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Chapter 1 

 

A Huge Dilemma 





Mike and I are sitting side by side on the sofa. Not talking, not watching television, not listening to music. We are, however, thinking the same thing. What is going to become of our beloved cat? It is touch-and-go whether he is going to make it. It's unbearable to think that our little friend, so placid and loveable, is perilously close to having used up all of his nine lives after such a short time in our company. His destiny is in the hands of the vet who has our complete faith and trust, but whose job is so immense. We can do nothing but wait. No one knows what the outcome will be. This type of surgery has never been done before on this scale. Unanswered and almost unanswerable questions hang in the air. What will happen next? Will he recover properly? Should we even be putting him through this? Since he entered our lives two-and-a-half years ago, Oscar has made us laugh, kept us company, entertained us and comforted us. He has caused us anxiety, panic, concern, fear, distress, financial burden and worry. He has made us question our morals and search deep into our souls. We could never have foreseen what an incredible journey Oscar would go on, with us at his side. He is the most remarkable cat we have ever known. 


We sit quietly waiting for news, which may not come today, or tomorrow, or even next week. It seems such a long way from when Oscar first came into our lives. 


I must admit I was a little surprised when Mike Nolan, my partner, said he was thinking of getting two little black kittens, a girl and a boy. Although we did not live together, it seemed (to me at least) that we would at some point in the not-too-distant future. We had been dating for about a year and our relationship was going from strength to strength. I had two cats of my own, Buzz and Lou, and I wasn't convinced that when the time came to share, they would be able to tolerate any more cats in the household. They could not stand each other as it was. 


I did not force the issue with Mike. He rented a house with Tracey, an old friend, and had two teenage children, Rachael and Christopher, who stayed with him every weekend. For him it was not just a case of upping sticks and moving into my flat. Similarly, I did not want to give up the home that I had worked so hard for and move in with Mike. The ideal solution would be for us to buy a place together, but it was still a little early in our relationship to make that commitment. I worried that if he got the kittens there would be a delay in making our relationship more permanent; but despite my inner reservations, I went along with him. 


We sat at the table discussing names. T. S. Eliot wrote in Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats that cats must have three names: one for everyday use, one unique name that is theirs alone and one that only the cat itself knows. We were content just to decide on the everyday name. Not that there was a huge debate; Mike was already pretty set on what he favoured. 


'I really like Oscar for a boy,' said Mike. 


'Yes, it's quite majestic and masculine,' I replied. 


'No, it's not that... I'd quite like to name a cat after that one in America. You know, the one who could sense when people were about to die. Oscar the Death Cat!' he added. 


'Nice,' I said sarcastically. I did not know the story of this other Oscar, but when I found out more about it, it really was extraordinary. The cat has lived his whole life at the Steere House Nursing and Rehabilitation Center in Providence, Rhode Island, and has become famous for predicting death. Each day, he patrols the corridors of the Advanced Dementia wing. He enters the patients' rooms and sniffs the air. If he settles on a bed, the doctors alert the patient's family as it means death is imminent. Oscar has curled up with over fifty patients in their dying hours. Rather than finding this unpleasantly morbid, many families have taken comfort from Oscar guiding their loved ones to heaven, and it has enabled them to gather at the bedside to be there for the final moments. One scientific explanation suggests that Oscar detects ketones, biochemicals given off by dying cells on the patient's breath. Others argue that it may just be that in the last hours of life, the patient typically becomes very still and the cat likes the lack of movement. Either way, Oscar stays with them until their final breath is drawn and he is routinely mentioned in obituaries and funeral services. 


As for a girl's name, Mike decided on Poppy. It was a light-hearted, sweet name and went well with Oscar. I mused that had Mike and I been lucky enough to have children together, these may have been the names we would have chosen for them. Personally, as far as cats are concerned, I like non-human names like Cheese and Onion. Tracey used to have a cat called Seefa, which I thought was excellent. I was very much against trend though, with more and more people choosing 'human' names for their pets. A survey by PetPlan in 2009 showed that the top ten names for pets (from those that had taken out insurance policies with them), featured exclusively human names and crossed over significantly with popular baby names. Charlie, Ruby and Jack, for example, featured on both top ten lists. So at eight weeks old, Oscar and Poppy (both top ten names) were ready to be collected and taken to their new home. 


They were both black, although Poppy had about six little white hairs on her throat. Oscar, who was fluffier, was entirely black. 


Mike put the cat carrier down on the kitchen floor and opened its door. The frightened kittens clung together inside, unsure what to do in these unfamiliar surroundings. 


'Come on, little ones,' said Tracey, as she crouched down to encourage them out. I stood behind her waiting for them to emerge. 


Poppy was the first to step out and immediately ran to the corner of the room to try to hide. Oscar was hot on her tail and again they huddled up together, literally shaking with fear. 


Mike picked them up and tried to make them comfortable on their furry cushion (brought with them from their old house). Whilst they may have been able to smell their mother, she was missing and they clearly wanted nothing more than to have her there. They meowed incessantly, bewildered by their new environment. The three of us stroked them, picked them up, cuddled them and soothed them, but they seemed so distressed it was heartbreaking to watch. They cried out for their mother almost non-stop. 


