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The Picasso of Pee

There’s a common belief that beauty and brains don’t go hand in hand, and maybe that’s why it took me so long to recognize Vashti’s brilliance for what it was—because Vashti, without question, was the most beautiful cat that any of us who knew her had ever seen. Her enormous eyes were emerald green and set at just enough of a tilt to make them archetypally catlike and mysterious. The heart-shaped delicacy of her face was punctuated winningly by her little pink pearl of a nose—its powdery shade echoed in the deeper rose of her perfectly sculpted ears (not one millimeter too big or too small), which were framed by feathery wisps of scrumptious snow-white fur. That same long, lustrous fur, silky-soft as an angel’s sigh, covered her entire body, exploding riotously into a gorgeous white plume of a tail that would have broken the heart of any high-end furrier, and that had led my boyfriend Jorge’s father—perhaps the first man to fall in love with Vashti—to refer to her as “The Arctic Fox.”

In pictures, Vashti seemed to glow—literally, to glow—not as if she was reflecting the light in the room, but rather as if light itself was emanating from her. Even in photos taken of the two of us together during the final weeks of her life—when illness had reduced her from nine pounds to five, and she was so weak that she couldn’t so much as jump up to the bed unassisted—Vashti looks as radiant as if some silvery moon goddess had descended to earth in cat form and deigned, with exquisite grace, to drape herself across my chest.

Despite being greatly admired by everyone, very few of us gave Vashti any real consideration beyond the simple joy inspired by looking at such a stunning creature. Yet Vashti deserved to be taken at far more than face value. She may, in fact, have been the most emotionally complex of all my cats. She was almost certainly the smartest.

Looking back with hindsight’s clarity, I can see the earliest signs of an above-average brain, hard at work. As a kitten, for example, Vashti enjoyed playing fetch with crumpled-up balls of paper sprinkled with a smidge of catnip. In and of itself, this wasn’t unheard of. But one day Vashti started bringing over uncrumpled sheets of paper—confiscated from the tray next to the computer printer—and dropping them into my lap for me to ball up and throw for her. She’d also helpfully retrieve the little baggie of catnip from wherever I’d last left it and place that in my lap, as well.

It wasn’t something I gave much thought to at the time. Mostly, I’d just crumple the paper into an aerodynamic wad, dust it with ’nip, and toss it across the room for Vashti’s amusement. When I consider it now, though, it strikes me as a bit extraordinary.

Cats aren’t supposed to be capable of abstract thought. Yet what, other than abstract thought, could it be called when a cat—a kitten, actually—could look at a smooth piece of paper, and from that imagine a possible future in which that same piece of paper would take on a completely different form and appearance than its current one—a form and appearance that didn’t exist in the physical here and now, and that she could see only in her mind’s eye? And while I’ve spent a lot of time with a lot of cats in the years since then—cats who’ve brought over any number of favored playthings for me to toss or dangle or otherwise entertain them with—I’ve still never seen any other cat place into my hands the raw materials from which I could build a toy to their preferred specifications.

All that, however, was mere prelude to the revelation of Vashti’s true gifts—as when an opera singer warms up with scales before delivering the big aria. The comparison is an apt one, because Vashti, I would eventually come to believe, was more than merely smart. If artistic talent is the ability to communicate, with power and immediacy, abstract thoughts and feelings through some unrelated medium—words for a writer, for example, or marble for a sculptor—then Vashti was an artist. A consummate creative spirit trapped in the body of a nine-pound white cat. Her preferred creative method involved the application of yellow liquid to cloth and paint and solid surfaces—something a museum curator might refer to as nontraditional mixed media.

That is, Vashti worked almost exclusively with and through her own urine. She was the Monet of micturition. The Titian of tinkling. A veritable Picasso of pee.

I can already hear the protests against such lofty claims: Lots of cats pee in inappropriate places to express anger or anxiety. But with most cats, it can take weeks, months, even years to figure out the precise source of their irritation—and, often, you never do get to the ultimate root cause. Vashti, however, was able to communicate far more than rudimentary basics like I’m annoyed or I feel nervous. With the specificity, timing, and sheer ingenuity of her outside-the-litter-box thinking, Vashti could convey complex thoughts and problems, and even propose remedies, as surely as if she went around with thought bubbles over her head. Here’s the exact person who’s bothering me, she seemed to say. Here’s the exact bothersome thing they’re doing. And here is what I suggest that you, my mother, do to make things more agreeable for me.

In other words, Vashti could make you understand and feel her feelings as if they were your own. And if there’s a better definition of artistry, I can’t think of one.

