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BLACK FAVORITE
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Mama tells friends she has five cats,

each more precious than the other,

but at The Pink House,

I’ve always been the favorite.

Mama loved my brother's fluffy fur,

but she’s always preferred me,

first because I’m more clever,

and second because I’m black.
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Black black, all black,

dark black, lovely black,

black as a moonless night,

black black black.
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Mama’s parents back in Illinois

had a pet named Dunkelheit,

but that cat wasn’t true Darkness.

He had a white patch on his chest

and should have been called Macchiato.
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I’m blessed with purity.

Every bit of me is black.

Most humans consider me unlucky

and stay off my path. I like that.

It keeps people from bothering me.

But I’m not bad luck for Mama

because she was born in June

on the thirteenth day of the month.

Black Thirteen they might call us,

a perfect pair.
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She snatches me up in the afternoons,

staring into my blackness.

When she holds me up to the sunlight

I know what she sees—

the whole spectrum of the rainbow

reflected in my rich, black fur.

ALPHA CAT
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I’m so much the Alpha Cat

that I no longer have to prove it.

Mama thinks I don’t care.

She sees nonchalance

when I strut around the house.

It’s earned, baby.
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I bit Cosmo in the ear three times.

He learned.

Phantom I glared at with eyes

that freeze a lizard at three feet

She took the hint.
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The kittens learned slowly.

I bit Ping so hard in the tail 

that he couldn’t poop for a week

without thinking of me.
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From Mei Mei, Little Sister,

I had to draw blood.

She thought she could use

her curvy whiskers

to wrap me around her tail

the way she wraps her tongue

around those juicy June bugs.

I'm immune to her stunts.

The second time I clawed her,

she believed it.
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No, I do not have to fight

for the best turkey scraps

or the bedtime space beside Mama.

If anyone forgets who I am,

I set the record straight

with a single hiss.
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NIGHT ARRIVAL
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As a young cat I lived with a man

who got custody of his daughter

unexpectedly. We arrived together,

me, my brother, and the girl,

on a cold night in November

when the man thought it was safe

to turn off his lights and go to sleep.
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He was snoring so rhythmically

when the mother of his child

started knocking on the door

that he didn’t hear her.

The woman banged

on the unseasoned plywood

again and again and again

until the child began crying,

and the father, despite 

little practice being one,

awoke because somewhere 

in his unconsciousness

he heard the cry of his flesh.
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He ran through the trailer

in his underwear,

gaping in amazement

to see his nuclear family

huddled on the porch

in the middle of the night.

For a moment he stood confused

while the child clung

to its mother’s legs,

and Smokey and I strained

to see through the cracks

in the cardboard box

that passed for a cat carrier.
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Then the man remembered

he had manners even when 

awakened so abruptly.

He invited us inside,

but the woman balked

as a beagle that comes to

an invisible fence.

“She loves the kittens,”

the woman stated.

“You’ll have to take them.

And you’ll have to take her

because I simply can’t cope.”

She thrust us into her lover’s hands

and nudged the child inside the door.
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Before the man could respond,

the woman returned to her car,

retrieving two suitcases so heavy

that she tottered from side to side

as she struggled to carry them.

She set the luggage on the porch

before speeding off into the night

in a Mustang older than she was.
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From the safety of the box,

my brother and I wondered

whether to laugh or curse

our change of fate.
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NEW HOME
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Our first Tucson home

was a second-hand trailer.

All day we raced to and fro,

pouncing over the bed

as we bounded for the kitchen, 

crashing into the cupboards

because we had no space

in which to turn around. 

We liked our caretaker

for his friendly voice

and regular meal times,

and though he made us sleep

outside, claiming he couldn’t

sleep through our racket,

we didn’t run away.
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Yet our lives were full of peril.

Though only three years old,

the man’s daughter was a devil.

The bigger she got,

the worse she misbehaved,

chasing us from every corner

and squeezing out our breath

because she wanted the man’s

uninterrupted attention 

each second he was awake.

She broke Smokey’s whiskers

because they amused her

and would have broken mine

if I hadn’t learned to spring high

upon a shelf she couldn’t reach

whenever I heard those

awkward steps upon the tile.
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The man reprimanded her,

but the miscreant was deaf 

to his command.

Instead she grinned

as she chased us,

greedy, selfish varmint.

She had such a wild streak

that the more the man scolded her,

the more she disobeyed.
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One afternoon the man bagged us

in a torn, flannel pillowcase

and drove us across town

to a quiet pink house,

the only residence on the block

whose television set didn’t boom

with Super Bowl Sunday.

––––––––
[image: ]


“This might not work,”

said the woman who emerged.

“They might not like it here,

or they might get lost.”

The man assured her

he would take us back 

if we didn’t work out,

but Smokey and I concurred:

it was far better to live

with a woman who had a yard

than with a rascal in a trailer park.

After we circled the house,

pretending to be particular,

we purred our approval, 

and the man sped off before 

the woman could change her mind.
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Our new mother laughed that
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