Mike cooked them a small portion of fish and put it in the cat bowls, which seemed disproportionately large for such small kittens. At last they stopped crying and gobbled it down like they had never been fed before, taking huge gulps of the lactose-free cat milk we had also bought. With tummies full, the kittens snuggled together on the cushion, Poppy sucking at her brother's fur until they fell asleep for the first time in their new home. 


It did not take long for them to settle in; there was so much to explore. There were two flights of stairs, which led into exciting playrooms full of things to jump on and climb through. At night, for example, they could scale the side of the duvet, preferably pulling it towards the floor at the same time and jump onto the warm person lying underneath it, or partially underneath it by then. Even better fun was to practise hunting skills by watching a person's foot twitch as it poked through the covers… then pounce! This inevitably resulted in waking the foot-owner with a start, and causing eight furry little feet to scamper off down the stairs on hearing the scream from the no-longer-slumbering human. 


The staircase was another place to have huge amounts of fun. Depending how brave they were feeling, they could jump through the banister from about 3 feet onto the floor below without hurting themselves. 


'Watch me!' Poppy seemed to squeak. 'I'm going to jummmmp!' and she was through, launching herself fearlessly. 


'I'm scared!' Oscar replied, but reluctantly followed her. 


'Come with me. Let's try this,' enthused Poppy as she tried to escape, frantically scratching at the glass in the conservatory, without success. 


'Will somebody open this door immediately! I need to go out! NOW!' she seemed to say through her meows. Did Oscar assist her? Did he scratch alongside her to aid her quest for freedom? No. Oscar simply watched in awe as his nimble, tenacious sister became increasingly frustrated by the confines of the fortress in which she lived. 


Over the next few weeks they grew fast. They were still similar in size and could only be told apart by Oscar's slightly longer fur. Every night they tucked into freshly cooked fish and cat milk, which they consumed with gusto. 


'Do you think that maybe they should have fish just now and again as a treat, rather than every night?' I asked when I was round at Mike's one night. 


'But they love it,' he replied as he carefully prepared it for them; cooking it, cutting it up and serving it at just the right temperature – neither too hot nor too cold. He was proving to be a very devoted cat-dad. He was right too; they adored it. 


Poppy decided, however, that she wanted more variety in her diet. One day, Mike and I, Tracey, Rachael and Christopher were all settling down to Sunday lunch at the table in the conservatory. The roast lamb, roast potatoes, broccoli, carrots and cauliflower were dished out and we each took our preference of mint sauce, mint jelly and/or gravy and began tucking into the weekly feast. Rachael was in the middle of applying for her university place and our conversation revolved around her choices. 


'I think I want to do a law-related subject but not pure law,' she said. 'I'd quite like to join the police so I want to do something that might be useful for that.' 


Although I'd only known her for a short period of time, I really got a sense of her determination to do the very best she could for herself. Unlike many seventeen-year-olds she seemed to favour staying in and revising than going out partying. 


'Have you decided where in the UK you want to study?' I asked. Moving to the UK after living a relatively sheltered life in Jersey can be a culture shock for many young people going to university. 


'I think I'll go wherever the best courses are,' she replied in her usual, pragmatic way. Suddenly our conversation was shattered by an enormous crash from the kitchen. 


'What was that?' shrieked Chris and we all leapt up from the table to see for ourselves. 


We could see straightaway what had happened and fell about laughing. There on the floor was a large broken plate, a half-eaten leg of lamb and Poppy merrily tucking in to her first taste of freshly cooked meat. Unusually, Oscar was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he had run off, scared by all the commotion. 


Mike approached Poppy, but the chances of separating her and her quarry were about as likely as her turning round and asking for potatoes and gravy to go with it. She wolfed it down with relish (not the hamburger sort). Of course, we didn't mind at all. In fact we loved their antics and every time they got into the slightest bit of mischief we were reminded of the joy that kittens bring. 


Although Poppy was far and away the bolder of the two, Oscar had his moments. One morning Mike was rustling me up coffee and croissants as a Sunday morning breakfast treat. He laid the table in the conservatory with an assortment of jams, butter, a cafetière of fresh coffee and a jug of chilled orange juice. He even managed to find linen napkins. I was most impressed. The wonderful aroma wafting around the house told us that everything was ready. Mike took the croissants from the oven where they had been gently warming and placed them on the worktop whilst he looked for a basket to put them in. Quick as flash, Oscar, who had appeared from the hall, leapt onto the side, took a croissant in his mouth and jumped back onto the floor. He held the croissant steady with his paw and started gnawing away. 


'Poppy!' exclaimed Mike instinctively. Realising his mistake he said, 'Oh it's YOU!' as Oscar continued to boldly nibble away at the croissant. I couldn't help but think that Mike was rather proud of Oscar. I was sure that if he was unhappy with Oscar's behaviour he would have made more of a fuss about having to share the solitary remaining croissant with me. However, he did not complain at all and we both laughed all through breakfast at the latest escapade. 