* * *

In college, I learned that when an artist incorporates some everyday object into a piece—like a tree branch or a bottle cap—it’s called “found art.” The first thing to find its way into one of Vashti’s works of found art was Jorge’s favorite sofa cushion—although for a long time it was my elder cat, Scarlett, a two-year-old gray-and-white tabby, who was either given the credit or hung with the blame, depending upon your perspective. As the designated “mean one,” the one who’d take a swipe at anybody (other than me) who so much as tried to pat her head, she appeared to Jorge as the likeliest culprit.

“She’s a hostile cat, and she’s never liked me,” he insisted, a prosecutor presenting an airtight case, the evening we came home to find Jorge’s preferred spot on the couch soaking wet and reeking of cat urine. Means, motive, opportunity. As the clincher, he added, “Scarlett knows that’s the exact place where I always sit.”

In fairness to Scarlett, it wasn’t that she disliked Jorge per se. It was more that she found human beings as a category to be a sort of general nuisance—one whose reason for existence (beyond the sole human who fed and loved her) she could never quite understand.

Jorge may have found his own logic convincing, but I was skeptical. It struck me as unlikely that my haughty, fastidious Scarlett—with her exacting litter box standards, and her insistence on letting me know (loudly) whenever those standards weren’t met to the letter—would ever condescend to go outside her litter box, on the living room sofa, in the manner of what Scarlett herself, if she’d been able to talk, might have scornfully referred to as some common street cat.

Privately, I was convinced that it had to be Vashti. Vashti also had means, motive (although Jorge didn’t realize it), and opportunity. Her only alibi was her pretty face—but (as with so many men!) that pretty face was more than enough to convince Jorge of her innocence. With Vashti’s angelic beauty on full display before him, Jorge couldn’t bring himself to believe that she might have done anything as vindictive or flat-out mean-spirited as ruining his favorite resting spot on purpose.

But Vashti hadn’t always been so beautiful. And Jorge hadn’t always been such a big fan of hers.

It was an early-summer morning in 1996, Scarlett still only a year old, when my mother called me at work from the elementary school in Miami’s Little Haiti where she taught first grade. One of her students had found a tiny kitten wandering the school’s playground, a kitten in such profoundly bad shape that my mother, in attempting to describe it, nearly dissolved into tears. Someone from the school’s staff had temporarily locked the kitten in the janitor’s tool shed to keep it from escaping, while my mother (a longtime dog owner who had no experience with cats) did the only thing she could think to do for a kitten: She called me.

I drove down to my mother’s school on my lunch break, and the sight that greeted me when the janitor opened up his tool shed was a piteous one indeed. It looked as if the kitten—a wee thing, no more than four or five weeks old—was probably supposed to be white-furred, but what wisps of fur she had were a soiled brown, and difficult to distinguish among the bald patches where fur ought to be. It would be weeks before I’d see that the kitten’s nose was pink and not black, so encrusted with dirt it was. Her ears were also blackened, swollen from ear mites until they’d nearly closed up altogether. She pawed weakly at the hem of my pants, looking up into my face from mottled, miserable green eyes. When I knelt to lift her, I caught a sour smell that mingled grime with long-standing hunger. Nevertheless, the kitten purred feebly and attempted to climb up to my shoulder so she could nestle in the warmth of my hair.

Jorge had proudly remarked, on more than one occasion, about how well Scarlett was doing as an “only child.” For her part, Scarlett would probably have been content to remain our household’s sole cat forever. I knew that neither of them—and especially not Jorge—would be enthusiastic at the prospect of welcoming another feline family member.

But Jorge and his potential objections were, in that moment, hypothetical—whereas right here in front of me were the concrete realities of my mother’s tears and a pitiful kitten’s obvious, desperate need.

Better to ask for forgiveness than permission, I reasoned. And so, after giving her some of the kitten food I’d picked up on the way over, I took the kitten back to my office for the time being, to our family vet when my workday ended, and home with me for good the following morning, once the doctor had released her—startlingly yellow and reeking of rotten eggs from a mite-killing sulfur dip. I named her Vashti for the proud, beautiful queen from the story of Purim, who’d been exiled from ancient Persia after refusing to dance naked for the king and his drunken friends. I never suspected that my Vashti would grow up to be a beauty in her own right. But I’d always admired Queen Vashti for her courage and spirit, and I thought that my own little foundling needed all the help she could get.

Scarlett had been an independent kitten, wanting little from me in the way of attention or physical affection. Vashti proved to be her exact opposite. She followed me from room to room of the small house Jorge and I had recently moved into after our two years together in a one-bedroom apartment. Every night, for the first few months after I
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