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        “They don’t understand “girls like me. There are no good stories to tell.”

        Jessica

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is dedicated to Jessica and to all the girls like her, who have followed in her high heels.
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      My eyes sprang open. The hair on my back stood on end. Judy’s scream pierced my ears, and joined the howls of the protesting motor home. My sleek graceful body slammed against the windshield. Outside, the screech of the tires orchestrated with the strange sounds of groaning metal and crackling fiberglass. Our sanctuary lurched off the road, airborne, like the birds I envied. The windshield, which insulated me from the dangers of the outside world crammed painfully against my ribs. Jagged lines crawled and crunched across my once, unobstructed view, while branches, rocks, and dirt spewed up and pounded the varicose pattern. The glass wall of security gave way.

      Judy and I sailed as if we would meet the heavens. In flight, I puffed myself up to twice my size. The shattered windshield no longer protected me, and the wind penetrated through every raised hair follicle. The motorhome’s flight ended with a crashing jolt. Its wheels squashed onto the ground, and the tires exploded. My paws grabbed at the air as I flew from my perch on the dashboard. I sailed past broken glass, away from our home, and through the forest’s first line of pines. My body continued its line of flight soaring through green scented air, not like the birds I had coveted, but rather like a hawk on its deadly dive to earth for prey. I landed with a force, which pushed out a trumpeted lion’s roar from my lungs – a last-stand challenge. Fury chased the boiling fear swelling within my chest. My bellow, to defy the wild, went unheard, smothered by the only sound the rain forest allowed – silence.

      My name is Sportster. Moments before the accident I had lain, stretched out on my usual spot across the motorhome’s dash, lulled by the engine’s purr. Life was good. Judy, my companion, who attended to my every need, chauffeured our home on wheels.

      She reached up, patted my head, as she expertly steered the motorhome onto the highway. “It’s time to say goodbye to the Olympic Rain Forest, Sportster,” she said. “We’re heading home.” Like the motorhome, I purred in response as we sped by the lush, green landscape. If cats were of the inclination to make favorites lists, the Olympic Forest campground would have made number one for me.

      We had been on the road for three months, traveling and experiencing the wild.   Every day, we arrived at a new campsite, Judy watched my back while I explored.  With coffee in one hand and my leash in the other, she became engrossed with my investigation of every leaf, bush and tree.  When she tired, I accompanied her back to her fold up lawn chair in which she relaxed in the sunshine with a book. She idly scratched my ears as I stretched out beside her

      She read and napped and I studied birds in the treetops and leaves whirling in the breeze. When the sun sank low in the sky, the rays backlighting the trees, shadows stretched out like a bunch of long tailed cats. It was then the forest came alive. Moths flitted above my head and rustling bushes sent thrilling shivers through me, but it was at that time Judy announced, “Time to go inside, Sportster. Time for dinner.”

      I plopped to the ground, refusing to move, but she tugged on my leash.  I mewed in protest. A bird in a tree laughed at me.

      Judy scolded with another tug on my leash. “Come on. It will be dark soon,” she said. “There are boogie creatures in the night that will get you. You can’t stay outside by yourself.”

      I scoffed at her warnings. Hadn’t I been prowling all day?  I had activated lion mode. I had sniffed the wild scents, yet not one of those “boogie creatures” dared to come out of their hiding. I had crouched by one of their holes for over an hour, and nothing.  I was king of the forest. But not willing to create an embarrassing power struggle in front of the forest’s residents, I acceded and allowed Judy to escort me inside to our warm, secure sanctuary. My day ended snuggled beside her as we watched TV.

      I spent days in the Olympic Forest, prowling beneath the ferns. The pine-needled carpet felt as soft as a cat’s paw, stirring deep yearnings inside me. Strange scents fed my active imagination.  I dreamed of roaming as my feline ancestors had, in search of a graceful female to satisfy my every whim. Wasn’t that how I was born to live? I loved my life with Judy.  My home on wheels provided me with everything, a deep luxurious rug and my very own tiger-striped, cushy bed. But the forest’s wild and seductive calls were bewitching, promising adventure and freedom.

