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PROLOGUE

 


New York City, also
know as the Big Apple, is made up of its rich skin, the four
surrounding boroughs, and its meaty flesh, Manhattan. It is the
city that never sleeps.

The city is alive with music, art, science,
business, and politics—a melting pot of global cultures and
diversity. Millions of people jostle and struggle each day for
their little bite of the Big Apple.

This is the tale of a different culture in
the Big Apple, filled with mystery and adversity—a colony of cats
struggling to survive. Each day they must nibble, scratch, and
sometimes claw their way through many challenges to live on the
streets and still manage to keep a unique harmony and balance in
their lives.

These are the Metro Cats, and their
sophisticated, cosmopolitan, self-styled, feline underworld lies in
the core of the Big Apple.

 



Chapter One

 


THE SCRATCHES

 


Under the West Side
Highway, facing the Hudson River, three big male cats were lounging
on the dock. They were not used to just sitting around doing
nothing. These cats were always looking for action—and from the
look of them, they had seen plenty.

All three tough tomcats had battle scars.
All three had survived the mean streets of New York. They had
fought other cats to claim their territory and had wrestled
gargantuan rats near the river. And, they had even scratched, even
slashed, a dog or two in their time.

General was a huge, murky gray tom with
sinister eyes that looked like yellow marbles floating in his head.
One of his front paws was so mangled, it looked like some kind of
weird fringe hanging off the end of his leg. The frightening
fringe, according to General, was compliments of a dog, named
Skippy, whom he had battled years ago in the park. The gruesome
state of his paw had not impeded his abilities as a tough cat in
any way.

One of the other cats, Ralph, started pacing
along the edge of the dock. He trotted impatiently in one direction
for a while, then turned and lumbered back to the other two cats.
After several turns around the dock, he hissed, “I’m going nuts
just sitting around, staring out into the water.”

“Come on, Ralphie, you can only see half the
water, so it can’t be that bad!” General never passed up an
opportunity to taunt Ralph about his missing eye. Of the three,
Ralph’s appearance was the most alarming. Besides having a gaping
hole where his eye should have been, his neck had a huge, ugly
scar, which even his gray striped fur couldn’t hide.

“At least I fought a good fight,” snapped
Ralph. “That rat I cornered was as big as a...”

“Yeah, yeah, we know. We heard that story a
million times—you and the big rat. He gouged out your eye, he slit
open your neck—but you got him in the end!” droned General.

The other cat, who had been spread out on
the dock quietly relaxing, opened his penetrating green eyes,
stretched, leaped up, and groaned, “You should hear yourselves. You
sound like two old ladies!”

His fur was slick, totally black, except for
a white-tipped tail that he flicked lazily in the air as he
spoke.

“Hey, Blackie, go back to sleep. Nobody’s
talking to you,” General shot back. “And another thing, you’re too
pretty to be hanging around with us. You don’t look like you should
belong to the Scratches. You don’t look tough enough. You only have
that beat up ear of yours. What so great about that?”

Blackie’s green eyes sparked. “It is
great. It’s great because it makes me lucky.” He rubbed his
splintered ear proudly. “My lucky mutilated ear. It keeps me sharp.
It reminds me that if I’m not sharp, I could end up looking
like you guys.”

Ralph persisted, “And another thing, why is
your name Blackie? You’re not all black.”

At this remark, Blackie shot back, “What did
you call me?”

Ralph, confused by the question, replied,
“What? I didn’t call you anything. I just said that you’re not all
black. You have a white spot at the end of your tail, but you call
yourself Blackie.”

Blackie returned, “That’s right. You think
your name is so special?” He then pointed to General. “He calls
himself General, but he’s the general of nothing. So, what’s your
point?”

General and Ralph had a feeling they had
just been insulted, but they couldn’t think of anything to say to
Blackie’s brand of logic, so Ralph returned to their original
topic. “What’s going on tonight? There’s nothing happening. I
haven’t seen one rat, or even a mouse, all night. So, what do you
guys wanna do? Any ideas? I’m going stir crazy.”

General just shrugged. Blackie stretched out
on the dock again. Ralph, completely frustrated, said, “At least
let’s get out of here. Maybe we could see what’s happening over on
the East Side. We haven’t been there in a long time.”

Blackie jumped up. General’s ears wiggled.
“Yeah, let’s go to the East Side.”

The Scratches made their way to the East
Side. They looked like three angry soldiers just back from war but
ready to fight another one— with anybody.

On the way, they ripped open some trash bags
and sprayed rebelliously on anything they felt like leaving their
mark on, but it was a quiet night. They were bored and nothing
stirred their interest.

They were still bored when they happened
upon a run-down car lot. Everything was so quiet. Then, they
spotted the face of a beautiful Siamese cat peering out of the
window of a 1971 red Chevy Nova. They moved closer until they could
get a good look at her.

