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Prologue

It was a cold winter day in Southwestern Virginia. The wind was blowing particularly hard off the mountain. On a farm at the foot of the mountain, two little cats huddled together, trying to keep each other warm. There were many other cats on the farm, but these two shared a special bond and always stayed close to each other. They were both very thin, and they were always hungry. There was a nice lady who brought them food once a day, but if they were not quick enough about eating it right away, the other cats, or even raccoons and foxes, would get to it first. They tried to keep each others’ spirits up, but they both dreamed about the kind of life they had heard some cats had​—living in a nice warm place, with people who loved them, plenty of food, and a soft lap to sleep on. 

Buckley was one of the two little cats, and she believed with all her heart that there was such a place and such a person just for her. She knew in the very depth of her being that some day she was going to find that person and that place. She never gave up on her dream, no matter how bad things were in the present moment. 

One day, a kind woman who believed that all cats should be loved, protected, and cared for came and put Buckley and her little friend in carriers and took them away from that cold place in the mountains. Now they lived in a cage inside a warm shelter. Living in a cage did not come easily to Buckley, but it was so much better than living outside. There was always enough food, and there was always a kind word and someone to spend a few minutes petting her and playing with her. It made believing in her ultimate dream of a forever home a little easier.

Animals live in the moment. They do not dwell in the past and constantly revisit it, nor do they use the past as an excuse for not being happy in the present. This is particularly evident with animals being rescued from conditions such as Buckley’s, and even more so with animals rescued from abusive situations. The majority of rescued animals make wonderful pets. It is humbling to be loved unconditionally by an animal coming from a rough beginning. While some of these animals may initially be cautious around humans, most of them adjust quickly once they find their forever home and a person who is willing to be patient and allow the bond between animal and human to develop slowly so that it can turn into trust and eventually love. Animals do not allow their early life experiences to define them the way so many humans do. 

While there is certainly value in looking back and understanding how our past impacts our present in terms of preferences, behavior, and emotional challenges, there is a tipping point where prolonged analysis of past wrongs can result in bringing more of the same into our lives. By living in the moment, appreciating the gifts we have in our lives, and letting go of the past, we free ourselves for a better and happier tomorrow. Each moment offers us a choice—to look back at what did not work for us in the past or to look forward and invite the chance for a new beginning and for change  toward a happier life. Animals seem to intuitively and naturally do this.

On a warm, early spring day in 2005, the kind woman brought Buckley to the Middleburg Animal Hospital. As soon as Buckley crossed the threshold, she knew her life was about to change.

Chapter One

Falling in Love
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I met Buckley that spring of  2005. I had been managing the Middleburg Animal Hospital for seven years at that point. For the first four of those seven years, I had shared my office with Virginia, a beautiful tortoiseshell cat who had adopted me as her person and loved me utterly and completely. After she died in 2002, the office felt empty, but the right cat to take over this important position had not come along—until that spring day, when I walked into the kennel area of the hospital. Liz, our groomer, was brushing out a scruffy looking mixed breed dog, and we chatted for a while. 

“Have you seen the cute little tortie in the back?” Liz asked. Everybody at the animal hospital knew I was partial to tortoiseshell cats. There was something about the beautiful coloring and the distinct personality that is typical for these cats that appealed to me. 

“No, I haven’t,” I responded. “Where is she?” 

Liz pointed to the bank of cages at the very back of the kennel, and I went to see Buckley for the first time. And I fell in love. Hard. And fast.

She was a small cat, and she immediately came to the front of the cage and rubbed up against the bars. When I unlatched the door to her cage to pet her, she practically threw herself at me—something I came to call “full body love” as I got to know her better and realized that this was one of the many ways she would demonstrate her affection. This little cat loved with her entire being. It took several minutes of talking to her and petting her before I even noticed her deformed left hind leg. It bent upward at the knee at a ninety degree angle. Our veterinarians were unable to determine whether this was a congenital birth defect or whether it was an old injury that had never healed right. It certainly did not seem to bother her, nor did it slow her down. She barely had a limp, and she used the knee of the bent leg to push off when she ran and jumped. Her “disability” definitely was a non-issue for her—she didn’t know the meaning of the word. After a while, I didn’t notice it anymore, either. It was just part of who she was, and I was always surprised when people asked about it. 

