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THIS TRUE STORY IS DEDICATED TO

SCHEHERAZADE, A WONDERFUL CAT,

A GREAT LISTENER, AND THE CONSTANT

AMIABLE COMPANION OF THE AUTHOR

AND HER HUSBAND.
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A small calico kitten played among the ancient ruins of a town built thousands of years before she was born. Like the other cats in her country, she was small and wiry, and when she spoke, she let out a loud, plaintive, wail of a meow.

Her home, an island called Failaka, was hot, dry and dusty, like all the lands around it. Her ancestors were seafaring cats who had killed rats on ships. For this valuable service, the people on Failaka Island treated the cats with kindness.
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For over five thousand years, mighty empires occupied the island and then lost it in great battles.

Over many centuries, on this island in the Arabian Gulf, a small village continued to exist as sandstorms, wars, and peace alternately dominated the environment.
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Thanks to the abundant population of fish and shrimp and oysters in the surrounding waters, Failaka Island became the home of a small fishing community.

Among the many different peoples who came to live on the island were ancient Greek pioneers, sent by Alexander the Great. They built a beautiful stone temple dedicated to their hunting goddess, Artemis.

The temple remained as a famous landmark long after the Greeks were gone. It had fallen into ruins by the time that the Kuwaitis, an Arab people, settled into the town nearby, and had become a popular archaeological site for tourists.

It was in the ruins of this temple that the little calico kitten was born.
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During the most recent three centuries, a small settlement of Kuwaiti people became established on Failaka Island. They built homes and mosques, a souq – their word for market – and one small building called a diwaniya for men to meet and exchange news. Along the shores, they crafted and maintained their fishing nets.

That was how they earned their living: they fished, using boats called dhows and handmade nets that were both cast overboard and set standing on the island’s shoreline.
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The government of Kuwait recognized the ancient temple as a historical treasure and began to dig out the ruins. Over a period of several years, the houses of the old Greek town and its beautiful temple were gradually uncovered, bringing the ancient history of Kuwait into the daylight after more than 2,000 years.

People from the mainland and foreign countries even came to the island to dig in the ancient ruins in search of information about the past civilizations of Failaka. Eventually, the Kuwaitis decided to set up a museum near the ruins so that citizens and visitors could appreciate the long and fascinating history of the region.
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The Kuwaiti people had lived quite happily in their village on this island for almost three hundred years.  Then one day everything changed.

Fierce, cruel invaders came from a northern country called Iraq.  They ordered all of the people off of the island.  

Most people were so afraid that they left immediately, but others refused to leave their only home, and the invaders killed them.

The Iraqis then destroyed the fishing village, firing their machine guns randomly at anything that moved, including the island’s cats.

The cats that had lived with the Kuwaiti people on the island were terrified of the invaders. They hid, running furtively from place to place as they searched for food, while the invaders shot at them for fun.  It was a terrible time.
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After several months, the invaders were driven out of Kuwait and off of Failaka Island. Soldiers from some other, faraway lands flew overhead, putting various explosive devices around the shore and all over the island.

Before the Iraqis left Kuwait, however, they destroyed everything of value that they could not steal. Black smoke from oil fires on the mainland plumed across Kuwait Bay and over Failaka Island, darkening the sky.  These fires burned for months, giving the air a terrible smell, even though it came from miles away.
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It was during this terrible time that the little calico kitten was born.

The kitten did not know any people who were kind to animals for the first few months of her life. All she knew about people was that they liked to hurt cats.

She spent her time with her mother, living among other cats in the ancient ruins. Her mother nursed her for a few months, allowing her to drink her milk, and then taught her how to hunt the few mice that lived on the island.
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The kitten got used to the protection of her mother, and was glad to be able to run to her whenever the cats heard gunfire.

