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God made the cat
in order to give man the pleasure of
caressing the tiger.

—FERNAND MERY
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by Dr. James R. Shultz Jr.
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IT’S 6:15 ON A TUESDAY MORNING: I AWAKEN TO MY ALARM CLOCK radio and the weatherman announcing that today will be another rainy, gray, blustery day in Portland, Oregon. As I lie in bed, I can hear the raindrops crashing down upon the roof of my small house, and the sounds of Ferrari, my calico kitten, scurrying behind an unpacked box of clothes on the bedroom floor. I have been a veterinarian for barely four months at this point and have yet to find the time to unpack and get fully settled in the house. Heading to the kitchen for my early morning English muffin and coffee, I see Ferrari go flying down the hall dragging the now mostly empty sack of English muffins: “Hey! You come back here with that!” I try to scold her while laughing.

After breakfast, just as I am throwing my stuff in my truck to head off for the veterinary hospital, my pager goes off. I grab my phone and call the hospital. As a new graduate, my mind races with thoughts of what might be going on—a poisoning? a traumatic injury? will it require surgery? Melanie, the office manager, answers my call. “Hey, Mr. Walker is here with Gum Drop and he wants to speak with you right away.”

“Is Gum Drop okay?” I ask.

“He seems fine,” she says, “but Mr. Walker is in a bad mood again.”

I can hear her sigh through the phone. Not the exciting medical case I had been hoping for, I muse, as I pull out of the drive and head for the hospital. Mr. Walker has been in several times because of problems with his cat Gum Drop, who has been urinating outside the litter box.

I arrive at the hospital twenty minutes later and make a mad dash through the pouring rain to reach the back door of the clinic. Putting on my lab coat, I catch a glimpse of Mr. Walker pacing back and forth in the waiting room. As the receptionist escorts Mr. Walker into one of the exam rooms, I can see that he seems upset, but I pop into the room with the exuberance and optimism only a new grad can possess. “Hi, Mr. Walker,” I begin. “How is Gum Drop?”

With his gaze fixed squarely on the floor, he states, “I would like you to put him to sleep.”

At this point, all eighteen pounds of Gum Drop are rubbing up against me on the exam table while he purrs away. Totally taken aback I reply, “What, why, is he sick, is something wrong?”

Gum Drop turns out to be the one patient they forgot to tell us about in veterinary school. He actually isn’t sick at all, quite the opposite, in fact. Gum Drop is a beautiful, healthy four-year-old Ragdoll with quite the personality.

“Ya!” Mr. Walker states with an angry look on his face. “There is definitely something wrong. Gum Drop peed on my brand-new laptop computer last night and it’s ruined. Three thousand dollars down the drain.”

I tell him I am very sorry about his new laptop, but that euthanizing a totally healthy cat is not the answer. I add that it’s likely that he sprayed or urinated on the computer because he saw how much time Mr. Walker spent at the computer and he just wanted to get some of that attention for himself.

“Dr. Shultz, you have run all your tests, even tried some medications, and you can’t find anything wrong with Gum Drop, correct?”

“That’s true,” I reply, but … “It’s behavioral,” I blurt out, sounding more like a defense attorney than a veterinarian.

“Well, can you fix it?” Mr. Walker asks.

I explain, again, that behavioral problems are more complicated and take time. We could try a different medication. Perhaps Xanax or Prozac might help. As I keep talking more about medications and what little I have been taught about feline behavior in school, Mr. Walker calmly scoops up Gum Drop and puts him in his carrier. On his way out the door, he looks back at me and says, “Look, Doctor, you did your job, this cat’s just crazy. If you won’t put him to sleep, I will just have to drop him off in the woods somewhere. Then he can pee on whatever he likes.” That was the last time I ever saw Mr. Walker or Gum Drop.

Tragically, Gum Drop’s story is far from isolated. Depending on the source, four to nine million cats are euthanized each year in the United States. As I have seen firsthand, a disproportionate number of those lives are lost due not to medical issues, but to behavioral ones. When you have a cat who is destroying your new furniture or urinating around the home or attacking your other cats and you can’t identify the reason, it can become exceedingly frustrating. And our responses to these problems can make things even worse because, from the cat’s perspective, they are very stressful and therefore likely to lead to further problems. As a result, many clients feel there is no hope, and that they just can’t continue living with these sometimes very destructive and damaging behaviors. Out of desperation they will end up releasing the cat to fend for itself, relinquishing it to a shelter, or in some cases even electing euthanasia. Only by first understanding feline behavior can we truly hope to change our cat’s behaviors in the future—which is where Mieshelle comes in.

My experience with Gum Drop occurred in 1998, and it would be another five and a half years before I would have the pleasure of meeting Mieshelle Nagelschneider. At the time, there were many studies and programs designed to address the training and behavioral issues surrounding dogs, but far fewer studies focused on cats, and that remains true even today. Historically, dogs have been trained and utilized by humans to perform tasks, from pulling sleds to locating persons after disasters strike. Cats, on the other hand, have been viewed by many as too difficult to train and almost impossible to deal with when it comes to modifying their behavior patterns. In a nutshell, we understand the rule to be: Dogs want to please, and cats will do as they please.

