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When she finally decided to jump, a crowd of 45 students had already gathered under the large back porch. They all stood in a trance, staring toward the metal roof of the police academy dormitory.

The Fort Mason Police Training Academy graduated around 600 cadets each year, providing sometimes quality police officers for the Peach State’s many communities and towns. Housed in ancient buildings on Fort Mason, Georgia, which was established in 1857, the academy was adjacent to a dense wooded area which contained a host of assorted critters, such as possums, squirrels, raccoons, deer, armadillos, foxes, an occasional black bear, and wild cats.

And while they were technically wild, the animals had become accustomed to the sight, sound, and culinary delicacies that the occasional imprudent humans offered. This familiarity with the animals sometimes produced unwanted outcomes for the humans.

Almost daily, the forest critters would find their way to the academy dormitories where, contrary to specific administrative orders not to do so, at least one animal-loving student would lay out food for those critters lucky enough to smell the cuisine first. But when more than one critter responded to the surplus food feast, disagreements inevitably followed, with the occasional cat, possum, or raccoon fight echoing throughout the campus.

Deer seemed to be immune to the whole squabbling-for-food thing.

What the students offered up to the forest creatures were the leftovers from the main dining facility, which they would often sneak out despite instructions to the contrary. Sometimes it was tilapia, or low-quality hamburgers, maybe lasagna, or the ever-popular stale cheese pizza. Cadets believed that the animals weren’t that picky, considering that none of the leftovers were leftover the second time. But maybe they were.

Additional admonishments from the academy administration were for the cadets not to leave back doors open, as the animals were likely to peruse the dorm hallways and visit the occasional student dorm room, which usually resulted in a rise of excitement among those affected.

Sometimes excited utterances occurred.

Last year, Milton Jones, a 38-year-old cadet from Decatur, had left his door wide open, believing that the night air would help him be calm for exams the next day. He never made it to the exam, as a rabid raccoon took advantage of the open-door invitation and accosted Milton, biting him on the neck, which released a goodly amount of blood requiring emergency attention. Housekeeping was never able to completely remove the blood stains from the furniture and carpet. They simply covered the carpet with throw rugs, and future students were none the wiser.

Cadets had named the jumper Miranda for the famous criminal case of Miranda v. Arizona that they studied in their legal training blocks. Miranda was a normal-looking cat, except for her solid white coat, which seemed to the cadets to illuminate in the dawn and dusk hours, and her reddish, piercing eyes, which gave an appearance of lasers cutting through the darkness.

Miranda perched on the edge of the metal roof, signifying her willingness to jump the approximately 18 feet down to the scalding sidewalk below. No one knew why she was up there, as she and the other animals normally strode nonchalantly from the forest onto the academy property in search of food of any kind.

Like a Michael Phelps or a Mark Spitz, Miranda scrunched down into position like an Olympic swimmer about to take the long plunge into the pool. Only she was not headed into water, but into solid ground. Cadets gasped in unison as her flight through the air seemed imminent.

“Come on, kitty, kitty. Don’t be stupid. Don’t jump from there,” said Cadet Auden Milner from Blue Ridge, who had personally provided many plates of delectable leftovers for the always hungry animals, but usually stale pizza.

Other cadets echoed Milner’s sentiment, not wanting to see the white fluffy feline wind up as roadkill, if you will, on their very sidewalk.

“Stay there, kitty. Stay there,” a few others admonished.

It was anyone’s guess as to the exact number of lives Miranda had left.

Seemingly poised to take the jump, Miranda paused and reassessed the situation, putting her whole flying-through-the-air-with-no-guarantee-of-a-positive-outcome on hold.

What was the rush?

As the harmless-looking white kitty stood down, the cadets who were still there breathed a sigh of relief.

“Good girl. Good kitty. You stay there and get down safely,” a female cadet from the back of the crowd said.

Miranda hunkered down on the ledge, resting on the cheap plastic gutter that helped her avoid the scorching heat of the corrugated metal roof. Some of the cadets drifted back to their world of study groups inside their dorm rooms.

While Miranda was in no immediate danger, she was seemingly stuck on the roof with no apparent way down, except for jumping, which she had apparently decided against.

After another 20 minutes of non-action on the kitty’s part, most of the cadets left, leaving just one to keep an eye on Miranda.

Cadet Milner remained there alone, sitting on a picnic table under the awning of the porch, contemplating Miranda’s fate.

“What am I going to do with you, Miranda? You’ve gotten yourself into quite a pickle, young lady,” Milner said, not expecting any response.

As she sat there looking at the white kitty seemingly trapped on the dormitory roof, Milner remembered that there was a ladder in the maintenance closet, which the janitor always left unlocked. After a clumsy few minutes of lugging the 8-foot ladder down the hallway and onto the porch, Milner positioned it against the building just below Miranda and started climbing.

As Milner reached the next-to-final step, she realized that the ladder was not going to be long enough. And although she tried and almost fell, she couldn’t quite stretch far enough to reach Miranda. And Miranda certainly wasn’t trying to help at all by maybe jumping the few feet needed to reach safety.

“So, you’re not going to help me and yourself here? You’re just going to stay there and not even try to take a little jump toward me?” Milner said.

The answer was apparently, “No!”

Milner slowly climbed back down the borrowed ladder and went back to the picnic table to think, leaving the ladder to lean against the side of the building.

Never once did she consider that returning to her dorm and studying for the next day’s exam might be a better use of time than waiting on a stubborn stray cat who was content enough to remain perched on the top of her dorm.

After another 15 minutes elapsed, Milner recalled that there was some leftover dining facility pizza that she was planning on giving to the animals in her tiny dorm refrigerator.

The night was sticky and hot at Fort Mason. Thousands of katydids and tree crickets competed with each other over which group could make the loudest sounds in the forest. A cacophony of chirps, sometimes in rhythm, sometimes not, falling back and forth like a warm afternoon rain, lulling to sleep those lucky enough to hear them. It was a sound that Milner relished, reminding her of her backyard growing up in Blue Ridge.

Milner stood and walked to her room on the first floor, grabbed the pizza and a cold soda, and brought them back to the porch.

Miranda was still there, unmoved.

‘Maybe she’s just hungry,’ Milner thought as she broke off some of the pizza and
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