THREE PAWS, NINE LIVES:  CAT TURNS TRAGEDY TO TRIUMPH 
Julian Newspaper, September 21st 2005. 

When the kitten Henry was rescued on a Pine Hills property, his front paw dangled uselessly from his shoulder. Only an emergency amputation would save his life. Since Henry was an outdoor cat who “belonged” to no one, this should have been the end of his story. Instead, his injury set in motion a series of events that would change his life and the lives of his new owners -- Julian residents Cathy Conheim and Donna Brooks, M.D.   His adventures have now been collected into a book. 

Henry’s “cat scribe” is Cathy Conheim, a self-described dog person who began writing in Henry’s voice to share his adventures and seek advice. “Donna and I had 131 years of collective dog experience, but not a minute of cat time before Henry came into our lives,” she explained. 

“Henry’s World” is a book about an intrepid cat who wins the hearts of the two dog- devoted women who rescue him. Inspired by Henry's resilience and zest for life, they share his adventures - via email - with friends around the world. His story touches friends and strangers alike, many of whom confide in him their own setbacks and tales of survival.  

 “ You don’t know me, but I cried when I read of your fate...," wrote one. "Then I realized your were in the hands of the best animal lovers in the world. There are no accidents in life... you are one lucky striped cat!” One cat wrote: “My dad is in a faraway place called the military.  Mom found out she has something called cancer. She said she couldn’t tell dad yet, because he would worry, and it is Christmas and he is not with us. She feels scared.  I am glad I can tell you about mom, since we can’t tell dad.”  

"Henry's World" is more than just a story about a cat. It is a story about all of us -- about community, courage, resiliency, and trust. It is a story about prejudice and overcoming it, about coming to love what we thought we hated, about enemies becoming friends, and challenges becoming learning experiences. Foremost, it is about life as a new adventure.  

Conheim says that people often speak to animals in a special, more vulnerable voice.  "Many of the people who write to Henry seem to find it easier to express their true feelings to him than to another person. And many," she relates, "do so in the voices of their pets." These special voices with childlike vulnerability take trust and intimacy to another level.    

Conheim’s in-box was soon crammed with responses to Henry’s dilemmas and adventures. To date, Henry’s email folder contains almost 2000 letters from all over the world.  His correspondents include people from all walks of life. One is a Navy man who found time to write while rescuing victims of the Tsunami. The letters contained wit, wisdom, and practical advice.   

A psychotherapist who practices in San Diego, CA, Conheim sees much value in this spontaneous dialogue. “Henry's World is a book about how we survive our wounds; about transforming tragedy into possibility," she explained.  "Henry reminds us that we are not defined by our misfortunes but by our responses to them." 

The book is a treasury of stories; not only Henry’s adventures, but those of his correspondents. “Stories are how we learn about our world and how we should live in it,” says Conheim.  “Henry’s stories show you, through the eyes of an alien being, into what kind of world he has landed.  In Henry's innocence, he points to some of the absurdities present in our human world." 

 Henry demands to know: “Why is there a room called a family room? Isn’t any room where you are with your family a family room? Why is there a living room? Anywhere you live should be a living room. In the woods, we had no rooms and there was space for everyone.” One of his “aunts” writes back,  “I think naming a room can be the kiss of death, don’t you? If you go around naming rooms, you feel guilty if you don’t live up to the labels. For instance, what do you do with a ‘great room’? Stand around trying to act great?” 

Henry arrived at a time of loss for his two new owners. “Loss makes us vulnerable”, says Conheim, “and in that moment of vulnerability, there is fertile ground for change.  I suppose that is how this strange feline being got into the hearts of dog-adoring people.  We changed his life and he is continually changing ours.  These are stories rarely heard in the world, even more rarely valued and respected as our heart stories, or as revelations of our human needs.  These are stories of a vision of our world from those we are responsible for, but who care for us in a unique and wordless way." 

 As a psychotherapist, Conheim is familiar with issues of vulnerability.  In 1998, she developed the highly acclaimed self-help series called “The Real Women Project” (realwomenproject.com), a program that encourages woman to accept themselves regardless of their body size and shape. This program underlined what Conheim has always known, the power of storytelling. “Women of every age and from all walks of life wrote us their stories. We shared them, they became a book (“A Waist is a Terrible Thing to Mind”), and millions of people have now found this life altering program.”  She is using the same approach in sharing Henry’s stories.  

Conheim said, “Henry’s story is about prejudice being softened by chance exposure.  It is about spirit and spunk, and about being yourself in a world that invites you to be everybody but yourself.” 

********** 

Henry’s life was saved for a purpose. He wrote this book not only to share with animal lovers, but so that he could contribute any profits to help other animals in need.   

By giving Henry’s book as a gift to yourself or others (or using it as a fundraising tool) you give the gift of story to someone who may never have told anyone why her heart aches, or to someone who has never told anyone that he is lonely.  Both will find their hearts smiling as they read the words of Henry and his friends.  
The Julian Feed Store and the Julian Veterinary Hospital, where Henry had his amputation, have agreed to establish a fund for the profits from the book to help Julian people whose animals have medical or food needs that challenge their budgets. The book will be in both of these places and in the shops of many local merchants. Books will be sold to all Julian merchants at cost, so that they can donate the proceeds to Julian animals still struggling from the Cedar fire.  A book signing is planned for Oct. 1, 2005 at Books and Nooks in Wynola at 2 PM.  