Mieshelle, however, has taught me that many of our ideas about cats are wrong. To be totally honest, I was initially a bit skeptical of her. She would come to see me for veterinary care with one or more of her many animals in tow, and we would inevitably end up talking about cat behavior and the complex social structure woven into every multicat household. She would offer to help with behavioral cases and though I thought her ideas were interesting, I would respectfully decline. After several such visits with Mieshelle, however, I found myself, and members of my staff, asking her advice about some of our feline behavioral cases—advice that turned out to be very helpful. And soon I began referring clients with cats who had behavioral issues to her. She demonstrated time and again that she possesses the unique ability to communicate with cats on their level. To achieve this, one has to actually get inside the mind of these animals and see the world as they see it. One needs to literally learn to think like a cat.

Over the course of many years, Mieshelle has developed and refined her unique ability to think like a cat. You will be introduced to this concept in Chapter 1. On numerous occasions I have witnessed the life-changing benefits Mieshelle’s techniques can bring to cats and their sometimes very frustrated owners.

The positive effects are multiplied when her behavioral advice is part of a program that is developed in consultation with a veterinarian. In Chapter 6, Mieshelle emphasizes the importance of frequent visits to the veterinarian and the need to rule out any possible underlying medical causes of undesirable behaviors in your cat. From bad teeth and mouth pain to urinary tract infections, many behavioral issues do have a medical explanation. Your veterinarian is the person who can best help you determine if your cat is in good health. Once you and your veterinarian have determined that your pet is medically healthy and the issue is behavioral, you can begin to employ one or more of the techniques Mieshelle outlines in this book to start the behavior modification process. From the basics, such as out-of-the-box urination and defecation, to the more complicated issues, like overgrooming, and aggressive and destructive behaviors, Mieshelle can help you and your cat navigate through these distressing problems and emerge with a happier, more rewarding relationship.

I am so excited that Mieshelle has written this book, and I was honored when she asked me to contribute the preface. I am confident this book will add immeasurably to the understanding of feline behavior, and enhance not only the lives of cats but the lives of their owners. If resources such as this book had been available in 1998, perhaps Gum Drop and his owner could have utilized some of the methods outlined in this book to resolve their issues, and continue to coexist harmoniously. As the owner of Meridian Park Veterinary Hospital, I will be recommending this book to all of my cat clients. Mieshelle, thank you!


Foreword
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by Gwen Cooper
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I ALWAYS SAY THAT IF A GENIE WERE TO POP OUT OF A BOTTLE and grant me a single wish, it would be that each of my three cats would be able to talk for just twenty-four hours. In nearly fifteen years of living with cats, I’ve found them to be charming, loving, insanely funny, surprisingly sweet and sensitive—when they want to be—but not easy to understand. “Why do you love licking plastic bags so much?” I would ask Scarlett, my eldest. Vashti, my “middle child,” I would ask, “How come you only want to drink water from my glass, even though the water in my glass and the water in your bowl come from the same tap?” My youngest, Homer, taught himself to use the toilet a few years back but alternates—based upon seemingly random whims—between the toilet and his litter box. Why today? I sometimes want to ask when he comes in to use the toilet while I’m applying makeup. Why now?

As a writer, I’m inclined to believe that mystery and beauty are close cousins. We go through life liking and even loving any number of things that we can clearly explain (I love these sweatpants because they’re so comfortable!). But our great, life-changing loves—everything from food to paintings to people—always carry a tinge of the unknowable. Relationships between humans and cats are grounded in just this kind of mystery. I often think that the reason there are “cat lady” stereotypes and no real corresponding “dog guy” stereotypes is that dogs are relatively simple to figure out. Dogs, like humans, are pack animals, and when dogs or humans are left on their own, they form small social groups remarkably similar to each other’s. But cats are not pack animals, and so the relationships between cats and their humans are not as easy to put in a nutshell. Cats don’t necessarily place pleasing us—simply for the sake of making us happy—high on their list of priorities. A cat who snuggles with pure, purring contentment on the pillow next to us at night is a lovely thing to behold, to hear, and to touch—but he’s there for his own pleasure, not for ours. Cats will do many things that make us delighted to be in their presence, and the only thing that’s clear is that they’re not doing them just to delight us. Most of the time, not knowing exactly how they think, we’re left to take our best guess or else simply accept their love and companionship without asking why.

Not knowing the why is the element of mystery in human/feline relationships, and in that mystery there is beauty—that of the improbable and inexplicable.

It’s all well and good for me as a writer to wax poetic about things like mystery, beauty, and love. But sometimes that mysteriousness interferes with our day-to-day living situations. Sometimes cats engage in behavior that just is not charmingly mystifying but annoying, destructive, or downright threatening to us, our property, and the other humans and animals we live with. In not fully understanding why they do these things, we can find it difficult to know how to put an end to such behaviors without losing our temper or inadvertently harming the cat in the process.

