
Octavia, My Heartbeat

by Christy Doherty

She is 17 now. I don’t know how that could possibly be true.


One of the most beautiful RagaMuffin kitties I have ever seen, the Queen of Epic Whiskers, she is ageless, timeless. And yet...


I look at the palest peach Duette honeycomb shades at the bedroom window – marked forever by her kitten claws.  Wasn’t that yesterday when my heart sank, their pristine newness shredded? Now I smile at her forever autograph. When I see the flaw, I remember the mini-her, not the elegant Octavia yet, but the higher energy ‘Taviator.


Then I hear it, the urgent meow coming from my office, the summons. She is squeezed into her long-favored basket, spilling out of the top like ice cream spills over the edge of a sugar cone.  Something in the recent months has changed the timbre of her voice. The pitch says “NOW please,” and as changes overtake my steadfast friend, I try to answer every urgent call.


Even at 2 a.m.


Before, she would always just snuggle up to me at bedtime and that would be it until morning, but these recent weeks, she wakes up, and wanders. And when she does, she calls for me to come find her. At first it was aggravating, but then I began to count the years we’ve shared, the blessedness of her in my life, the unlikeliness of her even surviving to age 17 (she has hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, an unforgiving heart condition) and I decided it was most certainly her turn to call me, and have me answer.


At first carrying her back to bed worked.  But soon she returned to that favored basket in my office, and summoned me.


So, ultimately, I brought a large dog bed out of storage, and joined her on the floor.


She was DELIGHTED. 
I wish – so much – that I had a video.


She sat up, looked at me and meowed softly.


Then she walked over and climbed into the donut bed with me, and lay down, soft against my chest, purring. A moment later, she sat up a little, so she could kiss my nose. And kiss my nose. And kiss my nose. 


Then she lay back down and just quietly regarded me, looking so gently into my face, and reached up with both her front paws to pat my cheeks, my lips, my eyelids. Oh, Octavia. At least in my own life, you are one of the wonders of the world.


Within days, morning came to a blood-soaked world, with scarlet trails throughout the house. Something was dreadfully wrong with my girl. An emergency vet visit Monday led to an ultrasound Friday.

I felt the color washing out of my life.


Even the music of the rain falling has lost its lyrical quality. My heart is impaled on the hard reality of veterinary diagnosis.


My beloved girl has masses in her bladder, and in her pancreas, and thickening in her GI tract. My options included an oncology referral or hospice.


The rain pounding on the roof somehow seems party to the somber truth I'm trying to get my mind around. There are times when a long car drive ahead has its up side; windshield time blends well with sobering thoughts.

Back at home, Octavia's pain medication is freshly on board, and she has had some moments to get past the indignity of the bad taste, so I place her on the soft comforter my mother made long ago. Her epic purring begins.


Those epic purrs span more than 17 years – their music has carried me through some of the hardest times of my life.


Even now, time slips through my fingers, and my heart says "NO! Don't let it go, these moments are the ones that need to last forever, let's just stop and dwell here, in every soft trill and purr..."


But time refuses to stand still, or even pause. The ticking clock is relentless.


I rub her little pink shaved tummy -- now so soft and kissable -- and curse the insight the ultrasound brought.

We have lost our innocence, our "not knowing."


On Friday morning, when Octavia had a good day and kissed me awake and patted my face with her paws, we were in a place of looking for answers, hoping that kidney stones might be the worst case scenario, hoping dietary changes could address the source of all that blood.


We were hopeful that an answer would be safely in step with her limits as a cardiac patient, where sedation is its' own risk.

Three giant words -- we were hoping.


Then the vet came back after the ultrasound with three more giant words -- "I'm so sorry."


And then four more -- "We never imagined this."


I have read, and re-read, the veterinarian's summary, and contacted an oncologist's office, and become an unwilling time traveler.


Yes, time traveler.


Because every magnificent purr transports me over years past, over countless comforts she has gifted me, with her lovely, lyrical voice.


She has sung healing into my broken soul through so many dark times, and even now, as she purrs to soothe herself as well as soothe me -- our dual pain in this unwieldy present time -- I brace against a future without her magic.

It is the coldest, most uninhabitable climate I can imagine, a house with no heartbeat.


At age 17, I don't think I can ask her to endure harsh treatments.


If the thickening in her small intestine is indeed lymphoma, the go-to medication, prednisolone, is not even possible given her cardiac meds.


Could we fight this? Perhaps. But there are so many "buts."