We tried to determine her age. Aging an adult cat is not an exact science, even for veterinarians. Looking at the amount of tartar on a cat’s teeth usually provides a general idea about her age. Typically, cats start showing some mild tartar on their back teeth around age one. By the time they are between two and five years or older, the tartar buildup may be more pronounced on the back teeth and start showing up on the front teeth as well. However, this method is unreliable in all cats but even more so in stray cats, since the type of diet a cat has eaten and whether its teeth were cared for is unknown. We did know from Buckley’s prior medical records that she had had her teeth cleaned at least once in her life. Another, less reliable way to determine age in a cat is the eyes. In older cats, the eye begins to develop signs of aging. Our best guess for Buckley was that she was about eight years old.

After that first encounter, I knew that she would be my new office cat. I spent a few more minutes petting her, then I went back to the front of the kennel. 

“Do you know if she’s ours?” I asked Liz. “Is she up for adoption?” 

“I think so,” Liz replied.

I left the kennel and went in search of my boss, Janet, who, together with her husband Jack, owned the animal hospital. Janet was typing away at a computer in the corner of the treatment room, her usual spot when she was catching up on medical records and client callbacks or doing research online. I always hated to interrupt her when she was engrossed in her work, but this was too important to wait until later. 

“Janet,” I asked, “can the gimpy tortie in the back be my new office cat?” 

These words changed my life. Janet looked up and smiled. 

“Sure,” she agreed. “As long as she can learn to stay in the office during the day and not roam around the hospital, that’s fine with me.” 

Janet knew how much I had loved Virginia, and that I missed having an office cat. I was excited. I was about to leave for a short vacation for a few days, but I knew that when I returned from my trip, I would liberate Buckley from life in a cage and take her back to the office with me. 

This little cat was pure love in a small, feline body. She loved being in my arms, and I loved holding her. When I held her, I felt like my entire being melted. I was a goner. I arranged a cat bed in front of the window next to my computer for her, which became one of her favorite places to be during the day. I arranged another bed for her in front of the other office window, thinking she might like some variety. Space was at a premium in the office I shared with Janet and Jack, and which also served as a combination coat closet, staff lunch room, and food storage area. Buckley’s beds took up prime desk space, but I wanted her to have soft places to lay on and be able to look out the windows—something she had not been able to do living in cages for all that time and certainly not prior to being rescued. I knew it was part of her dream, and I wanted to do everything I could to help her live it.

We fed her on the windowsill to keep her food away from the other clinic cat, Mr. Kitty. Mr. Kitty was a portly white-and-brown tabby cat, and I was worried that Buckley, who was still very thin at the time, would not stand a chance to get her food in the face of his rather healthy appetite. 

Buckley was a messy eater. She would take a bite of her food, then carry it to a different part of the desk, drop it on the desk, and then proceed to thoroughly enjoy it. Little gobs of dried food on the desk became part of the décor—I tried my best to keep up with cleaning, but it was a losing battle. Considering that I usually put up a big fuss about people leaving a mess behind in the office, it was indicative of the hold Buckley already had on my heart that I didn’t care. To me, her messiness was yet another aspect of her exuberant personality that was so endearing to me and even expressed itself in her eating habits.

She always wanted to be at the center of things. She liked sitting on top of my papers in the middle of my desk. She loved stretching out between my keyboard and my computer monitor. I learned to save my work on the computer more frequently and throughout the day. She could wreak havoc when she walked across the desk, dragging her deformed hind leg across the keyboard, and was capable of wiping out hours of work with one step. Even though she may have caused me some extra work at times, I could never be angry with her.

She pushed her luck a little bit one time when Jack was using my computer to post one of his medical cases to an online veterinary database, which allows veterinarians to consult with others around the world. Jack had just finished typing a lengthy post, when I came back into the office. Buckley saw me come in and got up from her bed by the computer, walked across the keyboard in front of Jack and  toward me, and wiped out his entire post when she dragged her deformed leg over the keyboard. I held my breath, waiting for him to get upset with me or with Buckley, but Jack was being a good sport— he only took a deep breath and retyped and posted his entry. He even included a line in the retyped entry about the office cat erasing what he had written before. Nobody could get angry with Buckley.