This was a lesson I learned about a decade into living with cats, at a point in my life where mystery and love overlapped. In short, I fell in love with a man, decided to marry him, and moved into his home with my three cats. My husband-to-be, Laurence, had never lived with cats before. But I assured him—with the utter sincerity of ten happy years of cat parenting behind me—that everything would be okay. In fact, I may have even said something like, “You’ll hardly even know they’re here.”

Is there a patron saint of the accidental lies that lovers tell each other? If not, that patron saint should probably be a cat.

As far as one cat went, the transition was simple. Vashti, a long-haired and green-eyed white beauty who always looks as if she’s just stepped out of an ad for high-end cat food, fell in love with Laurence at first sight. From Laurence’s perspective, there was something so flattering in having this exotic creature take to him so quickly and firmly that he was equally smitten in return.

But there were two other cats in my brood, and their transition into life with a new human was far more problematic. Scarlett is a gray tabby, quintessentially catlike in both her appearance and her temperament. She is the cat that people who don’t like cats imagine—regal, moody, independent, and often aloof. She’s incredibly loving and gentle with me, but many a hapless visitor has attempted to pet her and pulled back a bloody arm for his trouble. (For help with aggressive cats, see Chapter 7.)

If Scarlett was sure of one thing in life, it was that this stranger she was suddenly forced to live with had no right to touch her, approach her, or even share living space with her. Scarlett, an imperious little cat used to getting her own way, enforced this code with Laurence the same way she did with my other two cats—anytime Laurence approached her, walked past her, or otherwise got what she deemed to be too close to her, she hissed and raked him angrily with her claws. Sometimes she even did this in the middle of the night when Laurence was walking to the bathroom, which made the experience doubly nerve-racking for him.

And then there was Homer, my baby. Homer has been blind all his life. Being blind, he was more apt than the other two to pick up on emotional cues as a determiner of his own moods, and the tension between Laurence and Scarlett, and between Laurence and me when he would angrily demand to know why I was doing nothing to discipline Scarlett for her infractions, was palpable.

The tenser our home was, the tenser Homer became. And the tenser Homer became, the more he was inclined to pursue Scarlett—one of the sources of the tension—in ways that were more aggressive than playful. And the more aggressive Homer was, the more tense Scarlett became, and the more likely she was to try to feel secure by slashing out at Laurence.

Scientists refer to a cycle like this—a series of events where one reaction creates another, which creates yet another and so on until it circles back to the original reaction—as a positive feedback loop.

Laurence and I simply called it “bad.”

We went around and around like this for a few months, until one day I read an article on the website Salon.com about Mieshelle Nagelschneider. The article referred to her as the “cat whisperer,” and told amazing stories of seemingly hopeless cases where Mieshelle, a cat behavior expert with decades of experience, had stepped in and helped patient owners correct everything from their cat’s urination in inappropriate places (on a sleeping owner’s face in one case, if I’m remembering correctly) to aggression against other cats, or even against their owners.

Desperate for anything that might work, I found Mieshelle’s website and arranged for a consultation. The first thing to do, Mieshelle instructed me, was to spray a synthetic pheromone product strategically around our home, because certain pheromones have a calming effect on cats, making them feel more relaxed and less aggressive. Even if this didn’t solve all of Scarlett’s problems with Laurence, it might at least help resolve some of the problems that had sprung up between Scarlett and Homer.

Mieshelle’s second recommendation for reducing the tension between the cats was one that I’d never come across before and haven’t since. She called it “facilitated allogrooming,” and she patiently explained that I was going to learn to be the “social facilitator” for my cats, creating a “group scent” that would make the cats feel more comfortable with one another and reduce their hostility. She then gave precise instructions—replicated in the book you are holding—about how I should go about applying what her own clients call the “Nagelschneider Method.”

Mieshelle’s third major recommendation, in order to make peace between Laurence and the cats, was that Laurence begin participating in the feeding of the cats. If Laurence fed them once or twice a day, it might help Scarlett distinguish between Humans Who Are a Threat (all humans except me, in Scarlett’s opinion) and Humans Who Are a Food Source. The idea was to remove Laurence from the Threat list and add him to the Food Source list, not in the hope that Laurence and Scarlett would become friends per se, but in the hope that Scarlett would at least respect and trust him enough not to slash him with her claws every time their paths crossed.

At the time, some of Mieshelle’s many prescriptions (for she offered more than three) seemed simple enough that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of them myself. But of course, I was thinking about things from the perspective of a frustrated human. Mieshelle was the one who came into our situation and thought about it like a cat.

And lo and behold, within only a few short weeks the interventions she suggested worked! Scarlett doesn’t exactly like Laurence these days, but she’s come to tolerate and grudgingly respect him (and from a cat like Scarlett, that’s a big concession!). She sits and sleeps untroubled when Laurence happens to walk past her, and even rubs affectionately around his ankles when he comes home at night.

