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TWIGGY
by Lori Zett

Once upon a time, in a tropical garden far, far away, a large community of Felis silvestris catus lived in a place known as “The Castle”.  Since time immemorial, since further back than even the oldest F.s. catus in the community could remember, since what might well have been the beginning of time, The Castle and all the surrounding land had belonged to cats.  The Great Cacique himself had given it to them.

The old fables told the story of how the Cat Progenitors had been taken away from a world of disorder and danger and brought to The Castle.  Then, in his great love and mercy, the Great Cacique bequeathed The Castle and its gardens, to them and their progeny, in perpetuity.  The only thing they had to do in return was honor the Great Cacique and obey his laws.

In this tropical community, the cats lived an ideal life for there was plenty of everything any cat could possibly need.  The Castle included immense rooms in which they could play and sleep during the rainy season.  In the center of The Castle was a garden or patio.  With the passing of the years, its garden had grown into a jungle, with tall trees, dense shrubs and high grass.  All the food the community needed could be found here, for the jungle was teeming with wild game: all the mice, snakes, lizards and birds this community could ever possibly need.

Twiggy was born in The Castle one warm spring morning.  She was one of a litter of only two, a very unusual occurrence for most queens had four, or even as many as six kittens in a litter, but almost nobody ever had two.  All the other females laughed at Micky, who had waddled about so proudly, her big belly swinging, only to end up giving birth to two female kittens, and scrawny ones at that.

Micky named the dark gray tabby, Mittens, because of her white mittens, and the calico, Melocoton, because of the wonderful peach tint of her orange spots.  Unfortunately, though Mittens soon grew big and husky, Melocoton remained small and scrawny.  So much so, that everyone started calling her Twiggy.  Soon, even her own mother forgot she had ever had any other name.  She became Twiggy to one and all.

Mittens was very active and playful.  As soon as she could, she joined the other kittens of the community in their games, preferring the company of her friends to that of her litter sister, who continued to be small, weak and believe it or not, clumsy.  Whenever Mittens went out to play, Twiggy stayed behind, quite content to roll herself up close to her mother, her head resting on Micky’s paws, watching the fluffy white clouds move across the sky, the breeze blowing over her gently as she listened to her mother’s wonderful stories.

One summer day, Micky called her kittens and asked them to follow her.  Twiggy, always obedient, followed immediately, without asking any questions, but Mittens started to complain loudly.

“I don’t wanna go.  I don’t wanna.”  Mittens cried.  “I’ll miss the game.”

A big game of hide and seek was programmed in the jungle every day for all the kittens of the community.  This one was scheduled to start as soon as the sun hit the fork at the top of the pomegranate tree, and that would happen in half hour.

“Where are we going?  How long will it take?”  Mittens asked her mother in an annoying whine.  “I don’t wanna go.  I don’t wanna miss the game.”  She couldn’t think of anything that could be more important than that game.  She went on and on complaining, until Micky lost her patience, turned suddenly, her ears flat against her head, and hissed loudly.

After that, Mittens held her tongue, but stomped the ground angrily as she walked, kicking up as much dust as she could to show her displeasure.

Micky took them all the way through the jungle and into a room neither of the kittens had ever entered.  In her curiosity, and the excitement of a new experience, Mittens forgot all about her annoyance and the game that was waiting for her by the pomegranate tree.

At last, they entered a dark hallway with a staircase along its left wall.  Over the years, it had lost some of its steps, so Micky had to show her kittens how to avoid falling into the gaps and jump to the top safely.  Mittens was able to do it perfectly on her first try, but Twiggy had to be shown a few times, before she could manage it.  The jump to the roof was much easier, but again, Twiggy had trouble.  This time, because they were so high above the ground that she was sure she would miss her landing, and fall all the way to the bottom.  Mittens laughed and teased unmercifully.  Twiggy was humiliated.  Finally, she closed her tearful eyes, jumped, and landed, much to her surprise, safely on the roof.

