Once upon a time, a big, orange-and-white cat found a home at Fat Kitty City.  His feral-notched ear and propensity to frighten at sudden movements served as clues that his mysterious past was complicated at best.

At first, he wasn’t sure about the other cats.  Or about new volunteers.  He chose to hang out by the feral cat barn, or the trashcans, living on the fringes, in the shadows.  And yet, his name was Sunshine.  One might thus assume he was named for the bright orange of his coat but those who really understood him know that it was his sweet, warm personality that shone through to prove that he was aptly named.

At first, he was like a brilliant burst of sunlight that shines through storm clouds—little moments of friendliness, of curiosity, of leaving the comfort of his trashcan refuge to see if perhaps some of the warmth and love other Agee cats received could be for him.  His courage was met with open arms as many of the sanctuary volunteers fell in love with his sweet, gentle essence.

And thus, slowly but surely, the Sunshine became even more radiant.  He spent less time behind the shadowy trashcans or tucked away in the barn, more time trying to understand the other cats, and especially seeking love and ear-rubs from the volunteers.  Instead of running away, he would lead his new friends off to his destination of choice, tail high, looking back as if to say, “You’re following me, right?”  He was at his brightest when he was away from all the commotion of the other cats, communing with volunteers one-on-one.  

Sunshine was brave enough to stand down his fears.  At first, he was so afraid of feet that he would run off when his new friend sat down to give her aching legs a break after squatting and scratching his ears for fifteen minutes.  But, he soon learned that feet lead to legs, and legs lead to laps, and that laps are wonderful havens of love and security.  Safe and happy, he would purr and purr, seeking chin scratches and ear rubs and, sometimes, just the soulful stillness of gazing quietly at the sky with someone who loved him.  

It wasn’t just sanctuary volunteers who noticed that Sunshine was indeed shining as bright and beautiful as a full-fledged summer day.  Some of the cats grew curious about Sunshine; Sisco, especially, became Sunshine’s friend.  Though Sunshine seemed on edge around many of the sanctuary cats, he came to enjoy Sisco’s company and even shared his friend’s lap with Sisco one day.  Sunshine could even be seen joining in a game of chase-the-string with a group of other cats, or mustering up the courage to play a game of “pounce!” with an unsuspecting member of his feline family.

On one of his last healthy days, Sunshine snuggled up on his good friend’s lap in their special, quiet place away from most of the other cats (though Sisco, of course, knew where to find them and came by to hang out).  Then, Sunshine saw the brilliance of a beautiful hummingbird glimmering in the light.  He got up to stalk it; never bothering to actually pounce, knowing it was beyond his reach.  Yet, even after the bird flew away, his face shone with unabashed joy and contentedness, basking in the full glow of his own being—being a cat, being brave, and being loved.

**********

 On the last night of Sunshine’s life, I dreamed I was a wonder-woman, using my superhuman strength to protect him from an onslaught of deadly asteroids.  When I awoke, I found that all my love could not save him.  Yet when Cindy asked me to write a tribute to Sunshine, I realized I could help preserve his memory, as will those of you who knew and loved him.  When Life presents me with one of its many conundrums and I have the choice to retreat behind my metaphorical garbage cans or to step out of the shadows, “tail held high,” and give the world a second chance, I will remember the wisdom and love of a sweet, brave orange cat and chose the path of Sunshine.

