, which was short for Belinda. It was a nonsense name, one we pulled from nowhere later that night, as if once we had touched a cat we owed it an identity. Beebs was friendly and stripey and gray, and that night I watched from the window as Tim crouched near the street in his work overalls and she rubbed her head hard against his hand.

That’s how it started.

 

AFTER BEEBS, WE NAMED ONE of the cats Monkey. She was the hissing calico with dark blotches of black and orange across her body. After Monkey we named her sister—another calico, but her inverse: mostly white, just bits of black and orange along her tail. We named her Reverse Monkey.

On my list of cats, I started noting names alongside descriptions, trying to identify each one, learning to distinguish between each of the seven white cats with blue eyes, the three different calicos, the two orange cats, and the many brown tabbies.

It was dangerous to name the cats and I knew it. Being able to tell them apart meant that I could tell when one went missing. Before, they had been just a large mass of cats, an ever-changing rotation of random animals appearing in our driveway, but now that I knew them, I could recognize them, and right away I knew it would consume me. Every morning I watched for BeeBee, for Monkey, for Reverse Monkey. For the cats we named Stephanie and Rihanna and Georgie and Alien, Mr. Business and Dr. Big Butt and Sad Mouth Sam. Muppet and Mini and Sad Boy and Mama, Potato and Possum and Hambone.

They had such silly names and they were such serious cats. Sam was the Siamese cat, cross-eyed with a deformed mouth, always staring solemnly at me from under our neighbor’s car. Stephanie was long-haired and black, often sitting on our front step and sneezing, snot crusting around her nose. Hambone had small wounds across his back and was the most terrified cat I had ever seen, always quivering, afraid of his own whiskers when they shook.

Reverse Monkey was a tiny, timid thing. She had started to realize that we lived there, started to understand our routines, and she would wait outside the door for me and then startle when I opened it. Her eyes were big and yellow and blinking, curious, tinged with fear. She had an infection in one eye that left it chronically red-rimmed and watery, the goop from it staining her tiny white face. I had started taking my tea outside every morning, sipping it in the driveway, while Reverse Monkey stared at me from twenty feet away and then ten feet away and then just a few feet away, eyeing me suspiciously, like I might lunge at her.

If it had been just her in the driveway—if we had found not thirty cats living at the house but just one, just Reverse Monkey—I would have known what to do. As a kid I had fed several stray cats that had shown up crying at our front door; I understood that it was the right thing to do. A skinny cat shows up on your doorstep and you open the door to them. But something about the mathematics of it—how to take that one correct thing and multiply it by thirty—stumped me. There were facts of the situation that just didn’t add up: I loved cats. I wanted to help them. There were thirty of them. I couldn’t let thirty cats into my house.

I couldn’t really even feed them. Our lease specified that we weren’t allowed to feed any animals outside—it was unclear if our landlord had included this because of the cats—and as simple as it sounds now to argue or ignore, housing was a hard thing to jeopardize. It was mid-pandemic, with apartments rarely available and rents skyrocketing. People were becoming homeless every day, losing their jobs, catching Covid on the streets. Cat food was expensive, and cat food for thirty cats wasn’t an option with my budget. There were a few times I wandered the pet food aisle at Walmart, adding up prices in my head, giving up. Thinking about Reverse Monkey in our driveway, thinking about all the skinny cats that would circle our cars. Thinking: Maybe if I had more money, I could be a better person.

 

THERE WERE SO MANY SWEET THINGS about that house in Poets Square. Our landlord had raised her son there and we could still see the marks on the kitchen doorframe where she had measured his height as he grew. The bedroom was still painted a childish green, the ceiling still covered in glow-in-the-dark stars. How badly I wanted my life to be full of sweetness, full of care. I wanted to bask in it. The way Tim cooked for me, the warm smell of pancakes when I woke up in the morning. I had never been a hopeful person and I had never felt worse about the world, all the things going wrong in it, all the things I couldn’t fix. The pandemic raged on and people we knew were dying. My family lived on the other side of the country. My job, my cold empty sanitized office, felt bleak.

Outside, all night, the cats would yowl.