General winked at his buddies. “Now that’s
what I’m talking about. We could really have some fun with
her.”

Ralph agreed. “Yeah, she’s a knockout.” He
hissed with a snort. “Let’s go and knock her out!”

Blackie shook his head. “I don’t know. Let’s
get out of here. She looks too smart for us.”

Ralph sputtered, “What? We’re not
smart?”

“Yeah, Ralph, you’re a genius—you fight
rats!” replied Blackie with smooth sarcasm. “And you, General, you
chase dogs—real smart!”

General’s ears twisted. “Can we stop with
the dog, already?”

The three Scratches started shoving each
other, their tails pointed and poised for a fight. Then General
backed off.

“We didn’t have to come all the way to the
East Side just to fight each other, so let’s concentrate on her,”
he grumbled as he pointed to the ravishing Siamese cat in the car
window.

Ralph nodded in agreement.

Blackie repeated that they should go back
and hang out on the dock.

“Then go back! Who needs you?” snapped
Ralph.

Blackie turned his attention to the Siamese.
He watched her for a moment. She seemed to be worried or anxious
about something, jumping up at every little noise.

Blackie had learned to be a gritty,
combative street cat—a Scratch—who had to fight for respect. The
other Scratches didn’t know where he came from. But they noticed
that he could fight when necessary, though he’d rather use his
wits.

Tonight, as he studied the female in the
car, he knew this was one fight he didn’t want. He shook his head
again, turned, and marched away, leaving his angry comrades
behind.

Ralph said, “Forget him. Come on, General,
let’s go.” The two Scratches leapt across the street and crept up
to the window of the red car.

The delicate female was crouched in the back
seat, weeping, when she looked up and there, in the window, were
two of the scariest faces she had ever seen. There was Ralph with
his one angry eye gawking at her. And there was General’s mutilated
paw hanging from the doorframe.

There was an uneasy silence for several
moments. The Scratches’ menacing presence was explosive.

The petite cat was so frightened, she could
hardly breathe. She knew instantly that it was no use to try to
escape. But, what could she do? She was only one. There were two of
them—two big, mean cats.

With all the strength in her—fueled by anger
and grief—the Siamese positioned herself on the car seat with her
four legs planted firmly. Her soft fur suddenly stood on end, and
her tail motioned formidably from side to side. Her serene blue
eyes turned steely, and she faced the two intruders like a
well-trained warrior.

Ralph and General were not put off so
easily, especially by a girl cat. They were about to pounce into
the car window when they heard screeching and hissing coming from
inside the red Chevy.

The prim looking Siamese was in a rage and
aimed that rage directly onto the two invaders. She was ready to
fight them—even kill them—if they tried to put one paw on her.

The two tough Scratches were astonished at
the gumption the small and sleek female possessed. They stood
frozen. General’s paw now appeared more helpless than horrifying.
Ralph’s only eye glazed with shock.

Once they realized that the strung-out
Siamese was not going to back down, that she was going to hold her
ground no matter what it took, the Scratches slowly turned their
heads toward each other, and then gradually retreated from the car
window.

When they had gone, the fragile female
shrunk back into the seat, shaking and weeping.

Ralph and General headed back to the West
Side in silence. When they reached the dock, Blackie was lying on
his back, looking up at the stars. He observed his buddies
approaching and inquired casually, “So, how’d it go?”

General shrugged. “Piece o’ cake.”

Ralph stumbled for a second then agreed,
“Yeah, we scared her, all right. She begged us to leave her
alone.”

“So did you?” Blackie asked without moving a
muscle.

“Did we what?” asked General.

“Leave her alone?” asked Blackie.

The two Scratches thought for a moment, and
Ralph answered, “We just wanted to have some fun with her. It got
boring after a while, so we took off.”

Blackie chuckled slightly and resumed his
stargazing.

Anxious to change the subject, General
started talking about former triumphs, a topic that always
reinforced their bravery. “Hey, remember when they had the block
party over on 96th? Remember how we jumped all over the
tables and ruined all the food?” he bragged.

Ralph nodded and jumped right into the
chatter.

“Yeah, and remember the time we tried to
climb into that baby carriage? The lady was screaming all over the
place because we scared the baby!” He started cackling when he
remembered the white female with black fur draped around her
shoulders.

“There was this ditzy female. She wanted to
know what went on over on the East Side.” He rolled over on the
dock, laughing. “I told her there were gigantic monsters on the
East Side that gobbled everything up! What a brainless bimbo!”

Blackie listened to his pals share war
stories until the sun came up. Remember when...remember
when... He couldn’t take it anymore. It was driving him crazy,
listening to Ralph and General boast about all their past capers
and grand feats of mischief, so he bounced up and faced his
gloating comrades.

