Gray Cat

The hurricane preparation for Katrina followed a well-established pattern: move furniture and other possessions from the ground floor to the second floor and secure the yard. Gray Cat's box, food, and water were also moved upstairs where they would be safe. Standard procedure was for Gray Cat to ride the storm out on the second floor because there was no way that water would ever get that high.

My wife, her mother and, her aunt headed east to Dothan, Alabama where we learned about the magnitude of the damage to the coast and then up to Carrollton, Georgia where relatives were better able to accommodate us. We knew we had significant damage to the house because relatives in Colorado had e-mailed us a picture they had found on the Internet that showed that a large portion of the roof had been blown off. My son Mike, his wife, daughter, and a friend, who had a barge sitting on top her apartment, joined us.

Mike had been able to get by the house after the storm and had pictures that made it clear that the damage was not going to be limited to a roof. He had searched for Gray Cat, but without any success. There were missing windows and walls and it was not clear at all that Gray Cat could have made it through the storm. 

Mike needed to pick up his car and check on his house and I needed to find Gray Cat and see what could be salvaged from my house so, we picked up gasoline cans, water, food, and one small box of cat food and drove the 400 miles to Mississippi.

The Gray Cat did not meet us when we drove up and did not come to repeated calls. The front of the house looked pretty good but the 20-foot dock protruding from the second floor bedroom door let us know quickly that water had reached the second level. The wind that had ripped off the roof had also stripped the walls and made a jumble of the first floor contents that had been moved into the area. It took about ten minutes to work from the back of the house to a roofed area in the house were salvage was possible and back out. Repeated calls for Gray Cat resulted in silence and I had to deal with the fact that I had probably lost her.

It was probably on the fourth or fifth trip into the house that I looked out through a window by the front door and spotted Gray cat lying on the front landing. One found cat, but the rush of the moment took a downer when I realized that my pounding on the glass and calling out was not resulting in the any signs of life. I took another load of treasures down. The front door was blocked a heavy piece of furniture, lots of debris, and a buckled floor, and the quickest way to reach Gray Cat would be from the front of the house. The stairs to the landing had been destroyed but I remembered seeing a ladder somewhere around the garage and I remembered where I had seen a shovel. Not happy times.

One more trip and then time to find the shovel and ladder. When I was going by the window the cat's movement caught my eye. Happy times. I went around to the front of the house and used the ladder to reach a very quiet and lethargic Gray Cat. Mission almost accomplished. A swing by the animal shelter provided a cat carrier and it was time to head back to Carrollton Georgia. We gassed up Mike's car with fuel we had brought with us and headed out. Traffic was heavy and damaged bridges that caused major detours pushed the return trip to over 400 miles. It was starting to be a long day. We arrived around 3:00 in the morning. Mission accomplished. Tomorrow would be a good time to start thinking through all of the things that needed to be done. The house in Gulfport was probably totaled.

The Gray Cat was moved to the large screened porch at the rear of the house and I went to get some fresh water for her. Returning less than a minute later I found that she had been let out of the carrier to stretch her legs and that’s when we all found out that the screen door at the far end of the porch was open. No cat. Everyone joined in on the search but after an hour or so it was decided daylight might be our best bet. Defeat from the jaws of victory? I spent the remainder of the night on the porch. Another day of searching did not turn up the cat. The reality of the situation was that it was a wild area with dogs and other predators and that Gray Cat was a traumatized, old, de-clawed, indoor cat. If she were still alive a return to the house would be more dangerous than hiding in the woods. It was not looking very promising but another night of sleeping outside on the porch seemed reasonable.

Around 2:00 I was awakened by the sounds of an animal in distress. If it was Gray Cat I knew I did not want to scare her off so I headed toward the sound moving on my hands and knees in the darkness. It was seriously dark and identification of what was making the distress calls was not possible until I had worked to within three feet of the animal. It was a cat and since it had let me get that close, it had to be Gray Cat. I picked her up. It was at least half an hour later that I felt her start to relax. Mission finally accomplished. Tomorrow would be a good time to start thinking through all of the things that needed to be done. 