We would eat dinner on the couch and hear a cat wailing outside and I would run to it. I would stop anything we were doing for the cats. I had started getting a sick feeling in my stomach all the time, and it could only be stopped when I went outside and sat cross-legged on the ground in the driveway as the cats moved silently around me, trying to keep all of them in my sight. Watching their dark shapes move along the roof, their glowing eyes blinking from the trees.

I started making daily head counts, daily rounds, needing constant reassurance that all the cats were okay. I scattered small handfuls of cat food in our carport, secretly, hoping the landlord wouldn’t notice. I put a bowl of fresh water near the fence. I left a single folded blanket just outside our door: my small offering to whichever cat would choose it.

I cried a lot. I know I can’t save them all, I told Tim. I just don’t want to see them suffer.

That had felt like a noble thing to say. It would be a year before I would start to think about the difference between I don’t want them to suffer and I don’t want to SEE them suffer, how easily I had felt like a good person before the suffering was right outside my door. Before I was forced to face it.

Reverse Monkey had claimed the blanket by the door and every morning I would find her there, curled against the cold, looking up at me like she was pleading, willing me to understand something I couldn’t. I didn’t know that she was pregnant.

The cats would howl all night and show up hurt in the morning, newly limping and bloodied, their faces torn up. Their coats were dull; their ribs were showing. There were so many of them, and every day I looked out at them and felt something like shame, a hot hollow guilt I didn’t know what to do with, like that specific childhood shame of winning a goldfish at the state fair and finding it belly up the next day, like I had failed a living creature without ever having had a chance to know better.

 

I STARTED HAVING DREAMS ABOUT Mushroom Risotto, the cat from Tim’s old courtyard. It had felt frivolous to name him, to say hi to him every night. Had he belonged to anyone? Was he lost? He used to meow curiously as we kissed in the dark outside Tim’s old apartment, saying goodbye until we saw each other the next day. We had been counting down the days until we wouldn’t have to leave each other every night, until we’d wake up in the same house every morning. Goodnight, Mushroom Risotto, we’d say to the cat, and he’d dart just out of reach, looking at us simultaneously scared and wanting. Was he a stray? Were there more of him? I had taken his existence at face value, as fact. I had never once thought to feed him.

In Poets Square I kept wondering what the people who lived there before us had done about the cats, why no one else seemed to have helped them, why the neighbors had waved me away. There’s a few stray cats around, they had said.

The house had a covered carport, and instead of parking either of our cars there we saved the space for the cats. When it rained—thick, drenching monsoon storms—the cats would convene in the carport, all of them trying to stay dry. There’s a bunch of soggy cats out there, Tim would say, and after the storm I would go outside with dry towels and cat treats. I started leaving more and more things there—little cat beds, a few toys—and every morning the first thing I did was check on the cats in the carport. The beds would be covered in cat hair, the treats long since eaten.

I wanted to love the cats the way I understood how to: with silly names and cute toys, a few treats, warm blankets. The cats still hissed and ran, refused to descend from the roof. The cats swarmed the small amounts of food I could afford. They ignored the toys; they didn’t know how to play. They didn’t know their names. They were mating, I realized, when they howled and cried all night. They were making more of themselves. They were getting hurt. They were dying.

I was thinking of my childhood calico, how I had been there when she died. How this was nothing like that at all.

The cats were dying slowly, sick and starving, and they were dying suddenly, in the streets, as cars sped by. They were dying before they were even born, and that’s my most visceral memory of those early months at the new house: walking outside one morning in the cold and seeing Reverse Monkey huddled in a corner, her body heaving, her kittens already dead.

I had loved animals all my life. What a dream, people would say to me, when I told them I had accidentally moved into a house that came with thirty feral cats.

You’re so lucky, people would say. I love cats.

I loved cats but I had never loved cats like this: at their wildest, their most brutal, the way nature had overtaken them and left only suffering, only starvation and death. When I picked up Reverse Monkey’s dead kittens I tucked them safely in a box with a blanket, the way I would have if they had been alive, and surveyed the driveway like it was the aftermath of a battle. Tim’s words were repeating in my mind: They’ve survived this long without you.
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My Tiny Tender Heart

I started an Instagram account for the cats because it felt like a way to care about them. For cats who seemed to have been ignored and unloved for so long, it felt like it meant something to love them publicly.