Buckley loved everyone—she checked out anyone who came into the office, and with rare exceptions, she would end up in a visitor’s lap. This was particularly effective when I was interviewing candidates for job openings. Since it was so rare that Buckley did not like someone, if she didn’t want to sit in someone’s lap, it served as a red flag for me, and nine times out of ten, that person was off my list of possibilities. I would also closely watch peoples’ reaction to her. If anyone showed even the slightest annoyance at her affections, it told me that they were not a good fit for a position for which the major requirement was a love for and patience with all animals. 
Everybody on the staff loved her. She had her favorites, but there was never a doubt that I was her person. I was usually one of the first to come in each morning, and most days, she and Mr. Kitty would greet me by the door. Sometimes I would find them in the waiting room, one of them in the rocking chair, the other one on the bench, just wiling away the hours until the clinic opened. We often joked that they were like an old married couple, just passing time. Eventually, instead of waiting for Liz, who usually came in a few minutes after me and fed all the animals in the hospital in the mornings, I started to feed Buckley and Mr. Kitty as soon as I had put my bag and coat in the office. It was easier than seeing their disappointed little faces look up at me if I went straight to work. Buckley would follow me into the kennel, where we kept the food and dishes, and pace and talk to me impatiently while I got their breakfast ready. Mr. Kitty waited on the other side of the kennel door to get a head start back to the office when I came out with the food. As soon as I opened door, the two cats raced each other back to the office, jostling for position to be the first to get their meal.

After breakfast, I usually played with Buckley for a few minutes. I threw toys for her, and she raced after them the length of the treatment room with her little legs flying. Did I mention she had a deformed hind leg? Watching her chase after her toys, you never would have known it. After playing, it was usually nap time, but not until after Buckley took a nice long drink of water—not from her water bowl, which was filled with tap water, but from the large cup of filtered water I always kept on my desk. She stuck her entire head inside the cup and lapped away happily. For a little cat with her background, she had started to develop a discerning palate. I am often asked how Buckley got her name. The answer is that I don’t know. She came with the name, and while I didn’t like it at first, because it sounded too masculine to me and didn’t seem to fit such a small female cat, I eventually got used to it and it stuck. After she had been in my office for a few weeks, I could not even think about changing her name. She was Buckley, and she would remain Buckley. Eventually, I came up with a whole series of pet names for her, ranging from Miss B to Buggsy to Baby B to Bugselina.

The days passed. Even during the most stressful times, Buckley provided me with instant relaxation just by being in the office with me. Although I enjoyed my job, I was still always glad when the weekend came. The only problem with weekends now was that I had to leave her behind at the office, and I knew she didn’t get as much attention when I wasn’t there. The hospital was open half a day on Saturdays, but the staff was busy doing their jobs and did not have time to stop by the office to pay attention to a lonely little cat. On Sundays, when the hospital was closed and only a kennel attendant and a veterinarian  came in to take care of the animals who spent the weekend there, Buckley would do her best to get the veterinarian on duty to pay attention to her, often “helping” with writing in charts and making callbacks. That help mostly involved sitting on top of the record the doctor was trying to write in or in providing a running commentary along with the doctor’s phone conversation. She was a very vocal cat and had a range from an almost silent meow to a very loud, demanding cry that almost approached a scream. So, some of the clients who were called on Sundays were treated to a rather interesting background soundtrack to their conversation. Even though she had some human interaction and attention on weekends, and there was always Mr. Kitty to keep her company, it still was not the same as having me in the office with her all day during the week.

I was surprised how much I missed her on weekends. Falling in love has never come easily to me. I guard my emotions closely, whether it is with animals or with people. While there had been animals I had come across in my years of working at veterinary hospitals who had tugged at my heart strings, there had not been one that I fell for as hard and as fast as I fell for Buckley. 

Animals open our hearts. It’s hard to resist unconditional love. We may try to stay guarded, but once an animal opens your heart, things change. And once your heart opens, life starts to expand. This opening inevitably leads to a process of examining and questioning your life. For me, it was the beginning of searching for my life’s purpose. Was I really doing all I wanted to with my work? Was there more that I was meant to be doing? Was I living life to my fullest potential? What would Buckley’s role in all of this be? 

I may not have been clear on what my professional future would hold, but I think I knew even then that someday, Buckley would come home with me.