Whey Twiggy looked around herself, she almost tripped over her own paws in amazement.  What a strange sight lay before her!  Nothing she had ever seen prepared her for that scene.  All around, and as far as she could see, enormous growths emerged from the ground like giant mushrooms.  The growths resembled The Castle somewhat, only these ... castles, if indeed that was what they were, were enormous.  In fact, they were so tall that their tops touched the sky itself.

“What are they, mother?” Twiggy asked when she finally regained her breath.

“Those are the homes of beings called Caciques.”

If Twiggy had been amazed into speechlessness by the sight of those growths, her mother’s statement was even more amazing.  If Caciques built those structures to dwell in, what shape did they have?  Twiggy’s mind couldn’t begin to envision the form of the being that lived in such an astounding labyrinth.

Twiggy turned round and round looking about herself in total confusion.  Micky smiled a tolerant, knowing smile, while Mittens started exploring the fun possibilities of the roof.  Already she was quite bored by the buildings, and the Caciques who had created them.  As far as Mittens could see, this whole thing was irrelevant to the world of F.s. catus.

“Tell me, mother.”  Twiggy asked breathlessly.  “Tell me how this can be.  Tell me about the Caciques and above all, about the Great Cacique.”

So Micky laid down at the edge of the roof with Twiggy snuggled comfortably alongside, and Mittens sitting restlessly nearby.  “In the beginning…”  She started to tell the tale, just as her own mother had told it to her a long, long time ago.  “In the beginning, the Great Cacique was alone.  For centuries, he roamed the world planting flowers, trees and all kinds of wonderful plants.  Then he dug channels and created great rivers to water the gardens he had created and finally he created cats and all the wildlife they needed for their survival but after he had done all this, he found that he was still lonely so he cut off a digit from each pinky and from the right digit he created a miniature girl Cacique and from the left, a boy.  These clones grew up to be Cacique-clones.  They resembled their father differing only in power–for they were only a portion of the Great Cacique and could never be as powerful as he was.  As the Caciques populated more and more of the world, they made the environment hostile for us but the Great Cacique took our side over that of his clones and brought us here to our Castle where we could live away from them in piece and prosperity forever.”

Micky pointed out two Cacique-clones who at that very moment were walking on the street below.  “Those are Caciques but there is only one ‘Great Cacique’,” Micky emphasized. “His clones are, nevertheless, part of him and his own personal servants.  Then she told her kittens all the beautiful stories about the Great Cacique, their protector, his kindness, his wisdom, his unsurpassed generosity and justice.

It was getting dark and Mittens had, long since, given up all hope of getting back before the game was over when Micky stood up and pointed to two small suns that had just turned in onto their street from the great avenue above.  Both kittens jumped in fear, their fur standing up on their backs, from the top of their heads, all the way down to the bottom of their tails.

“That horrible thing you see there, my dear kittens, is a demon, the demon-car.”  Micky said.

“The Great Cacique created the car, just as he created everything else, but the car, who had so much more power than the horse and oxen, who had provided transportation before him, and had even been able to overpower groups of Caciques, began to think he could challenge the Great Cacique himself.  One day when the Great Cacique ordered the car to take him for a ride in the countryside, the car dug its wheels into the mud and would not move.  ‘Call me The Great Car,” he said “kiss my hood and admit I am your equal or I won’t move.’ The Great Cacique burst out laughing, turned the car’s lights on and allowed its battery to drain until the car lost all its power.  Then he ordered a team of oxen to pull the car out of his sight.  However, because of this great transgression against his will, the Great Cacique turned the car into a demon and condemned him to roam the streets forever in the form of a demon-car.

“But the demon-car would not learn his lesson and to avenge himself against the Great Cacique, the demon-car searches for and destroys any cat he can find in the streets.  If the demon-car should find one of us where we do not belong, roaming in areas the Great Cacique has not given us the right to roam, doing things that he has forbidden us to do, the Great Cacique will not protect us from the demon and he will be free to paralyze that wrongdoer with the beams that come from his eyes, suck him up under him, and crush him with his round feet. 