Both her amazing vets and dedicated cardiologist are afraid even the first step, the biopsy, would be too extensive and invasive given all that's going on, and that she might not survive it.


I think we have arrived in hospice.


A place where you learn to let your heart break in stages, over and over, as you keep it together for the sake of your loved one.


Emotions wash in like the ocean surf, as varied and as relentless; some are soft as they play against the shore, others churn and roil and crash.


We share coconut milk yogurt together -- blueberry, her favorite.

I use a spoon, she licks bits off my finger. I scrape every little bit of blueberry for her, and suddenly the yogurt container is a picture of life -- her life -- we are reaching for every little bit more goodness to be had. 


The sun is shining onto the bed, making her long, luxurious whiskers radiant.


My hand is continually drawn back to her little shaved tummy, and her front paws wrap around my forearm, deftly, automatically, in her half asleep state. We have been each others comfort for more than 17 years.


I tell myself the wise words from past dealings with greyhound bone cancer, about the hard judgement-call of euthanasia, the words "better a week early than a day late."


They made sense when a spontaneous leg fracture was part of the picture.

But here, now, with my sweet pea girl... my heart is ready to claw after hours or minutes with her.


I hear Sarah McLachlan's poignant song echoing, "I don't know how to let you go..." and I am living that truth.


There is a reverence in these quiet moments, and I beg the tears not to stain our time together with sorrow that can come later.


Someone on the periphery might think she's a cat. And I suppose her body is. But she is so much more.  She is my soul friend, and she saved me from suicide.


She was there in the dark with me when I wept torrents against the injustice of my beautiful Mom facing liver cancer, and was there when I came home from a 6-car pileup on Interstate-205. Octavia was up on my chest purring healing into me as soon as I found the sofa, the ER bracelet still on my wrist.


She purred peace into my storm when death claimed my Mom, and was there when death suddenly took my husband of 33 years.  She was my constant during the sleepless nights, purring peace into the maelstrom that was me.


She gave early approval -- so not like her -- when someone from my distant past began to visit. She loved Marty in a way I'd never seen her care for anyone but me. She loves him still, and he treasures her.


She sustained me through the loss of every other fur-kid in the household until she alone remained, the eldest of all.


I feel her breath on my hand, so deeply asleep so quickly, and I long for the innocence of not knowing what was going on inside her poor little body.


But that innocence, or ignorance, would not forestall the relentless process that is taking her from me, cell by cell.

So I ponder, just what am I willing to ask of her, in all this?


Or at what point must I break my heart with the mercy needed to put an end to the onward march of the disease that is hurting her, and send her off to her rest with all the love in the world?


And i guess the answer for now lies in the capacity of the pain meds to give her those added days for us to be together. Days of tuna, and snuggles, and telling her all that she is and has been and will forever be to me. The camera feels like a lifeline, as I try to immortalize her beautiful spirit.

It does all indeed come down to love.


She has personified love from the day she arrived, and nothing short of the fiercest love blended with mercy will make it possible for me to find the strength for farewell.


Octavia, Miss Whiskers, Lady O, Miss Mao, The Taviator... words fail me.


As I'm sure all pet parents do, I look over my shoulder at all the long lost hours spent at the workplace, or on errands, all necessary things, but all spent away from the fur-kids who wait for us.


I desperately want all those hours, minutes, days back, would buy them at any price. But the bargain was struck in the past, the need to earn a living, buy groceries, whatever. 


And we are left with a most imperfect "now."


Older and wiser, I clear my calendar to make the days or weeks ahead about Octavia. We might have one, or five, or 10. Perhaps the deck is stacked more generously.

But I am determined to be present in these moments.


Octavia is, and has been, my heartbeat. This valley we find ourselves in is one we need to travel side-by-side.


Because it is, has been, and will forever be, about love.





##########


On May 17, at 5:24 p.m. The Lady Octavia stepped onto the Rainbow Bridge, directly from my lap, while receiving loving pats from my husband and I, with the help of a caring veterinarian. The night before she passed was especially memorable and beautiful, and then her pain just became too much to ask her to manage, even for a soul as brave as hers.




##########


Even in your physical absence, you are here, precious one… I feel you…

And not just in the tears, salty keepers of your magnificent story… 

You are the quiet, the place of respite, that rest my soul found only beside you…  the feather-soft kiss of kitty whiskers … the unforeseen blessing of a lifetime… My beloved Lady Octavia…
As submitted and published in laJoie 2020 / Winter Issue
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