      Those thoughts were far from my mind now. Trembling, I crouched where I landed and attempted to gather my senses. Through the trees, I studied the grotesque scene. The vehicle’s wheels spun in the air, and vapor hissed from its hood. An occasional ping disturbed the forest’s eerie silence. My nosed twitched as a blade of grass tickled my nose.

      Judy was nowhere in sight.  I was in no mood to play the hide and seek game. She was never able to compete against my disappearing acts.  Our mansion in southern California afforded curtains, chairs and couches to lurk behind, and shelves and dressers to perch upon. Tiptoeing into a room, Judy searched for me. I would pounce from a curtained lair, or refrigerator cliff, always the victor. She jumped and yelled in surprise. The game was great practice for when my dream of living in the wild came true. But if she was hiding now, I was not amused.

      The sun sank below the treetops and darkness seeped into the forest.  Hunger nagged at my belly. My eyes, still swelled large with adrenaline, scanned the area repeatedly. My tail twitched continuously. A baby meow squeaked past my tight throat.  I hoped the forest muffled my feeble cry as it had my warrior’s shout. This was no time to play the kitten’s role.

      From my covert position in the pines, the motorhome’s shadow stretched from the road’s edge and into a deep ditch. I don’t know how much time had passed before I finally stood on all four shaky legs.

      Nothing had changed in the forest.  I gathered my lion’s courage. The ferns draped as they had yesterday, luring me to prowl beneath them, to hunt for adventure. I peered up at the trees, which I longed to climb only a day before. They remained warm, wrapped in their cloaks of moss.  Shadows hovered under the fern’s fronds, which earlier had glistened and swayed in the sunlight.  Nothing had changed, and yet, I sensed, without Judy, nothing would ever be the same. Wary of the deceiving quiet, I dared a step, then another.

      I found her lying in the grass near the broken motorhome. An alarming metallic smell from a dark puddle beside her combined with her soft lavender scent and frightened me. Her heartbeat thumped erratically.  I gently touched her face with a trembling paw and waited.  Like a feather, I touched her again. Nothing.

      Sirens, faint in the distance, gave me pause, their volume increasing as they neared. I took one, last look at Judy’s sleeping face and retreated, slinking back deeper into the forest. I hid in a rotted log. The alarms grew insistent, until their penetrating shrieks stabbed my ears and I blinked from the pain, almost crying out. Two trucks rushed up, braked, and their tires crunched off onto the roadside. The deafening din ceased, yet I remained crouched in the safety of the stump.

      Beating off the invading night shadows, the fiery, flashing lights invaded my covert position and Illuminated the red maple leaves. Slamming doors and the strangers’ shouts sent me shrinking even farther into the bowels of my fallen log.

      Two men yanked open the back doors of their vehicle and jerked out a bed on wheels.  Pushing it, they rushed to Judy’s sleeping form and knelt down beside her. They hovered over her body, mumbling words to each other, and finally, lifted her up. They placed her on white sheets that glowed like the moonlight. Her body jiggled as they rolled her away and shoved her into the van.  One of the men climbed in with Judy and the other jumped into the cab. In seconds, the sirens screamed again, and the van sped off, its shrieks fading as it raced down the road.

      My heart pounded. They took my Judy! Panic and fury urged me to chase after the thieves. I started, but the kidnappers had already disappeared around the bend.

      Anyway, clanging, banging sounds forced me to check my advance and I squeezed back even further into the stump. The other truck eased up to the motorhome. The passenger exited and stood behind my home, waving and shouting at the driver. After a series of rattles and clatter, the first man hooked the motorhome to a heavy chain leash and then disappeared back into the vehicle. The truck crawled back onto the asphalt and the motorhome followed.

      My bag of food remained in the kitchen cabinet - my own private bathroom - my catnip mouse hidden under the passenger seat, and my treats - and my Judy – the hijackers took it all.  The vehicle’s light show drifted down the highway and it, too, vanished into the night.  Once more, stillness took over the rain forest. Only an occasional vehicle swished past.

      Judy was gone. My home was gone. This was not a game.  This was not an “I’ll see you later, Sportster.”  She was gone, like yesterday. My naptime passed, but still I waited. Feeling invisible under the log, I licked my paws, my tail and washed my face while the birds chirped their nighttime prayers.

