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For I Will Consider My Cat

I

came home for Christmas and noticed that the cat was getting
old. The fur on his tail had thinned, and when I touched his
back, I felt the bump-bump-bump of his spine beneath my fingers. His bones were practically bursting forth, pushing through
atrophied muscle and loosening skin to almost reach the surface.
He was born over thirteen years ago, tiny and wet with
amniotic fluid. I arrived home from school to learn that the
pregnant stray we had adopted out of pity had finally delivered
her kittens. She stretched herself out in the towel-lined cardboard box, purring and grooming and glowing like the weary
goddess that she was. I watched in awe as she tipped herself to
expose her belly to the suckling litter of six. Like Jesus turning
water into wine, her body transformed bits of kibble into liquid
food fit for the tiniest of beings.
And the babies cried, blind and deaf, hardly able to crawl
to find their mother’s milk. On the day they were born, I chose
to keep the white one. The kitten, whose soft was soft like
only newborn things can be, settled in my open palm, his ribs
distending from the bulbous kitten body. Each time I picked
him up, I felt his heart racing—the kitten embracing at last
the rush of life and air outside the womb. I had never known
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something so fresh. He smelled sweet, like milk and honey and
homemade bread.
I wondered what he might look like in a month, or a year,
or ten years. Would he really grow at all—this helpless, fragile
thing with folded ears? I could not fathom it. At his birth, he
was only a future waiting to happen, a blank slate hinting at a
million small moments yet to come.
At the time, I was in very much the same place as my small
kitten: young and unmarked by the goings-on around me. I
knew what I believed and what I didn’t. God was good, cigarettes were bad, and life would be easy as long as I made good
decisions—namely, avoiding cigarettes. Silly things scared me:
roller coasters, banana slugs, and ventriloquist dummies. I liked
riding my bike and reading library books, decorating cupcakes,
and setting up the dollhouse only to rearrange it over and over
again in an afternoon.
Most days I would make my little sister perform dramatic
vignettes with me—my exaggerated take on playing house.
We’d be homeless and starving while our husbands died at war,
leaving us with a dozen or so baby dolls to tend in the wild of
our evergreen backyard, piled all together on the trampoline.
The only way out of poverty—of course—was to sing for imaginary passersby and become famous. My sister, never one to
linger on tragedy, cried real tears until I told her our husbands
would come back soon—they weren’t actually dead. These
games were too pessimistic for her, but I believed they reflected
reality. It seemed obvious that without constant struggle and
eventual triumph, living would be meaningless. Drama propelled heroic success. Life had to be hard. I just didn’t know
what that meant yet. Thus, the exaggeration: a pile of babies
and a singing voice capable of pulling two little widows out of
poverty. Our husbands never did show up.
Back then I did not know that our games would end one
day. I suppose there was a last time, but I don’t remember it.
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Playing with dolls left my routine as naturally as the blush left
my cheeks. Soon I started caring for real babies on the weekends for petty cash, cradling some for hours before they’d finally
sleep. Like most teenagers, I learned how to drive a car and
how to dislike myself. I attended church dances and learned to
dislike those as well. Suddenly, questions I didn’t think would
ever matter infested my thoughts: was my mortal existence anything more than a ticking time bomb of temptation and sin,
driving me toward an infinite spiral of shame and self-loathing?
Was there a God, and did He love me despite my increasingly
apparent flaws? Could I ever become good enough for myself? I
prayed to feel real empathy, to connect with others, and to understand what it means to be a person on this earth. I listened
intently to the silence that followed.
So much changed in those years and I wasn’t prepared for
the adjustment. Some days I felt off-balance, unable to manage
my passions, my insecurities, and my goals for the future, crippled by pressure I didn’t know existed until I was forced to confront it all at once. Sorrow did not mean missing imaginary
husbands and mothering a dozen plastic dolls, but confronting
an elusive and powerful force, sometimes appearing out of
nowhere. Adults around me said things would get better, but I
had no reason to believe them. If life itself is a refiner’s fire,
then adolescence is the glowing, searing heart of the flame,
coals white-hot with inexperience.
And now, home for Christmas so many years later—old
enough to know the adults were right, after all—I was petting
the cat I had chosen when I was nine. I rejoiced in his quiet,
unaltered presence, his effortless goodness, and my love for
him that had stayed constant through all of life’s changes. I
worried when I felt the bones beneath his skin, bones I hadn’t
felt since they were thin and flexible like rows of cartilage paperclips. As old age hardened his body, I began navigating the
intersection of our lives with a whole new set of questions.
For I Will Consider My Cat
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How much longer did I have with this cat, eyes as blue as
the day they opened into slits? I had lived longer with him
than without—could my living be the same after his death? I
felt silly for becoming so attached to an animal, but I sincerely
wondered if losing him meant losing an innocent, inherently
good, and curious part of myself that he alone nurtured: the
self who played with dolls and didn’t ask too many questions.
We napped together one afternoon when I was home, my
hand resting on his belly, which rose and fell each time he
took a breath. He stirred for a moment to lick my fingers—a
gentle “I’m still here,” I suppose. His fur, even then, smelled
sweet and earthy, and I took quiet comfort in the parts of him
that hadn’t changed through childhood, adolescence, young
adulthood: the rugged tear in his right ear, the leathery pads
beneath his toes, the way he looked at me when he wanted a
taste of my dinner.
What I couldn’t see was the virus taking over his system.
Feline infectious peritonitis—an unpreventable, untreatable
germ he could have carried his whole life before it started
hurting him. Soon water would gather in his abdominal cavity
and around his heart. Breathing would become difficult and he
would feel pain as his body gradually slowed to a halt. He
would die less than three weeks later, finally succumbing to
the strange, dark nothingness from whence he came.
• • •