And Homer, once the tension in our home eased dramatically, resumed playing happily with Scarlett and dropped his aggressive behavior. Our cats are calm and happy, and Laurence and I are calm and happy as well. We were married over a year ago, and it was Laurence who made huge poster-sized photos of each of the cats to display at our wedding, in order to “introduce” our guests to the three newest loves of his life.

For all that, though cats remain seductive enigmas to most of us—always tantalizingly beyond the reach of complete understanding—a few humans are blessed with an almost preternatural gift for answering the riddles of the feline mind. Mieshelle is one such person. Had I been lucky enough to have this book you’re holding now, when I first moved in with Laurence, I could have saved my husband and my cats (and myself) months of frustration and tension.

Love is born of mystery, and our cats are mysterious and loved in equal measure. But sometimes the greatest blessing of all is a bit of light thrown into a dark place. Mieshelle Nagelschneider holds that light. Allow her to share it with you.


—GWEN COOPER
Author, Homer’s Odyssey: A Fearless Feline Tale, or
How I Learned About Love and Life with a
Blind Wonder Cat
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Introduction:
On Cats and How I Learned to See Through Their Eyes


[Mowgli] grew up with the cubs … and Father Wolf taught him his business, and the meaning of things in the jungle, till every rustle in the grass, every breath of the warm night air, every note of the owls above his head, every scratch of a bat’s claws as it roosted for a while in a tree and every splash of every little fish jumping in a pool, meant just as much to him as the work of his office means to a business man.

—RUDYARD KIPLING, The Jungle Book



YOU MAY BE READING THIS BOOK JUST BECAUSE YOU LOVE CATS and have an interest in them. Or maybe you’re at your wit’s end with your cat, who just sprayed your partner’s expensive new shoes, or has been urinating outside the box, or destroying your brand-new couch. You’ve tried everything. You feel guilty. Have you been shouting at your cat? Even spanked or thrown things at your cat? You may worry that you’ve mistreated your cat, that she will never learn to behave, that you will have to give up your partner or even the love of your life (that is to say, your cat). But I’m going to help you understand your cat, why she does what she does, and, in most cases, what you have been doing to cause or exacerbate the problem behavior, so that you and your cat—or cats—and the members of your household can live happily together. I’ll give you the same easy-to-implement solutions that I’ve been giving my own consulting clients for twenty years.

The changes I recommend will help you, your cat, and the people in your life to coexist peacefully. If you have more than one cat, I will show you how to help them live more happily with one another. Cats who have never groomed another cat will lick away at their buddies—and grow all the closer. Cats who have slept apart will curl up next to one another. Your cats will blossom into the creatures they were meant to be—more confident and gregarious, more relaxed and secure—more catlike. My clients tell me that the cats I first met or heard about during their consultation with me are, as a result of it, not the same cats they have now. When I do a follow-up visit, I can see that it’s true. In place of a battlefield, I walk into a feline Eden. The cats are either lounging in their separate time-shared locations or are curled up next to one another. There’s no hissing, fighting, or attacking.

I’m also going to show you that there is a behavioral cure for nearly all cat behavior problems, that medication is rarely necessary, and that euthanasia, too often resorted to, should be reserved for the rarest of cases. In short, I am here to tell you that in most cases, help for your cat can be highly effective, natural, humane, and lasting. Oh, and on average, change takes about thirty days, which means that sometimes it may take longer than a month and sometimes less. Ready?

Let’s begin with the case of Susan and Nada.

Nada was a small, silver tabby cat who had licked a deep wound into one of her legs. She lived in a mansion in a wealthy suburb of Seattle—a sprawling modernist building painted a glossy off-white, and perched on the highest hill around. When Susan opened the door for me, I saw that the minimalist aesthetic continued indoors: vaulted ceilings, huge and nearly empty white-walled rooms, and carpet in a grassy green color. There was a couch in the giant living room, and nothing else. Even before I saw Nada, I knew that she was probably one very understimulated cat.

Like all supposedly “domesticated” cats, she was, as I’ll explain, still essentially a wild animal, and yet she was now a kind of prop in the minimalist vision of an owner with clear ideas about how some humans, at least, might like to live. I was reminded of the Tom and Jerry cartoon called “The Push-Button Cat,” in which a manufactured Mechanocat is advertised this way: “No feeding, no fussing, no fur.” That is, no cat. The only human being who could understand Nada fully would be one who had done time in solitary confinement.

When Nada finally padded in, she was dwarfed by the cavernous space. Nada was a little shy at first, but soon warmed up enough to approach me and rub against my shins. I knew what she was doing: I’m going to place my scent on you (and hold on to some of yours) so I’ll feel more comfortable. If I didn’t trust you as much as I already do, I’d be rubbing that chair leg over there instead, to soothe myself.

I reached down to pet Nada’s cheeks. “Thanks, Nada,” I said.