      Carried by the evening breeze, a strong, unfamiliar scent floated up my nose.  With faltering steps, I crept out from under my hiding place, craned my neck, and raised up on my hind legs. A large animal, almost as big as my home on wheels, emerged from the depths of the forest with his head held high as the treetops. Overlooking me, he pranced by on a narrow path.  His heavy odor stung my eyes.  I tucked my tail under my trembling body and dashed back into my den. As quickly as the boogie monster had appeared, it vanished.

      Shadows crept along the forest floor, tamping out the sun’s invasion. The flaming maples cooled to grey and the green pines melted to black. I shivered.  The moths and insects I enjoyed chasing yesterday flitted and danced in the chilling light. They taunted me, as if they knew I did not belong. Complete darkness overcame my new world, bringing with it an even more intense stillness.

      The shelter of night stirred a fragment of courage within me, enough to venture out from my hiding. With each cautious step I paused, listened, and sniffed.

      My eyesight, sharpest at night, allowed me to peer past the forest’s edge. There in the grass lay Judy’s sweatshirt, the one I snuggled upon when she left it on her bed. Finding me curled up in its fleece, Judy pushed her sweet smelling face into my fur, making sputtering noises that tickled my tummy. In response, I jumped up and walked away so she would not grow accustomed to my bewitching charm.

      My heart fluttered at the memory and, forgetting my caution, I sprinted over to the garment. Inhaling her scent, visions of good times warmed me. I recalled watching nature shows on TV with Judy.  They nurtured my dreams of living in the wild. They activated my lion mode and I imagined stalking the prey that crept across the TV screen. I thought of Judy working at her computer. I traced the mouse’s trail with my paw, as it raced across her monitor.  Memories of her laughter when I batted my catnip ball across the room made me happy.  I chased after it, skidding around, grabbing the toy, and then swatted it back to her. All good practice for when I would ultimately live my “in the wild” dream. Was the time now?

      I nestled into her fleece jacket. My eyes scanned the expanse between the line of trees and the road I choked back a whimper. This was no game.  A feeling of desperation, which I never experienced, pushed at me. I rose from Judy’s sweatshirt and crept into the clearing. Every shaky step my courage diminished.

      A path of sprinkled kibble led to my overturned water bowl and food dishes.  My stomach growled.  Ravenous, I crunched down a few kernels, but the chunks landed like rocks in my belly.  My rhinestone collar hung on a nearby bush. Like glitter on a Christmas tree, the garnets caught the moonlight and my gold ID tag glowed. It must have been ripped off when I had been flung from the motorhome. No matter, it had always been a bother.

      The kidnapper’s scents rose from the deep gashes slashed in the damp earth by the motorhome’s last journey, and Judy’s scent, from where she had lain.  Perhaps my eyes deceived me, and the pirates had not stolen off into the night with her. Perhaps I had been careless. I circled one last time, reexamining the scattered pieces of the motorhome - glass from the headlight, a towel, and a map -- scraps from our lives.  I returned to Judy’s sweatshirt and collapsed.  My eyes drooped though I struggled to remain vigilant.

      The new day stung with disappointment as daylight threaded through the woods, threatening to reveal my position. I was still alone.  Making one more sweep of my surroundings, I listened for any familiar sound, and analyzed all the scents.  No Judy.

      I slipped back into the woods.  I would wait.
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      Many of the creatures in the woods lived a nocturnal life. Instead of rising with the sun, the creatures returned to their burrows, nests, or decayed logs after a night of hunting. I had tried to establish a similar routine at home, but Judy always squelched my idea.  Well, she was not here now and this lifestyle would suit me. I retreated to my, now familiar, rotted trunk and crouched within its caverns. It had been a long night with little sleep. I stared at the bugs crawling on the stump’s walls. The insects burrowed along self-made tunnels, content to ignore me.  Unsure of my tenants, I blinked to stay awake.
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        * * *

      

      The day crept on, dragging afternoon shadows and the humid air into my lair. Thoughts of Judy's steamy bathroom, and my love to drink from the faucet came to mind and I licked my dry lips. Rarely did I partake of the water from my bowl, preferring the fresh running water, which was, not only sweeter, but the rivulets intriguing. After I sated my thirst, I studied the wriggling patterns as they disappeared down the drain. I longed to watch the streams for hours, but Judy warned me, “If you don’t drink, I turn it off.” At first, I chuckled. Then she counted, “One. Two….”  On the count of three, I learned she was serious. I waited until just before she said, “Three,” and then I lapped up the cool liquid.