Twiggy and Mittens sat watching the demon-car roll in front of their Castle, great yellow beams shining out of its bright round eyes–searching.  Both kittens looked around in fear, but as good fortune would have it, no cats were to be found in the street that night.

Seeing the terror in their faces, Micky hurried to reassure them.  “You have nothing to fear from the demon-car, if you stay inside The Castle as the Great Cacique commands.  However, should you disobey his laws . . .” She motioned to another demon-car that, at that very moment was rolling down the street at an incredible speed, left her statement hang unfinished, and was silent, allowing her kittens to absorb the full impact of what she had said.

At last, Twiggy shrugged.  “I’m never going to leave our Castle,” she said.  “Look at those streets.  They aren’t pretty like our castle and jungle.  Why would anyone want to leave them to go out into that dirty, ugly street and run the risk of meeting the demon-car?”

“Ah!”  Micky said knowingly.  “Come here.”  She let the kittens stand at the edge of the roof again, and showed them two rather large, black plastic bags standing just a little distance from the boarded-up front door of The Castle.  “That’s the reason,” she said.

“Those packages are filled with food from the Great Cacique’s table, food that is so delectable and fine, it’s impossible to imagine.  Caciques prepare the food and when they and the Great Cacique finish eating as much of it as they want, they place whatever is left over in those bags, and brings them here.”

“Why?” Mittens asked her brow all furrowed.

“To see if we will remain obedient.  We have been forbidden us to eat from the bags.  When Caciques brings the bags here, the Great Cacique is allowing them to test us.  If we disobey, we risk meeting up with the demon-car.”

“That’s silly,” Mittens said.  “Either the Great Cacique wants us to eat his stupid food, or he doesn’t.  If he doesn’t want us to eat it, he should put it where we can’t find it but since he brings it here, he obviously wants us to eat it.  It makes no sense for him to order us not to eat it at the same time as he tempts us to do so.  Doesn’t the Great Cacique have anything better to do than to play silly games, mother?”

“Hush!” Micky scolded angrily.  “Never speak about the Great Cacique in that way.  Don’t challenge Him; remember what happened to the car!

“You can be sure that there are good reasons behind every one of the rules the Great Cacique made.  Of course you can’t understand them. No mere cat can understand the supreme reasoning of the Great Cacique; we simply don’t have the capacity for that.  You see, even though we can’t understand, we must believe that the Great Cacique, who is all wise, has a very important aim in mind for everything he does.  Certainly, we are not the ones to decide what we will and will not obey.  That is not our role.  The only things expected of us are that we understand that his teachings are for our own good and that we obey his laws. In return he protects us and gives us our Castle.”

Twiggy nodded with enthusiastic, pious faith, but Micky had to stare at Mittens for a long time before she finally nodded reluctantly.

“All this is senseless, no matter what words are used to cover up the stupidity.”  Mittens thought, averting Micky’s eyes.  Nevertheless, it was obvious that it would give her less trouble if she pretended compliance.  If this Cacique stuff was so important to her mother, what the heck, it didn’t cost her anything to give it lip service.

They left the roof and went back to their lives in The Castle.  Never again did Mittens dwell on what she had seen from the roof, or on the things her mother told her about the Caciques and the demon-car.  She hadn’t been impressed by any of it.  So, Mittens promptly forgot all about it.  She had enough to occupy her: playing, hunting, and best of all, experimenting with the new wonderful feelings she felt in the company of young male cats.

Twiggy, on the other hand, had been very impressed.  Now, more than ever, she sat by herself and pondered these great new mysteries.  She searched out the oldest, wisest cats in the community, and begged them to tell her about Caciques and the Great Cacique.  Since she spent so much of her time thinking, instead of playing games, her hunting ability never improved.  Twiggy managed to hunt down very little and continued to be small and scrawny.