We watched as Nada walked to a far suburb of the living room. Susan and I made small talk. When I looked at Nada again, she had plopped down to lick her hairless, inflamed leg. Susan looked at me and shrugged. On the phone, she had described Nada’s damaged leg as “raw meat,” and she wasn’t exaggerating. Nada, with her sandpapery cat tongue, had licked a four-inch spot on her thigh into an open wound. Susan had taken Nada to a vet who had told her that the problem was not a medical issue—there was no food or skin allergy involved. The problem was behavioral. Poor Nada was exhibiting a classic compulsive behavior, overgrooming.

Cats frequently overgroom themselves (or chew or pull out their hair) in an exaggeration of the self-washing that cats will perform in order to feel better in stressful situations. It’s one of several kinds of compulsive behaviors engaged in by cats who experience repeated or continuous stress from frustration (I want to but I can’t) or internal conflict (I want two mutually exclusive things). Like humans, who overeat or indulge in other forms of addiction, cats tend to displace their anxiety into activities that temporarily relieve that anxiety. Most of the time overgrooming creates an area that’s nearly bald or covered with peach fuzz—sometimes a small area, sometimes the cat’s entire chest and stomach—but only rarely an actual lesion or wound, like Nada’s. Hers was the worst case I had ever seen. And now it was up to me to figure out why Nada was so stressed, and to deal with it before she did permanent damage to her leg. I just needed to apply what I knew about cats—what you’ll soon know, too—to the environmental triggers that Nada was responding to and help to direct her attention away from the overgrooming behavior.

Surveying the Zenlike home, I began to collect clues. I noticed that there was not one cat toy in sight. (There was almost nothing in sight.) In general, the house appeared to have been set up without any of a cat’s interests in mind. Also, as Nada sat down to lick her leg, Susan cooed at her and went over to pet her soothingly. When I asked Susan to play with Nada so that I could see how the two of them interacted, I realized she didn’t understand how to properly play with a cat. Using a wand, she snapped the feather at the end back and forth at dizzying speeds, always out of Nada’s reach. (To learn how to properly conduct the all-important prey sequence, see Chapter 5.) Perhaps the most significant clue came when I learned that Nada’s overgrooming had begun after the family adopted another cat. He and Nada hadn’t gotten along, so the two cats were now kept on separate floors.

Each clue to the source of Nada’s problem gave me information about what had to be changed—not by Nada but by Susan. Because the tense relationship between the two cats was surely causing Nada a lot of stress, Susan needed to help the cats learn how to get along with each other. To keep Nada’s mind and body occupied, give her ways to relieve her stress, and build her self-confidence, Susan would definitely need to deal with the near-total lack of environmental stimulation available to Nada, and change the frustrating way she played with her cat. Susan also had to stop giving Nada attention whenever she saw Nada licking herself.

Luckily, I was able to show Susan how to see the world through her cat’s eyes. Once Susan became aware of how she had contributed to Nada’s problems, she scrupulously followed my three-part C.A.T. Plan for behavior change, creating a more stimulating and entertaining environment for Nada and the other cat, and playing with them in more effective ways. Susan also followed the reintroduction plan along with the important group-scent technique I explain in Chapter 4, which is designed to bring two unfriendly cats back together so they can have a fresh start at becoming good friends. Within weeks Nada had become a much happier cat, and within a few more weeks her terrible skin lesion began to heal properly, until it healed completely a short time later. I was able to do the work I had done with Nada, from diagnosis to behavioral treatment, because I had learned to see a cat’s life through its eyes—which you can do, too.

For me the process began very early on, at around the time I began to speak.

My Animal Family

I come from a family steeped in animal life. My uncles and grandfather on my mother’s side were cattle ranchers and trophy-snagging rodeo riders in the Jordan Valley of eastern Oregon. My great aunt and uncle on my father’s side were both horse-stunt riders, like their parents before them. They all loved their horses. Their grandson and my cousin, Tad Griffith, now works closely with animals as the owner of a stunt and production company in California.

In my hometown of Redmond, Oregon, my aunt Vicki has long raised Toggenburg goats, the oldest known breed of dairy goat, which hails from the Swiss valley of the same name. Aunt Vicki also had real pet cats, the kind that lived in the house. While the goats thrilled me, the cats—indoors, for Bastet’s sake!—made me bitter with envy. Every Sunday our family would visit Aunt Vicki’s house and I would spend the entire time playing with the cats. One of her cats, Elsie, didn’t like to be stroked or held. My older cousin Samantha would remind me, “That Elsie’s a biter, Mieshelle.” But I found that you could indeed pet Elsie—just not for very long. You had to pay attention and watch for certain responses that indicated she had had enough. So I would pet her for a while, but stop before I saw her ears go back or her tail flick. Samantha bragged to everyone that I had the magic touch with Elsie, but I knew I was just petting her in the way she liked, and stopping before she got agitated. It was my first lesson, at the age of five, that you can’t make a cat do what you want, but you can change your own behavior slightly to get a result that will make both of you happy.

On the Farm

I always felt a little introverted and shy around other children. But luckily I was let loose to run with the animals on the farm our family lived on, in the high desert of Central Oregon, and they became my companions. I found the animals a lot more interesting and easy to get along with than my much older brothers or the other children around me. And how many people have a wild hummingbird for a friend?

