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Cat Carrier Tango

I was reading a book recently (The Friend, by Sigrid Nunez) in which a doctor acquaintance of the narrator explains to her that during the psychiatric rotation of his residency, he’d been taught that having multiple cats could be a sign of mental illness. Observing that one does occasionally hear about cat hoarders, and expressing a general approval that this was something health-care professionals were being trained to look out for, the narrator asked her doctor friend what number of cats would be considered the “tipping point” as a possible indicator of insanity. And the doctor replied, “Three.”

I was glad that I first encountered this in the privacy of my home and not, say, sitting in a bookstore audience somewhere, hearing the author read it aloud. I’m positive that I would have laughed long and hard (as I did when reading it to myself), and maybe it would have been one of those uncomfortable moments where you’re the only one laughing in a roomful of silent, serious people. Because maybe “three” wasn’t supposed to be the punch line of a joke. Maybe it wasn’t a joke at all. Or maybe it was, but the joke was on us—the “crazy cat people” of the world (Look at those wacky people with as many as three cats!).

I mean, c’mon . . . three?! Three is nothing! In my world—being in daily contact with any number of people who work in animal rescue—it almost isn’t even worth noting how many cats a person has until the number gets into double digits. And even then, so long as that number doesn’t climb much above a baker’s dozen, and you live in a home sufficiently large to give everyone their space, you’re probably okay. Two of my closest friends live on a hobby farm in Tennessee with eleven cats—along with eight cows, four horses, a constantly fluctuating number of chickens, an apiary full of honeybees, and one three-legged dog. As a long-time urban apartment dweller, I’ve always loved hearing their “crazy” stories about life on the farm. But I’ve never thought of them as being actually crazy.

Still, I’d be lying if I said that there were never days, back when I had my “first generation” of three cats—Scarlett, Vashti, and Homer—when I felt like I might be cracking up, or wondered if maybe I needed to have my own head examined. It was possible that I’d gone ’round the bend a long time ago, and that my friends secretly wished I’d get myself to a therapist’s office posthaste without their having to intervene.

This impulse to consult a trained psychiatric professional was never stronger than on days, like the one back in 2005, when I had to take all three cats to the vet’s office at the same time.

A three-cat vet visit was a physically unwieldy and decidedly unpleasant eventuality that I tried to avoid whenever possible. Although I’d adopted my cats over a three-year period, each a year apart from the other, their birthdays fell close together on the calendar—May for Scarlett and Vashti, and July for Homer (peak “kitten season” months, as anyone in rescue will tell you). This meant that the timing of their annual physicals also fell close together. Nevertheless, it was worth the effort of making two or three separate trips rather than bringing them in simultaneously.

Just getting the three of them into their carriers all at once was an ordeal. I had to take the carriers out of the closet the night before I planned to use them, because Scarlett and Vashti would go into deep hiding for hours once the carriers made an appearance. (I think Homer knew they were there, but maybe they didn’t freak him out because he was blind and thus couldn’t see them.) Right before I planned to load them in, I had to lure the cats into the living room/kitchen area with a rattling cat-treat bag and then close the doors of bedrooms and bathrooms, once they’d assembled and gotten their first round of treats, to bar any potential escape routes. Homer would happily munch away on his, blissfully unaware of what was about to happen. But as each door in the apartment closed one by one, with the three carriers looming in a row before them, the expressions on the faces of the other two cats would flicker from surprised gratitude (hey! treats!) to betrayed wariness (oh . . . that’s why we’re getting treats).

I always started with Vashti, because she was, surprisingly, the most difficult to catch. I’d spend a good five minutes chasing her up and down the hallway; over, around, and behind the furniture; and underneath the dining-room table—requiring me to shove it out of the way and thus allowing her to escape (a ruse I invariably fell for). I always heard the Benny Hill “Yakety Sax” music playing in my head as my fleet-footed feline nimbly evaded my grasp time after time, her fluffy white tail flying out behind her like a comet, until—with a desperate lunge—I’d snatch her up at last. Once caught, while I tried to hold the soft carrier open with one hand and shove her into it with the other, Vashti would splay out her hind legs like a jackrabbit, thwarting my efforts by making herself too wide to fit through the carrier’s opening. By the time I finally managed to prop the bag open with enough stability that it stayed that way on its own, one of my hands holding Vashti’s rear legs together and the other firmly clutching the scruff of her neck as I wrangled her into it, I was already panting and exhausted—and I still had two cats to go.