With a biting critical tone, Blackie
lectured, “I don’t know why I hang out with you two. I told you,
you’re like two old ladies talking about what they used to do. They
don’t talk about what they do now because they don’t do anything to
talk about.”

Ralph and General were not happy with
Blackie’s attitude. They asked in unison, “What do you mean by
that?”

“What I mean is, all you do is talk about
the past, so what have you done lately to call yourself a Scratch?
Pick on a girl?”

Ralph was not about to tell Blackie how he
and General were actually foiled by a tiny Siamese female in the
red car. During the prolonged silence, a seagull landed on the
dock. Ralph was frustrated by his defeat the night before and
embarrassed to tell Blackie the truth—that the pretty little cat
turned into a screeching hellion and scared away the two tough
toms. He was determined to redeem himself.

General looked at Ralph. They both had the
same idea. They weren’t going to let a girl cat show them up. They
were a force of two, about to prove their manhood.

The seagull was just about to take flight
when Ralph and General sprang up together, and in one swift motion,
ripped into the bird.

When it was over, the two Scratches sat in
defiant silence. Blackie shook his head and went back to looking at
the stars.

 



Chapter Two

 


LAUREN AND HER KITTENS

 


On the east side of
Manhattan, a used car lot was home to Lauren and Buster. Lauren was
a beautiful Siamese cat with striking blue eyes. Buster was a big
orange tabby with a most attractive, long, bushy tail. Lauren and
Buster were in love.

One particular evening, Lauren had prepared
a scrumptious meal for Buster, which included his favorite—fish
heads and chicken feet. She was so excited, her shimmering fur
shining in the late afternoon sun, her bright blue eyes wide with
anticipation. Their little corner of the car lot resembled a cozy,
romantic table for two at an uptown restaurant. This was the
night—a very special night.

Buster had gone off early in the day to
search the Manhattan streets for the perfect present to celebrate
their anniversary.

Six months together, thought Lauren
as she arranged and rearranged the food and propped up the somewhat
wilted flowers on the tire rim, so everything would be perfect when
he returned. “Well,” she sighed to herself, “I wish I could’ve
gotten fresh flowers, but those are so hard to find in the trash.”
Buster is great at finding things in the trash, she thought,
puffing up with pride at the very thought of him.

It started to get late. The sun was setting.
Where can he be? Lauren was not able to sit quietly because
she was so excited. She couldn’t wait to surprise Buster with the
great news. Lauren was going to have kittens. She thought about how
proud he looked galloping off to bring her back a gift. She
couldn’t help but wonder what he would bring her. It didn’t matter.
Lauren loved surprises. Lauren loved Buster. In fact, Lauren was so
happy, she loved the whole world!

The night started settling in. Between the
gray buildings, Lauren could see the moon hanging like a backwards
C, a scant sliver in the sky. The stars were obliging. They formed
their usual constellations against the dark blue background. The
summer air was gentle. Everything seemed fine. Nothing had changed
in nature to give Lauren any idea that this night would alter her
life forever.

As time passed, the evening became still,
and Lauren imagined it had become even darker with a strange gloom
that settled over the car lot.

Buster had not returned. Where could he
be? Lauren began to worry. Her feminine feline intuition was
telling her that something terrible had happened to Buster. Even
the fish heads seemed to be staring at her with sinister smiles.
She began jumping at every noise.

She paced around the lot for hours. She
tried sitting quietly and attempted to think positive thoughts.
Several times, she imagined Buster approaching. Finally, when the
Manhattan night became very still, and the moon disappeared into
the dark blue sky, Lauren crept into the back seat of the red
Chevy, their little home on the lot. She cried and cried until the
sun came up.

In the morning light, Lauren crawled out of
the car, her body low to the ground, and her regal gait was absent.
Her lovely blue eyes were filled with an immense sadness.

The beautiful Siamese cat seemed to have
lost her luster. She looked around toward the spare tire she had
arranged as a dinner table the night before and saw that the fish
heads and chicken feet were still there, all shriveled and
forlorn.

Lauren felt as dead as what was supposed to
be last night’s feast. She was convinced that her cherished Buster
was dead, too. There could be no other explanation for his not
coming back. She knew how reckless he could be, showing off and
scampering in and out of New York’s busy streets.

She also knew that Buster loved her. She was
sure of it. Nothing but a catastrophe could keep him from her. At
this acknowledgment, Lauren became hysterical. “He’s dead!” she
sobbed. “And my little babies will never know their father!” In her
grief, she did not remember the confrontation she’d had in the
middle of the night with two gruesome-looking cats, charter members
of the Scratches.

 


Days passed to
weeks, and there was no sign of Buster. In those weeks following
his disappearance, Lauren’s spirit withered. Her hopes of ever
seeing Buster again dwindled to the point of despair. Life became a
daily struggle for survival. She was alone.

At the same time her prospects to thrive
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