I opened a cardboard flap, digging at the compartment to
retrieve December first’s chocolate. It was square and full of
caramel that oozed onto my fingers when I took the first bite,
sweet and salty, then bitter at the end.
I considered the advent calendar as consolation for the
other countdown beginning that day—the first dose of Prozac,
one of thirty pills sealed inside an orange plastic bottle. My
18
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doctor only prescribed a month’s worth for precaution, and I
tried to ignore the implications. The irony that this treatment
designed to help me could just as easily kill me if not properly
controlled was bordering on too much information.
I wondered if I had done it to myself. Did I have too much
idle time, or had I forgotten to develop coping skills as I entered adulthood? Had I fooled myself when I thought I was
doing so much better—when I finally learned to love who I
was? I feared that I had simply forgotten to care for myself
until I lost the ability to love myself, neglecting my soul like I
neglect the potted succulent sitting on my windowsill: passively at first, then with a painful awareness, after I realized
what I had done. I had caused a death to something beautiful:
my own sense of well-being, which became just another brown
and crusted leaf.
Wherever it came from, it convinced me I was useless as a
friend, a student, and a writer. Depression can be predatory,
morphing your passions and talents into embarrassing habits. I
didn’t think I had anything worth saying anymore—certainly
nothing that could be of use to anyone else. I knew my insecurities were illogical, but I also knew that everything I did felt
inadequate. My emotions no longer matched reality and it
scared me.
I had days when leaving bed felt impossible. I struggled
with regular mental breakdowns climaxing with a compulsion
to hurt myself. I never reached for the blade—I have been on
the other side of self-harm often enough to understand the
risks of that habit—but I dug my thumbnails into the fleshy
pads of my fingers to achieve the same effect, squeezing until it
hurt good enough, creating a small reason for the mysterious,
nagging pain I couldn’t otherwise explain.
I wondered if I even deserved to feel happy. Could I feel
happy in good conscience? The world around me had proven
itself heartless and terrible too many times; how could I find
For I Will Consider My Cat

19

T

H

E

R

E

S

T

O

R

E

D

G

O

S

P

E

L

joy amidst widespread pain, greed, and my own shortcomings?
Nothing I could see or feel allowed me to hope. The raw darkness twisted my once-intuitive belief that people are essentially good.
The pain wasn’t a slow, empty burn like the one that affected me in high school. I had earned the empathy that I
prayed for. I knew that I could feel in ways I never imagined,
that I could love more fully than ever, but it all felt wrong.
Could I return the gift of caring too much so I could finally
find some peace?
I didn’t know if the pills would help. I had read enough editorials on the overmedicating of America to know the skeptics’
arguments. Doctors don’t know how SSRIs treat depression.
Antidepressants are overprescribed and often unnecessary.
Cultural pressures, an overabundance of stress, lack of exercise,
and too much processed food are all implicated when experts
dissect America’s mental health crisis. For all I knew, by calling my doctor, I could have been reaching for a lucky placebo
effect—but nevertheless, I reached.
I took the first pill with a glass of water, thanking the
hands that prepared the encapsulated drug—a sacrament of
flesh and blood I turned to for deliverance. I hoped to nourish
my mind back to health like the blind man taught to see with
Christ’s touch. Would I even recognize wholeness after missing
it for so many months? Could my eyes be opened with some
holy, mysterious force to embrace the otherwise hidden good?
It was only the first of December. I still had twenty-three
chocolates and a handful of pills to go before knowing if this
miracle would work.
• • •