Scarlett was on the chubby side and, although she’d put up a token effort at running away, far easier to catch. Still, her wild hisses and snarls as I corralled her into her carrier informed me in no uncertain terms that I was the Cruella De Vil of cat moms. Homer, who never shied away from confrontation, didn’t run away at all. Once I had him in my hands, he simply transformed himself—Tasmanian Devil–like—into a whirling mass of fur and claws. I didn’t so much place Homer in his carrier as blindly aim him in its general direction, holding him out at full arm’s length, until the physics of it aligned by pure chance and he was somehow safely inside, slashing frantically and popping his head out through the opening to the last as I held him down and zipped the flap shut above him. (A few years later, I would make the mistake of scheduling a routine vet appointment for Homer ten days before my wedding—and then spend those ten days with my hands covered in honey, because I’d read someplace that honey helped wounds heal faster, and the uncomfortable stickiness of it, even amid all the last-minute stress of wedding planning, still seemed preferable to standing up in front of everyone I knew, in my exquisitely pristine gown, while Laurence tenderly placed a wedding ring onto a hand as scraped and scabby as a tomboy’s kneecaps.)

Even under normal circumstances, I was never at my coiffed and perfumed best by the time I finally sank into a chair in the vet’s waiting room. But this particular day had been far from normal. My hair was frizzed up to outrageous heights, my mascara had puddled in black pools under my eyes, and I don’t know if you could really call what was happening on my sweat-soaked shirt “pit stains,” given that the wet patches radiated out from my actual armpits to meet in the middle of my chest.

And their exams hadn’t even started yet! Vashti was a good-enough patient (she’d struggle a bit, but ultimately let the doctors and techs do whatever they needed to do without a fight). Scarlett and Homer, however, were not. Homer was a thoroughly bad patient, truth be told. The only shot I had at keeping him calm enough for the exam even to take place without some hapless vet tech’s getting hurt was to hold his carrier in my lap while we sat in the waiting room. Accordingly, I now had one wounded hand inserted through the flap of its zip-up top to gently stroke his head. I’d arranged Scarlett and Vashti on the chairs on each side of me, turned so they could see me smile at them reassuringly through the front mesh of their carriers.

But they all knew where they were—even Homer, who may have been blind, but still knew exactly what a vet’s office smelled like. The three of them wailed their misery to the waiting room, their cacophony of moans, growls, and yowls—each one of my cats, upon hearing their siblings’ anguished cries, louder than if they’d been there individually—drowning out the tweets, purrs, yips, and yelps of the semi-full room’s other patients. Their owners gazed at me—sitting there alone, taking up three chairs, cat carriers surrounding me like a pillow fort—and then down toward my bare ring finger with an air of bemusement and pity. How is it even possible, I imagined them thinking, that some lucky person hasn’t already snatched up this gem? I felt a childish, almost irresistible impulse to cry out, I do so too have someone! He just isn’t with me right now, is all.

I hadn’t planned to be in that waiting room alone with my cats that day. But it was a day when nothing had gone as planned . . .

* * *

In my original blueprint for that afternoon, Laurence was supposed to be there with me. The only reason I’d booked all three cats for their annuals on the same day was because we’d agreed that, under the circumstances, it was a necessity—one that Laurence would help me execute.

I had moved, a month earlier, into the apartment where Laurence had lived for seventeen years. He was in possession of the Manhattan equivalent of the Holy Grail, the kind of thing you heard urban legends about, but never expected to see in your own real life: a rent-controlled, three-bedroom, two-bathroom apartment with a terrace, in a Midtown doorman high-rise, for a three-figure monthly rent. (Eight years later, our unit would phase out of rent control and the rent would skyrocket to six thousand a month—at which point Laurence and I made a beeline for Jersey City.)

Technically it was a “no pets” building, but the rent was too insanely good not to at least try to make it work. On my move-in day, we’d tipped the super for use of the freight elevator (located in the rear of the building), and I’d managed to sneak in the three cat carriers among my boxes and suitcases without having to worry about the scrutiny of the lobby staff.

Nevertheless, the possibility of discovery was an ongoing concern. I had some savings, and Laurence—having lived so inexpensively for so long—had a lot more. We had more than enough between us, in other words, to finance a hasty move if we were suddenly evicted for illicit cat possession. And Laurence, who’d been there far longer than all but a handful of the other tenants, knew and was liked by everyone who worked in the building. Various maintenance men had come and gone over the past few weeks, and—while we’d locked the cats in a bedroom, not wanting to be too obvious—the clearly audible sound of three outraged felines, who were unused to being restrained, had passed
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