One day, the kitten’s mother caught a small mouse, and refused to share it with her. The kitten was stunned.  Her mother turned on her, hissing and snarling, and chased her away.
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Sad and confused, the kitten ran off, searching for food elsewhere.  After a full day during which she endured intense hunger, she heard a faint scuffling sound behind some mud-bricks – a mouse! Hopeful and excited, she crouched behind the rocks and waited, whiskers and haunches twitching in anticipation.

After several minutes of waiting, the mouse appeared.  It was small, but so was the kitten.  She pounced on it, claws splayed and teeth bared, killing it quickly. She picked it up with her teeth and trotted off with the tiny corpse to enjoy her meal.
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Unfortunately, she had not gone far before she heard another, much larger, cat running towards her. The tomcat sprung on top of her and hit her as hard as he could, knocking the dead mouse out of her jaws.

The kitten knew enough not to argue with him or to attempt to keep her hard-won catch, hungry as she was. She had seen other huge tomcats kill kittens her size before. She ran away from him as fast as she could.
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It was a miserable, hungry existence for the little kitten after that. She learned to keep entirely to herself, staying completely out of the sight of all of the other cats on the island, lest they steal other food from her. There was precious little for any of them to eat, and water was very scarce as well.

Somehow, the kitten managed to find enough food to stay alive, subsisting on insects and an occasional mouse that she managed to keep. She hid, avoiding gunshots from the invaders who had ruined the island. All the while, the sky overhead was black and the air foul with the stench of burning oil from the mainland.
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One night she awoke to the crash of thunder.  All around her there were flashes of light, and high in the sky she heard shrieking. Terrified, she ran into the lowest part of the ruins. The horrible noises continued the entire night, and the kitten stayed hidden.

After many hours, silence returned and the kitten cautiously emerged from the temple. What she saw was amazing. Large and small fires burned in several places and the tents of the Iraqi camp were gone.  Down the small hill on which the temple was perched, she saw some Iraqis lying like broken dolls covered with blood.

The kitten was amazed. What could have happened to kill these powerful and frightening invaders?
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Over the next few days, other people appeared.  Like the Iraqis, they were soldiers who carried guns. But they did not shoot at the cats.  Instead, they left them alone.

There was a new danger, however.  Before coming to the island, they had to put some frightening things all over the ground in order to make the invaders go away.

The cats were almost as terrified of these things as they were of the invaders. The things were small, the same color as the desert sand, and they often exploded when touched, even if only slightly. After a few cats died from touching them, the ones who saw them die avoided these things.
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The new soldiers were mostly from two countries called France and the United States. They came to clean up the island.  The French soldiers removed the terrible dust-colored things, but very slowly and carefully. The soldiers from the United States, called Americans, removed other things left behind by the Iraqi invaders.

This took some time, and after being shot at by the Iraqis, the cats were slow to trust these newcomers. They stayed out of sight, listening and watching what went on, but soon there wasn’t enough food for the cats to hunt.
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The younger cats were more trusting of the new soldiers than the older ones, and the calico kitten had not seen the damage caused by the small explosive devices. All she knew was that she wanted food, she was lonely, and she was bored.

She came out of hiding and walked around whenever things got quiet on the island. She looked, often without success, for things to hunt and kill and eat.

The other cats had all attacked her, often stealing what little food she had been able to find. The kitten was left to her own resources to survive.
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She walked cautiously out across the island one morning, looking for something to focus her energies on. A small, round, dust-colored object caught her attention.

The kitten trotted over to it and swatted it.  It rolled a little way away, and stopped. She raced over to it and swatted it again. It rolled off to the side, and she chased it. This was fun!

It wasn’t as good as finding live prey to chase, kill and eat, but it was something, and something was better than nothing. She swatted at it and batted the round thing around some more.
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This went on for several minutes, until she heard a loud shout: “HALT!”

The kitten stopped in mid-leap, frozen in surprise and fear. A tall soldier was standing over her, looking at her with wide blue-green eyes. He had a small gun at his
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