There’s a common belief about the difference between cats
and dogs. Dogs see the hands that feed and care for them and
20
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believe their owners must be gods. Cats, on the other hand,
see those same hands that feed and care for them and believe
that they themselves are gods.
My cat was never like that. He always loved people and
worshipped at their feet—rolling back and forth until you
couldn’t resist rubbing his belly, forgetting what you were supposed to be doing before nearly tripping on the cat sprawled on
the floor. He ran up to strangers when they entered the house,
eager to greet them and hoping for affection. Young children
grabbed handfuls of his fur and patted his head indiscriminately, but he never hissed, growled, or scratched. Whenever
my mom or I cooked a meal in the kitchen, he patiently waited
alongside us, waiting for a taste of whatever scraps we were
willing to offer, rubbing against our legs in gratitude each time
our manna fell to his earth.
He never angered because he was never afraid—unless we
decided to vacuum, in which case he simply fled in terror.
Even when he was sick with recurring ear infections, the resulting disorientation did not change his congenial personality.
He knew, without any doubt, that someone would always take
care of him. He did not worry about betrayal because he had
never been betrayed. Discomfort did not faze him.
I found myself envious of his emotional consistency, the
ease with which a common housecat lived a life of loving.
Annie Dillard believes that the true curse of humanity isn’t
death, but emotion. She writes, “Our excessive emotions are so
patently painful and harmful to us as a species that I can hardly
believe that they evolved” (204). My cat didn’t care about climate change, the president of the United States, or working
hard enough to pay rent. He didn’t profess a religion, engage in
romantic relationships, or experience family drama. He hungered, slept, and craved human touch, but he was never once at
risk of self-loathing or turning away from the God who created
him. He did not require a daily dose of Prozac to function.
For I Will Consider My Cat
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There were a few months after one of the other cats died
when he would cry. Every night, he stared at nothing and
howled a peculiar song we never could translate. We tried offering comfort to get him to stop, but to him, loss was loss—
and loss meant singing. Loudly. I don’t believe he wondered if
he should have loved his deceased friend better, or if he could
ever go on without his companionship. Loss is not so complicated for most living things on this earth. Mourning, for them,
is one-dimensional in its sincerity.
Humans, on the other hand, are obsessed with loss and
what it means. I could hardly understand what it meant to lose
my childhood pet, the cat who, admittedly, wouldn’t have
missed me nearly as much if I had been the one to die.
This caring—the pulsing, vulnerable part of my soul I’d
much rather repress—drives so much of what I think and do. It
forces me to become better, to take on another’s burden, to become what Christ would want me to be and draw myself closer
to a God who challenges me to grow into something more
than comfortable. This humanity I know and love, this empathy absent even in the friendliest of cats, did not come without
troubling consequences. The feeling that curses us hurts while
it edifies. I do not sing in anguish. I only weep.
• • •

When I was ten or eleven years old, my Sunday School
teacher taped a piece of white string above our heads that
stretched from one end of the room to the other. Marking the
string near one of the walls was a small, black dot.
“The string,” she told us, “represents eternity.”
In theory, it stretched infinitely toward the future, full of
mystery our child brains could never comprehend. It represented concrete evidence that our souls would live forever if
eternity was, in fact, as simple as an endless piece of string.
22

