Millie Ford

Jeepers 

	I met my soul mate by chance. My neighbor, our bikes, and I were in her van, driving back from the forest preserve. “Do you mind stopping at the animal shelter? I need to drop off some old towels.” While my neighbor was at the front desk, I wandered into the cat area. An orange and white kitten was just brought in, after being found under a car. The shelter thought he was six weeks old.
	“Do you want to hold him?” the shelter worker asked.
	“No, I have a cat, and if I pick him up, I think I would fall in love.”
	But I couldn’t resist. His fur was so silky, and he looked up at me with his big eyes. “He needs a mom,” the shelter worker added. I was working from home at the time, so I could be there with him all day . It didn’t take much to decide that Jeepers (the name given to him by the shelter) was coming home with me. 
	Ivory, the cat that was living with me at the time, belonged to my ex-boyfriend, but he decided to abandon her at my house. She was the typical cat, aloof but affectionate when she wanted something. I wasn’t sure how she would take to this little angel. Jeepers won her over, but he claimed me as his person. I told him several times a day that he was the most beautiful creature God ever created. 
	Jeepers was always in my arms doing acrobatics, taking naps. He had complete trust in me. I could play with his paws and kiss his belly. (Don’t try this with a cat you just met unless you’re willing to lose an eye.) He always wanted to be outside.  Harness training didn’t work, so I only let him out on my patio when I could watch him vigilantly. When I gardened, he’d stand at the patio screen door and cry.
	If cat videos were popular then, Jeepers would have been a star. He loved laying on his back at the top of his cat tree, front paws stretched out. I would sit on the floor and toss a wadded-up piece of paper to him, and he always made a hit. (He valiantly tried to hit the foul balls; Mommy wasn’t the best pitcher, and some were out of his reach.)
	He became king of the house. (I adopted another cat, so now there were three.) He would carry his small stuffed animal toys in his mouth yowling at the top of his lungs. When I first heard him, I was scared, but I realized that he was announcing that he caught prey and was bringing it back for the tribe to enjoy. One morning, I woke up to find five stuffed animal toys neatly arranged next to my bed. He wanted to be sure I had a snack in case I got hungry during the middle of the night. 
	Jeepers moved with me several times, even taking a first-class trip to Denver where we lived for six months. I leaned on him when I was upset. He was always ready to do something goofy to make me smile. One particularly difficult night after Jim died, I was laying on the couch crying. He jumped up, walked close to my face, and started licking my tears away. 
	Jeepers was about twelve when we moved into my current house. My bedroom is above the garage, and there is a window seat facing the street. Every evening, he’d sit at the window seat, his little orange face in between the blinds and he’d wait until I pulled in. He ran down the stairs to greet me at the back door. It was our special ritual.
	He lived until he was nineteen years old when he was diagnosed with lung cancer. I took Jeepers to a veterinary oncologist, but I didn’t want him to endure chemotherapy. I kept him comfortable for six more months, giving him lots of love yummy things to eat. When he stopped eating, I knew it was time to let him go. It was an agonizing decision, but as his Mommy, it was my responsibility to make sure he didn’t suffer.  
	I picked up his ashes from the vet, and they gave me a plaque with his name and paw prints on it. I keep it next to his ashes, and it always makes me smile to think about the joy we brought to each other. 
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