*

Time passed, Micky went her way with a new litter of kittens.  Mittens fell in love, and went her way.  Only Twiggy stayed behind in the old box where she was born.  Though she was now an adult, she was still so small, she looked like a kitten.  She wasn’t what you would call a pretty cat, she was much too thin, but she had a lovely small pointed face and the biggest green eyes anyone in the community had ever seen.  In fact, if you had seen her, you would have said her eyes belonged to the family of F. pardalis instead of to ordinary F. s. catus.

Unlike her litter sister Mittens, who was quite male crazy, Twiggy was not pleased by the aggressive, show-off attitude of young males.  She didn’t like their indelicate advances.  More than once, Twiggy found herself forced to give some Tom, a good scratch in the nose to make him mind his manners.  In short, Twiggy gave every indication of being well on her way to becoming an old maid.

Unexpectedly one day when she was stalking a plump bird for supper, she noticed a stranger.  So beautiful was this stranger that she stood transfixed, watching him as he walked confidently on a tree limb, way up above her head.  He soon noticed her admiring glance.  Swishing a very full black tail with unusual grace, he sat on the limb and wrapped the tail around his feet.

“Hi there,” he said smiling at her without a hint of that arrogance she so disliked in males.  “My name is Sombra, what’s yours?”

“Twiggy,” she said with awe.  She could see why he had been named Sombra, for he was as black as a midnight shadow.  A small white star on his throat was his only marking.  His hair was long and abundant, his face wide, his dark amber eyes twinkled with good humor.

With one graceful leap, Sombra jumped off the limb and landed on the ground just inches away from Twiggy, who had forgotten all about her supper.  She was totally captivated by Sombra’s grace and feline beauty.

“Are you a native?” he asked Twiggy, who was very surprised by the question.

“What do you mean, native?”

“Well, are you from here or did you come here from some other community?”

“Do you mean there are other cat communities?”  She asked in disbelief.

Sombra laughed.  “I guess you’re native.”  He laughed, but not at her.  Unlike the cats she knew, he seemed to think she was interesting, not “dumb” or “skinny” or “bug-eyed”.  He liked her.  It was very obvious that he liked her and Twiggy liked him, liked him more than she had ever liked anyone in her whole life.

They sat and Sombra told her about himself and about an immense world in which he had traveled.  He told her unbelievable things.  In the end, he even told her that Caciques were not beings with mystical powers, but just another animal like themselves.  He went so far as to say that the Great Cacique himself was no different from the other Caciques, just another animal called Homo Sapiens.  Imagine that!

Twiggy was shocked.  What Sombra said was blasphemy, outrageous blasphemy.  Still, she loved hearing his voice, loved looking at him, loved feeling his warmth next to her, so she listened even though she knew his theories were dangerous if not downright revolutionary.

That evening, Sombra went out into the jungle and brought back the fattest mouse Twiggy had ever seen.  Even before she started eating her supper, Sombra was back with another fat mouse for himself.

Later, Twiggy returned the complement by inviting Sombra to share her box.  They slept curled up against each other, warm and cozy.  Twiggy was so happy, she thought her chest would burst, because it would not be able to contain a heart so filled with joyous emotion.  Twiggy was in love, head over paws, hopelessly, irrevocably, totally in love.

From that day on, she and Sombra were together all the time.  He hunted for both of them and Twiggy lost that half-starved look.  They ran and played in the jungle together.  They rested under shady bushes, while Twiggy brushed Sombra’s long fur until it was blacker and shinier than it had ever been.  They talked for hours and hours, talked about the world, men, the demon-car, which Sombra insisted was only an inanimate machine, and all the things that Sombra had seen in his travels.  Twiggy had never been so happy.  It was the best time of all.  It was a time in which Twiggy’s imagination roamed, at last limitlessly, in the world of ideas.

*

One day Sombra jumped down from the window …
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