Emma Croft

A

N

D

A

P

P

L

I

E

D

C

H

R

I

S

T

I

A

N

I

T

Y

The black dot—negligible in significance, at best—was our life
here on earth. My teacher explained that living is a time of
confusion, the only part of our existence marked with forgetfulness of who we are, where we came from, and who we are to
become. The black dot is godless turmoil.
But my dot is not perpetually black. Sometimes it’s nearly
invisible, or a calming shade of blue, connecting my spirit to
celestial energy that drives me to live, thrive, and learn like so
many others before me. I feel it when I visit a cathedral, have
hands placed upon my head in the name of God, or weep with
friends who are hurt. I felt it when I used to pet my cat—when
his purring filled a silent room as the sun rose vibrant out the
window each morning, the sun that continues to rise, ever
faithful, in his absence. It happens on mountains when I finally
reach the summit after breathing hard for miles, basking in the
reward of a view no photograph could capture with accuracy. I
feel it when I study devotional poetry, words of wisdom that
build on my scriptural canon—small sermons enshrined in the
Norton Anthology, immortal answers to human questions I am
still asking several centuries later.
Other times, life is black, just like my teacher said. When I
read about children born in countries so distant from my own,
who die at the hand of corruption and war, I cannot feel
heaven. I think about my slave-owning ancestors and their capacity to dehumanize, and it kills the fire in my soul that once
fostered unconditional hope. Every time I am faced with ignorance—be it my own or someone else’s—godliness freezes, and I
am lost. Expectation will never match reality; life may never be
as good as I want it to be; I will never know all that I wish I
could know. My existence is a shroud of confusion, and I am
blind to the string stretched out before me that might one day
tie me to all that is good. Some days, I cannot escape the chemical odor of the felt-tip pen that distinguishes this part of eternity from the rest. I am marked and frayed, and I am scared.
For I Will Consider My Cat
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But perhaps I am not doomed.
I remember my cat and the white fur he was born with.
Siamese cats are temperature-sensitive albinos; each carries a
genetic mutation that turns them into walking thermographs
as they age. Their albinism is heat-sensitive, which means coloring only occurs where a specific, color-preventing enzyme
does not receive enough heat to function. Their limbs, faces,
and tails are too cold to activate the albino gene and instead
express their natural pigment: blue, lilac, chocolate, seal. The
natural pigmant of my cat’s mother was black, and he had the
same natural coloring.
When he was a few weeks old, I noticed his nose turning
gray, then his tail and his paws. As months passed, they continued darkening, and even his white fur became muddled and
fawn-colored. I wanted it to stop. I chose him at first for his
pretty white coat, but it grew darker by the day, muddling
something that was once simple and easy to comprehend.
But soon I learned to love the beauty of his complicated
aesthetic. His face accentuated the blue in his eyes, and the
slow transition from brown to cream where legs met body struck
me as beautiful. He was not black, white, or brown, but all
shades in the spectrum, blended together to create the masterpiece Adam titled “Cat.” Black is not the bad to white’s good,
but a necessary opposite. My cat may have been striking had he
remained stark white, but he would not have been nearly as interesting. His coat reflected age and cold—proof he’d successfully left the comforts of his mother’s warm body and survived
the challenges that awaited him in the very real world.
And I wonder if my own natural state is darkness—something inherited from humans who lived before me, or an important part of me that arises from simply possessing a body. A
constructive, if constantly frustrating force that isn’t worth
fighting. Perhaps I only find light through the enzyme of God’s
grace—a piece of my soul that I must choose to suspend if I
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want to stretch beyond the perpetually heated womb. Like my
cat, I can learn to exist in a state of balance—dark in some
spots, light in others, better for it.
Like Dillard, “I am a frayed and nibbled survivor in a
fallen world, and I am getting along” (102). I may feel like
cold has finally tipped the scales, but I cannot escape the
warmth that radiates from within, offering small bursts of solace. I will be all right until I die and remember why this mortal pain matters. This string is a multicolored spectrum.
• • •

I called my mom and knew she had been crying. She’d just
gotten off the phone with the vet’s office; they told her it was
time to euthanize him. With only minutes left before his heart
would have failed on its own, my cat died a quiet death among
strangers. He was gentle and kind to the end, by all accounts. I
wished I could have been there to pet him one last time, to
hold him as the poison pulsed through his veins to offer release. I wanted him to know how much I loved him.
“You know the day is going to come from the first time you
hold that tiny kitten, but you don’t realize how hard it will
be,” my mom told me from nine hundred miles away after
sharing the news. I sat on a bench, crying by the humanities
building, but the publicity didn’t bother me. I was in mourning, so I cried. For a moment, everything felt simple.
A stranger asked if I was okay as I walked to my car. I told
her my cat had just died, and she gave me a hug and a granola
bar—a small gesture of light on that quiet plane of darkness. I
will not forget her kindness or the one-dimensional love I felt
for a person I would never see again. I felt like my cat greeting
strangers at the door.
I have been taking Prozac for nearly two months now. I still
feel lost, overwhelmed, and confused, but I don’t hate myself for
For I Will Consider My Cat
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it. I do not weep without cause, nor do I let the weight of the
world’s injustices settle too firmly on my shoulders. I am getting to know my emotions again, remembering things that
bring me joy and reacquainting myself with the constructive
nature of sorrow. I believe in change and the goodness of love.
My cat’s death hurt, but I am all right. I find myself grateful for the short time we spent together—not undone by the
loss but bound more tightly with memories that transcend the
confines of earthly time and space.
During the eighteenth century, Christopher Smart wrote
that his cat was “the servant of the Living God, duly and daily
serving him” (2). The cat, Jeoffry, worshiped God by existing as
a cat does, praising the sun and circling seven times in its glory;
catching mice and meticulously cleaning himself. Jeoffry was
not concerned with ungodly things, because the naturalness of
his behavior made sin impossible. I sense a familiar envy in
Smart’s sermon, and I wonder if he too wished he could turn off
his humanness and succumb to a simpler, more natural state.
God knows the curse of feeling isn’t easy. I suppose that is why
we turn in humility to creatures who don’t seem so bothered
with it.
I do not know if my cat and I share this string of eternity.
Were we ever existing in the same theological universe? Was
he simply a tiny dot on my tiny dot—innocuous like the
chicken I ate for dinner or the ladybug perched on a branch
outside my window—or is he something more because I loved
him? I would certainly forgive God for sparing cats the enormity of eternal life, but I need to believe his soul is doing
something, thriving, somewhere. Goodness like his is too valuable to waste.
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