BREAKING PAST FEAR

The photograph on the rescue website haunted me. An emaciated black and brown tabby slouched on the sidewalk, leaning against a brick wall. Her head hung in dejection; she looked ready to collapse from exhaustion in the hot sun. Barb, a friend and a seasoned rescuer, had posted the picture, looking for a foster.

I had no right taking on a new responsibility at this time in my life. We had just entered my mother into hospice, which required that I stop advocating for her and prepare to let her go. I drove almost daily to her home to supervise her care and to maximize whatever amount of time I had left with her. Meanwhile, I already had one diabetic cat and another in renal failure. My hands were full.

The tabby turned out to be very old, very feral – and blind. Unable to find food and water, she only weighed three and a half pounds when she was rescued. The veterinarian who first examined her uttered she was just a whisper of a cat. Her name became Whisper.
Barb begged me to take Whisper, since I was good with crotchety old cats. Against my better judgment, I agreed to meet the desperate creature. I couldn’t bear to leave her in her cage in Barb’s garage, so I brought the ancient, blind cat home. Barb said she was a hospice cat – a prognosis I felt compelled to defy. 
As a licensed veterinary nurse who took in senior and special needs cats, I anticipated what her needs would be from a practical standpoint. I settled her on a comfy bed in a floor-level alcove with no door, providing her a safe place while she adjusted. I tapped her water bowl, rattled her food dish and gently shook the litter box so she would know where to find them. She hunkered down, listening. She never hissed, but she also never purred.
 A week later, I returned to the vet with Whisper to test her blood pressure. It was too high, as I suspected. Caught earlier, blindness might have been reversed with quick treatment. We started her on medication, and eventually she would be able to make out light and shadows. 
The first couple months I had Whisper, I was gone most days taking care of my mother. I didn’t spend much time with the wee soul. She spooked easily. Like a psychic sponge, she knew when I was tense and would attack me. I felt like I was merely warehousing the aged kitty, and considered returning her to Barb. Barb wisely told me to keep trying. The truth was that no one else wanted her.
 As I became more immersed in my mother’s physical and mental deterioration, it left me depressed and spent. Meanwhile, Whisper began to advance in health, gaining weight and confidence on her own. She was a survivor. I started to feel like I was falling behind. I cried hard one night when Whisper wanted nothing to do with me. I wondered what she was here to teach me.
Whisper managed self-care like any self-respecting cat. In a fight-or-flight situation, she didn’t have the option of running, since she was blind. She held her ground, set boundaries, forcing me to honor her wish for autonomy. Maybe I also needed to take better care of myself?
One day I decided to heck with everything. I loaded my kayak into the car and headed to the nearby river. A fresh breeze danced over the water as I oared. A mallard paddled along beside me, an egret swooped by and I saw a swan spread her wings like an angel. Two red-eared sliders watched my progress from their perch on a semi-submerged log. Their old-soul eyes cheered me on as I made my journey.

I came home after a couple hours of air and sun, exhausted and refreshed at the same time.  Whisper responded positively, greeting me with rubs and a purr. This blind cat had encouraged me to honor myself. I realized this little kitty had a healing influence over me.
I squeezed in more time for my babies now. I watched Whisper slowly emerging from her room to explore my house. It seemed to smooth the way if I got down to her level, so I crawled on the floor of the living room with her, guiding her. Now close to seven pounds, she had a new confidence that warmed my heart. She was no lightweight, however. I noticed that when I was impatient, she would reciprocate with a soft nip. 
Six months later, Mom passed away. The end of my mother’s life was comfortable, and I took solace in knowing I had facilitated a gentle transition for her. My steps got lighter with the release of my psychic load, and I went to the river as often as I could before the winter rains began. 

Soon, while Whisper had come out of hiding, I discovered it was me who was now being reclusive. I wanted to get back to work, but felt like a fish out of water in my old veterinary field, having been away from it for five years. I didn’t know how to move forward and I was afraid. Did I still have the skills needed to do my job? 
Finally, a veterinarian friend of mine asked me to help out with a neuter and spay clinic she was running, and I accepted the opportunity. If Whisper could conquer her fears and navigate in her new world, so could I. The twelve hour clinic was a huge success, and all the animals did well, despite my fatigue. I was thrilled that I maintained the wits to manage such a massive project. I felt Whisper’s determination. She had shown me all along – you’re never too old to start over.
Rather unexpectedly, Whisper started to lose weight. An ultrasound confirmed she had intestinal cancer. We tried chemotherapy, but the cancer progressed. This proved to be unbeatable. As she had been in the beginning, Whisper was back in hospice.
One night she climbed into my lap and curled up.  I saw the effort she made; her face showed her exhaustion. With tears streaming, I bent down to kiss her. I thanked Whisper for her strength and inspiration over the last year and a half. I gave her permission to go. She rubbed her cheeks against mine and within hours quietly slipped away.
I drove to the river a few days later. Winter was upon us and the current was swift, the water level high. I walked along the shoreline, fighting back tears. The river represented the flow of life and I paused to watch it race past. My time with Whisper had been too short, but she had gotten me back to my source through her persistence and courage. Who had tamed whom? I have only a little, blind whisper of a tabby to thank for pulling me through a rough time.