Yes, I really did! I first remember being aware of it when I was about four and I kept hearing a fluttering in my ear, like a vibration, as I walked around outdoors. The first time I saw it, I thought it was a bug or a bee, but others told me the creature, iridescent and green, was a hummingbird. It would fly over me and in front of me and hover for a bit like it was trying to tell me something. After a while, it would zip off, only to return again, making that odd sensation in my ear. My dad used to tease me because a hummingbird followed me around, which embarrassed me because I was sure he thought it was ridiculous. But one day I heard him bragging about me and the hummingbird to some visiting relatives, and I realized that there was something special about what had happened.

My father was a gruff, hardworking man. The only time I saw him show emotion, no, melt, was in the presence of animals. Maybe that’s partly why I came to love animals, too. Dad kept all the kinds of animals that you’d expect to find on a family farm, and when I say he kept them, I mean he could not bring himself to put any of them on our dinner table. He and my mother had both grown up on cattle ranches, where raising animals for meat was simply what you did, but he grew too attached to the calves on our farm to turn them into table-top beefsteak, even though he’d bought them for that purpose. So ten calves grew into ten cows, and those cows simply became among the largest of my pets. What we really had was not a working farm, like the one our next-door neighbors had, but a large petting zoo.

Of course we also had horses, Missouri Foxtrotters. I learned to love horses, and to ride at a young age. We had a Rocky Mountain horse named Sinbad who’d been given to my father because he was supposedly “no good.” He had an injury to his hoof, so it was uncomfortable for him to run. Dad decided that that made him safe for me. A horse is a fantastic introduction to the world of animals. As any horse person knows, the big animals have a special, palpable sort of consciousness. I can stand next to a horse and feel the energy of a sentient heart and soul.

We had two sheep—I organized picnics with them—and many different types of fowl as well. The geese and the ducks and I sat in the dog house together, and I swam with them in their dirty pond (much to my mother’s distress). The chickens needed me to spend time with them, too, and I climbed on the roof to crow with the rooster.

Then there was the enormous bull in a corral next to the house. No one could even go near him without being charged. My parents warned me many times to stay away. Even the dogs were terrified of him. But I felt sorry for him. So I hatched a plan: I would hop hop hop into his corral like a bunny. And he wouldn’t be afraid or bothered at all. We had bunnies in our barn, after all, and he’d seen them, and I knew no one could be afraid of or angry at a bunny.

It wasn’t so much that I was a lunatic. I was four.

First I took some paper and drew two bunny ears, which I colored pink as the inside of a bunny’s ears. Then I cut them out and asked my mother to tape them on. “I need to be a bunny,” I said, already savvy enough to speak to my mother only on a need-to-know basis. “How sweet,” she said, and taped the bunny ears to my hair. I also knew I had to be a white bunny, like the ones in our barn, so I mashed several handfuls of cotton balls into a tail and attached it to my white ballet leotard.

It was a nice, warm summer’s dusk when I crawled through the bars of the bull’s corral. Careful not to look directly at him, I stayed low and hopped around the perimeter, as bunnylike as I could be, while he regarded me warily. Just going about my rabbity business. And then he stood up and walked over to me. I stopped hopping. His massive head blocked out the sun. His big nose reached down to me. His giant, light pink wet nostrils flared and pinched, flared and pinched. He snorted into the dust. And then I reached up and patted the fur at the top of his nose.

It was utterly exhilarating.

When my parents found me, I was sitting in the dirt at the animal’s feet, stroking his head and caressing his neck and throat. The family lore of “Mieshelle and that bull” would echo in my ears throughout my childhood, instilling in me my first sense that I had a special gift and passion. Of course my parents were horrified. But why did I have to play with a big old dangerous smelly bull? Because my parents wouldn’t get me a cat.

Unfortunately, the animals on whom I most wanted to deploy my special gift were cats—the one pet animal we didn’t have on our farm. That’s why, when I was four, I used to sneak across the street to a house where our neighbor ran a daycare service for children who were around the same age I was. I wasn’t going there to play with the other children; I went to play with our neighbor’s Siamese cat. Eventually the daycare owner told my mother that I could no longer come and play with the cat for free; my mother would have to pay for my being there, just like the rest of the parents did. But my stay-at-home mom didn’t think it made much sense to pay for me to be allowed to pet the kitty across the street, so she told me that I was no longer allowed to go to the daycare lady’s house.

So I began camping out in the woman’s driveway. Sometimes the willowy Siamese would see me through the window and come outside to receive my petting. I used to bring a brush that belonged to my Barbie doll (which I’d quickly abandoned as uninteresting) and the cat would purr and knead on me until finally I was not allowed to sit on the driveway anymore either.

One night, when I was four-and-a-half, my mother said, “Come here to the phone, Mieshelle. It’s Santa Claus.”

Standing in my nightgown, I took the phone from her.

“What do you want for Christmas?” a voice said.

“I want a cat.” I clarified that. “A real cat.”

“You want a real cat?” said the voice, amused. This was already annoying.