I was scraping together enough money to buy cat food in bulk, trying to ration it to the skinniest cats, having absolutely no idea how I’d ever afford vet care, all of it overwhelming and impossible. But here was something I could do: I could give the cats names, and learn their little personalities, and take cute pictures of them. I could post them online. I could let other people love them, too.

To be honest, I started the Instagram account primarily for my dad, who lived on the other side of the country and with whom I communicated almost exclusively through pictures of our pets. He had been cataloging the cats at Poets Square along with me: I would send him pictures and he would guess at their names, trying to learn all thirty. That’s BeeBee, right? he would say, to a picture of Trader Joe. I know this one, he’d say, to a picture of Goldie. That’s definitely Dr. Big Butt.

My dad had always loved cats and had recently lost his own. He was constantly talking about adopting a new companion, and avoiding big topics like the pandemic and the election and the way the world could ruin both of our lives at any moment. Now here was a thing we could connect over: pictures of cats.

 

GOLDIE WAS THE FIRST CAT to make me cry in a good way, to cry because I hadn’t known I could feel so strongly about a creature.

We called Goldie the tiny king of Poets Square. He was a royal boy, the way he pranced through the front yard, marching up to visitors like they needed his permission to be there. The whole neighborhood knew him: the skinny orange cat with the impossibly long tail. Goldie was friendly and completely unafraid. He would run up to strangers, sniff dogs walking by the house, climb to the very top of our trees. He trusted me before he had any reason to.

My heart attached itself almost unwillingly to Goldie; I didn’t have a choice. When I stood outside, he would climb my body like a tree, insisting on settling himself into my arms whether or not I bent down to pick him up. He was a raggedly little cat with leaky eyes and a dull coat, dirty paws and a kink in his tail. He was too skinny. When he weaved himself between my feet, I could see the way his body tucked in by his hips; I could see his ribs. He was always scratching his ears, always flicking his head, always struggling to eat with his crooked little mouth. He was a mess of a cat, but unbothered by any of it. I would sit with him and he would purr, and my body would settle into his purring.

I hadn’t considered my heart to be brittle before then but suddenly it felt softer, the way Goldie would let me rake my fingers through his fur, the way later in the day I would look outside and see him sleeping, his fur still showing the pattern of how I had pet him. He was so skinny that when he slept on his side, he looked flat, fully collapsed, but there it was in dusty orange fur: the imprint of my own hands.

 

I WAS CONSTANTLY SHOWING cat pictures to everyone I knew. I had become obsessed with the cats; I couldn’t help it. I would show Tim a picture of Goldie, and then another picture of Goldie, and then another. Here he is sleeping, I would say. Here he is eating. Look how cute! Here he is sleeping again.

Babe, Tim would say gently, as I swiped to another picture of the same skinny orange cat. I know what Goldie looks like. I can see him right now. And he would gesture out the window at the driveway, where Goldie was sitting, skinny and orange, staring in at us.

I could feel myself becoming softer: more tender, more obsessed. Each day I raced home to stare at the cats outside our window. The rest of my life had mostly stayed the same; I got up every morning and went to work, and ran my errands, and went to the gym, and the whole time I was thinking: They don’t know I have thirty cats now.

 

GOLDIE WAS THE MASCOT for the whole group—all the more skittish cats that would keep their distance from me, the feral pair who lived on the roof, the most scared of them who would only appear for meals after dark, after I had gone inside. The cats who were unsure, watching me warily from a distance, approaching only after I sat very still for hours, treats balanced on my outstretched palms. Goldie was their ambassador, the one who would press his nose against the kitchen window until I brought food outside for all of them. Don’t forget about us, he would seem to say, his eyes widening when he saw me come into view.

When I started the Instagram account for the cats it was Goldie—his tiny, triangular face—that I chose as the profile picture.

 

IT WAS LIKE A REALITY SHOW, the way some of the cats who had been fighting were suddenly friends, the way I would realize one day that one cat was another cat’s mother. There was a clear patriarch of the group—Sad Boy—and he had a clear female mate, and sometimes the other female cats would try to oust her, try to move in on Sad Boy.

And no one watches a reality show just for the content; you watch it so that
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