      Licking my dry lips again, I swallowed hard. There was no water bowl in the woods, and no running faucets. Again, I thought of Judy. Would they bring her back? She had never stayed out all night.

      Miffed, I planned a cool reception for her return.  Finally, I rose, arched my back, and stretched until my elbows touched the ground and my tail dusted the log cave’s ceiling.  A butterfly fluttered by while I sat, contemplating my situation. Only yesterday, I would have bounded after the distraction without a care. Instead, I cleaned my fur.  Just because I am living in the wild, is no reason to be lax in personal hygiene. As I bathed, I considered my options.

      You have always wanted to live in the wild. Here’s your chance. You’re hungry. What’re you going to eat? You’ve longed to sniff under every bush and prowl over every path, it’s been your dream. Where’s the bathroom?  Your toes have twitched at the thought of chasing bugs, leaping at birds, or sleeping all day long. You’re free. What about food? What if Judy never comes back?

      Leaves rustled and played in the wind across the path and a strange scent permeated the spruce. Their branches crackled, shivered, and parted. My hair stood on end and I arched my back.  I activated lion mode, emitted a low growl and froze. A huge ball of fur, Judy called them black bear, burst from the bushes onto the trail. His nose, ears, and hair resembling burly dogs I have known. I screamed with feline fury, but this creature was fatter, smellier, and wilder than any dog I had ever known.

      The bear rose up and became higher than the trees. His mouth gaped open, exposing his bright pink tongue embedded between razor teeth. He roared back at me and my stump dwelling vibrated. The breeze carried the animal’s rancid breath to my nose. I sneezed. He locked his small black eyes on me. My city cat wisdom quickly sized up the situation. This wild, fat, smelly predator could crush my log home with one swipe of its cumbersome clawed foot. Swift reaction is a cat’s best defense.  I ran.

      My panicked route snaked through the Spruce and Hemlock. At every turn, I lunged from the path to hide, imagining the black-eyed predator emerging from the sidelines. Then I regrouped and continued my flight. I pressed my ears flat against my head avoiding the branches raking against my ears. I didn’t stop until my lungs begged for air. Squeezing beneath a root system growing above ground, I hunkered under its canopy and panted from fear.

      Quivering, I caught my breath. My breathing slowed. Reassured I had out run the bear, I crept out and climbed up on the tree’s runners. The scent of water made my dry mouth salivate. Like walking a tight rope, I balanced on top of the root system and followed the spreading tendrils toward the music of gurgling water.  A stream rippled and bubbled and I jumped off my boardwalk onto a sandy beach.

      My own endless running faucet! Approaching the water’s edge, leaned over and lapped the clear, icy liquid, sweeter than any water I had ever drunk. I didn’t stop until my belly bulged. Sated, I stepped back and sat down. Lifting one paw, I shook off the sand and licked it clean. Finishing, I repeated the ritual for my other feet.

      I looked over my shoulder. The black bear was far behind, but he made my decision easy. I could not wait for Judy to come to me. I would simply head home. We would meet there. I growled, no longer just a little miffed. I hissed at a beetle who waved his antennae and crawled over my foot.  Shaking off the warm images of home and Judy’s comforting caresses that now constantly haunted me, I rose to begin my trek.

      A movement in the creek drew my attention and I stared into the water’s depth. A small school of tadpoles swerved back and forth, making their way downstream. I dipped my paw into the icy wetness to snare one, but with no claws, they slipped away. Another group approached, swimming within my reach. This time I grabbed faster and quicker. I cupped my paw and batted the little creature, like my ball, onto the creek bank. He twisted and flopped until I covered him with my foot and pinned him down. Living in the wild was not so hard. My tail twitched in anticipation of a meal and my belly rumbled.