“Yeah. A real one.”

“Oh,” he said, “I think you want a stuffed animal cat.”

“I don’t want any more stuffed cats. I want a cat that purrs and eats milk.”

“I don’t think your mother would want a real cat in the house.”

“I want a real cat.”

It went on like that for some time. Then, seeing no progress, I hung up on Santa.

For Christmas I got a large, pink, stuffed cat, a sad product of a misbegotten union between a domestic shorthair and the Pink Panther.

Not at all what I wanted, but now that my dad is gone, I wish I had kept that stuffed cat.

My campaign for a real cat continued for several years, and remained fruitless. One year, after my mother had enrolled me in the Blue Birds, the little-girl wing of the Camp Fire Girls, we were all given blank autobiographical scrapbooks we had to fill in.

There was one page called All About Me. My page read:


My best friend is: My cat

What I love to do the most is: Play with my cat

The first thing I do when I get home from school is: Brush my cat

If I could be anything I would: Be a cat



I’m not making that up. But I still didn’t have a cat, a very sore point for me. I would soon, however, embark on a secret cat-taming project involving the feral cats in the canyon behind our house.

Cheshires in the Canyon

Like a lot of little girls, when I was a child I wanted to be Snow White. But not because of the prince. I wanted to talk to the animals. Lucky for me, our house sat at the edge of a shallow canyon, lush and green, with a nearly level floor, and that canyon was my haven to explore. The canyon was teeming with wildlife—deer, coyote, rabbits, butterflies, and hummingbirds—and, of course, our own pets—dogs, horses, rabbits, sheep, and calves—wandered there, too. The neighbor’s white peacocks visited daily. They were all my friends.

Occasionally, I saw cats in the canyon. For me it was like spotting a unicorn—something rare, rarely seen, and unpossessable. These feral cats were really what drew me to the canyon. They popped their heads out from behind rocks and trees, and then, like the Cheshire Cat in the Alice in Wonderland coloring book that my father and I colored in together, they vanished just as quickly. And like the Cheshire Cat when he was invisible, they watched me from the dark places.

One day, I got an idea. I’d throw a tea party like the one in the Alice story, and I would invite the Cheshires of the canyon. So early one June morning, just after my fifth birthday, I gathered up all my plastic teacups and plates, a tablecloth, my stuffed animals, and a stack of peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches and descended into the canyon, where I sat atop a flattish volcanic rock by a small stream. On each of my plastic plates I put a morsel of PB and J that I cut with a pink plastic knife, and then the stuffed animals and I sat there, looking at one another, waiting for something to happen. Nothing did.

I ran back up to the house to get some milk. Maybe that would be the draw. As I was heading back down the trail to my rock, I saw a buff-colored shorthaired cat sitting at one of the plates, eating some of the peanut butter and jelly. A cat! As soon as he spotted me, he bolted and ran away.

But I knew I was onto something. Over the weeks that followed, I learned I could get closer to some of these flighty tea party guests—the ones who were more relaxed—if I remained at a distance until they gradually got used to me. But I also learned that some cats are more reactive than others and I couldn’t get closer to them without their running off. In time, as they got used to my presence, even the highly reactive cats would not run as far and would return more quickly.

Looking back now, I’m sure that together we were discovering the behavior modification techniques of counterconditioning and desensitization. Counterconditioning pairs something attractive, such as food, with a negative stimulus (such as the presence of a little girl) in order to change an animal’s negative feelings about the stimulus into something more positive. As the weeks went by, I learned that tuna fish sandwiches were the sandwich of choice; that milk bested Kool-Aid in all taste tests; and that as long as I made no sudden moves, I could sit and dine with my striped and whiskered friends with relative ease and the happy certainty that no one would run off. After some time had gone by, I even managed to get some of them to let me pet them.

A year later we moved away from the canyon to a new house in the country. I missed my Cheshires and I renewed my campaign for a cat of my own. “What about all those cats in the barn?” my father grumbled one day. They were feral, almost as wild as the canyon cats, but after what I had learned from the Cheshires, I decided that I could make even better friends with the barn cats, if I just paid attention to what they liked. This was the beginning of several years of close observation. I copied their behavior; I tried to put myself into their heads and see the world through their eyes; and soon I felt that the barn Cheshires were becoming my family. If I got to the feral kittens early enough and played with them, I could make some of them quite friendly. I was about eight years old when neighbors noticed how friendly my barn cats were, and started asking me if they could adopt one or two as a pet. I even caught my dad cuddling one of the cats I had socialized.


The Egyptian word for cat is mau, which means “to see.” Egyptians were fascinated by cats’ eyes, most likely because they believed that cats could see into the human soul.



One morning, I saw a young, gray tabby cat crawl into a ten-inch irrigation pipe in our yard. I knew I had a small window of time before water would surge through those pipes, as it did daily. Crisis! I called, whispered, dangled a leaf, patted the ground—I tried everything to lure the little cat out, hoping to save its life. Nothing seemed to work. Then, without really thinking about it, I made eye contact with her, closed my eyes briefly, wishing for her to come out, and then opened my eyes again.

And the cat blinked back at me, slowly.

I blinked again, slowly, and immediately the little cat came tumbling out of the pipe. She allowed me to move her to safety, and only a few minutes later the water came rushing through the pipes.

My parents saw how happy I was and, to my amazement, they let me keep her. I named her Curly, for her curious little spiral of a stump tail. Many years later, I heard the experts say that slowly blinking and then looking away is a powerful form of cat communication, but by that time I had long known that a cat that blinks slowly at another is feeling content and relaxed. The blinked-at cat, in turn, interprets this as meaning she is not in harm’s way. Blinking can immediately reassure a cat and relax a tense situation. I still use this technique today, when a client’s cat won’t come out from under the bed.

The Vet Assistant Years

I was in seventh grade when I got my first glimpse of a world in which you could be with animals all day and even get paid to do it. My friend Jamie asked me to help her take her cat to the vet. Once there, a woman came into the exam room to take Shadow’s temperature. She was very impressive. “How long did it take you to go to vet school?” I asked her. “I’m not a vet,” she said. “I’m a vet tech.” A vet tech, or veterinary technician, would become for me a kind of ideal profession, but from my vantage point of twelve years of age, it sounded impossibly far away.

The years passed quickly, however, and when I was nineteen, studying psychology at a college in Portland, Oregon, I got my first job at a veterinary clinic. Though all the vet techs were more experienced, it soon became apparent that the animals were somehow more responsive to me. When no one else could get a cat out of its cage, or hold it still while its blood was being drawn, the vet would call me. By touching a cat’s body or just reading its body language, I could feel how a cat was feeling and sense what he was communicating—and I adjusted my touch accordingly. The clients as well as the vets began to ask for me to be in the exam room with their cats. I was able to calm cats who would not let anyone else close enough to inject them with vaccine or trim their nails. Clients also began to ask if I would pet-sit their cats when they were out of town.

For the next several years, I learned to do surgical prep, assist during surgeries, take X-rays, trim nails, give vaccinations, administer subcutaneous fluids, perform dentals, draw blood and run tests, and fill prescriptions. At the two clinics where I went next, I was named Head Vet Tech, and my responsibilities grew to include veterinary hospital administration and training new vet techs.

Over time, more and more of the clients asked me to watch their pets while they were on vacation. I would eventually make many thousands of house calls for cats with special needs. Then came the day that started me on my true path.

That day I happened to answer a call that came in to the vet’s office. It was from a woman, in obvious distress, who was driving in circles around the parking lot of the local Humane Society. “My cat’s in a crate,” she said. “I have to give him up.” She began to cry.

“Why do you think you have to give him up?” I asked.

“He’s been urinating in the house for over eight years,” she said. “My husband said either he or Bagel would have to go. I’ve been to every vet around, they ran tests on Bagel, I did what they told me to do.”

“Can you do something for me?” I said. “Can you park and let Bagel out of his crate?”

She pulled over and let Bagel out of his crate. Soon he was purring so loudly I could hear him through the phone.

“Now he’s curled up in my lap purring and kneading my leg,” she said. I could easily imagine it. Kneading is soothing to cats. It’s a behavior that begins in nursing, when a kitten rhythmically pushes and pulls its forepaws against the mother’s teat, both to push the queen’s skin away from the kitten’s nose and to help stimulate milk flow. Cats ever after associate kneading with happy feelings. And cats purr not just when they’re content, but when they are under stress and want to soothe themselves.

Now that she could clearly see and feel what was at stake, I asked her what she had done to stop the problem. She said she had followed her vet’s advice: She’d added another litter box. Where had she put it? Right next to the original. Were there any other cats in the house? Yes, there was Arnold. Had she noticed Arnold sitting on any of the pathways to the litter boxes? Yes, in fact: He often sat in the hall right outside the mud room where the cat boxes were located.

Bingo. Adding litter boxes hadn’t addressed the real issue, which was Arnold’s territorial competition with Bagel. I suggested she spread the litter boxes out, have three, not just two, and ideally put them in separate rooms. I strongly recommended that she clean the smell from the areas where Bagel had been urinating, and told her the best way to do that. And I offered her a number of other suggestions that we will discuss in the following chapters. The woman thanked me and hung up the phone. A week later she called back to say that for the first time in eight years, Bagel was using the litter boxes. A few months later, the woman stopped by the vet’s office and asked for “the girl who saved my cat and my marriage.” When the vet techs looked at me, she ran over and hugged me, telling me that Bagel was completely reformed and that Bagel and Arnold were even getting along wonderfully for the first time.

That’s when I knew it was time to choose between my job at the vet’s office, and the work I was doing on the side, caring for cats in my clients’ homes. I was spending so much time fielding clients’ questions and tending to their cats, I felt like I was working two full-time jobs. And the second job was something nobody else I knew was doing. So, in my early twenties, I quit my “real” job and began to work for myself. I never again worked for anyone without four legs
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