      The little guy’s body quivered under my touch. I recalled my same response to the bear. I sniffed the little fish. He emitted an exotic flavor, in contrast to my kibble. My raging appetite urged me to make him my lunch.  Exotic I am, but sushi is not my style.  I lifted my paw and nudged my little captive toward the water’s edge. He maneuvered a couple of flips and twists and splashed back into the cool depths. Like a bullet, he squiggled out of sight in search of his schoolmates.  A tickly sensation tweaked within my chest as I pictured the little swimmer merging with his group. The same tingle occurred in the mornings at home, when I sat alongside Judy and tapped her face to awaken her. Every time, for as long as I could remember, she would open her eyes and purr my name. “Morning, Sportster.”  Every day, except yesterday.

      I shook off the memory. I’m burning daylight. How often had Judy said that?  I shook to rid me of the sadness.  It was best not to think of the past.  My heart hurt when I reminisced, and my tummy ache was not letting up.

      My eyes followed the water's movement as various scents drifted over the water dotted by floating leaves. The stream flowed in the direction I needed to travel, to a place where the air was dry and trees were sparse. I lapped up one more long drink and turned away from the stream’s edge. Wandered over to a small clearing, I could not hold out any longer. I wished for the privacy of my own bathroom as I pawed at the ground, cleaning away a spot, and squatted. Finishing, I worked quickly to cover my business and walked back to the brook.  Searching my surroundings one last time, I rotated my ears up and down.  With a deep breath, I switched my tail and headed down the path leading home.

      I traveled until a thorn pricked my foot. Stopping, I turned my paw, and examined it. The pad was bright pink with soreness. I dug at the needle with my teeth, but it only hurt more.  Large droplets plopped upon my nose. They beat upon my ears and head and distracted me. I ignored the pain in my paw and tried to shake off the beads of water as if they were pesky flies. Their onslaught increased.  Soon, not only was I drenched, but also the path had become a sea of mud. I sprinted for cover.

      The downpour created tiny streams squiggling down a path, which traced along the creek, which now churned with muddy water. The raindrops hammered and then danced on leaves, springing to lower fronds, and then dripping down and disappearing into the rich black earth.   Until now, I had only observed rainstorms from behind the motorhome’s windshield. From that dry, safe interior, I marveled at the wriggling worms of water, scurrying   across the glass. Now, I lived in the wild. Although chilly and wet, the experience excited me.

      When the rain stopped, I ventured from my enclosure, another rotten log. Wet vegetation drooped heavily around me.  I resumed my trek with increasing urgency, because now, not only my tummy ached from a hollow sensation, but also my foot burned like fire. Evaluating my route, I paused. The stream and the trail I followed turned abruptly to my right. I had grown comfortable with that path, but the way, which led home to Judy, veered to the left.

      I trotted over to the graveled bank of the creek, which had swollen into a river. With nightfall approaching, the forest again was coming alive with its nocturnal residents. My muscles burned with a tiredness, which I had never experienced. Hunger pushed me to hunt for dinner but exhaustion held me back with a stronger force and won.  I picked out a room for the night, for a change under a fallen log, which offered a view of the fast running river. Through the slits of my heavy eyelids, salmon, swimming upstream, performed pirouettes along a waterfall. My mouth watered. Perhaps tomorrow I would have fish for breakfast. There was something to say for living in the wild. No more dry, monotonous kibble.
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        * * *

      

      Warmed by the morning sun, I sat up and climbed up on my “room’s” roof.  Atop the log, I performed what Judy had always called my yoga stretches. Dragonflies and butterflies swarmed above the water with the splashing salmon who had their own travel urgency. Although hungry, wading out into the cold rapids made the fishing solution seem less appealing. Maybe I didn’t have far to go. I would wait for kibble.

      My body ached from yesterday’s trek and when my foot touched the ground, pain shot up my leg.  Still, I performed my morning duties, and then filled my belly with more cold, sweet water. Taking a deep breath, I started off, steeled with determination to reach home before dark.
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