In the autumn, once they had recovered from their respective sterilisation procedures and had their immunisations, a whole new world awaited them. The great outdoors would take their lives in different directions and for Oscar, have far-reaching consequences. 


Like all kittens, when Oscar and Poppy made their first foray outside, it was with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation. As usual, Poppy led the way out of the conservatory doors that they had been peering through for months. They jumped down onto the cool slabs of the patio and gingerly padded around, not wanting to run too far from the door. Neither of them seemed quite sure what to do. Now the great freedom they had been hankering after had arrived, it was all a bit scary. 


Poppy edged towards the flower bed and sniffed around the base of the rose bush. Oscar followed closely behind, sniffing the air as he familiarised himself with the new smells. Instinctively, Poppy chewed on a blade of grass. Gradually they went deeper into the garden, although they were never more than about 6 feet from the conservatory door that led back to safety. A seagull flew overhead, squawking as he went, and the kittens looked up with awe. A few moments later, one of the last of the summer's butterflies flew onto the buddleia. 


'That looks more like it,' Poppy seemed to be thinking as she scampered over and leapt to catch it. Although she missed, she kept a careful watch to see if the red admiral would return so she could try and make her first kill. It was not her lucky day and after half an hour of wandering around the garden taking in the scents, we brought the two kittens inside. 


Once they had been allowed out, that was it; as soon as anyone went in the conservatory they would run to the door and meow to be let out. Their confidence increased with each adventure and before long they were big enough to be allowed out unsupervised. Before they could become fully free-range, they had to learn how to use the cat flap. Tracey stood on one side of the door and Mike on the other side, as they pushed the flap to demonstrate how to open it. The kittens were more interested in watching the movement rather than learning the mechanics of it. Anything that moved was fair game to be pounced on, so instead of using their paws to gain access to the garden, they preferred to grab the human hands. This game went on for several minutes until the futility of it struck Tracey. 


'Let's take the flap off and let them practice jumping through the hole,' she suggested. This worked a treat, and as soon as the kittens realised it was an exit point, they were both through. A few days later, when the flap was replaced, such was their eagerness to go and explore, that they pushed it without hesitation, determined to get outside. 


Despite having this freedom, Oscar and Poppy still followed each other everywhere, or at least Oscar followed Poppy. They met new cats in the neighbourhood; some were friendly, like Ollie, a big white and tan tomcat from next door. Ollie had also enjoyed the flap-free days and had invited himself in for breakfast. He popped back for dinner and enjoyed curling up on the dining-room chair. The kittens were bemused by his presence, but not hostile. They had too much to do outside to be overly concerned by the older visitor. Anyway, Oscar and Poppy also made themselves at home next door, popping in through Ollie's cat flap to eat his dinner as he'd eaten theirs. A change was as good as a rest after all! 


Oscar seemed to enjoy meeting the neighbouring cats but was yet to learn his limitations. One day, a big tabby cat scaled the garden wall and nonchalantly walked along it. 'Wow,' thought Oscar, 'I want to do that!' and he repeatedly tried to jump on top of the wall. As it was about 6 feet high, and Oscar was so small, it really was a feat beyond him. He was undeterred though and kept jumping, only to land back in the flower bed as his claws failed to grip the wall. The tabby cat strolled on, ignored the pesky kitten and jumped down into the neighbour's garden. Eventually Oscar was distracted by a sparrow and turned his attention to it before the little bird flew off to safety. 


Most cat owners will agree that one of the downsides of owning cats is that they instinctively hunt small birds and animals, more for entertainment than for nourishment. It is almost inevitable that as an owner of outdoor cats, you will at some point, be confronted with a dead mouse or fledgling bird. I knew the inevitable day would bring a mix of pride and disgust. 


Whilst we like to think that this prey is a 'gift' to make us proud of them, the reality lies more in their inherent instinct to take their kill back to the lair to 'feed the family'. After all, cats are hardly renowned for wanting to please humans. They spend their whole lives demanding that we please them. 


The thing about sharing your life with cats is that you can never have too many expectations about what you will get in return. Dogs will bound up to you and show their love, even if you've only returned from popping out to the corner shop to buy a pint of milk. They will whoop with delight when you return from work, wagging their tails and panting breathlessly, as if it is truly the happiest moment of their lives. Cats, on the other hand, may be there when you get in from work, or they may not. They might jump down from the bed to greet you, but they probably won't – unless they're hungry of course. If you head straight to the kettle on your return (or to the wine bottle in the fridge), chances are they might be sniffing around. Not, of course, to comfort you after your presentation went a bit wrong because you'd cleverly designed your PowerPoint slides to include the logo of your potential client only to find, whilst sitting in reception, that they'd rebranded it from orange and purple to navy blue. Dogs will sit there whilst you vent the horrors of the day, looking at you with a love you rarely meet in the human world. Cats, are more like, 'Yeah, well, whatever. Is there any chance of tuna tonight?' 


Despite Poppy's dominance in the duo, it was Oscar who was the first to bring back quarry. Mike was witness to this inaugural hunt. Oscar spotted movement by the fence, gnashed his teeth and crouched down, totally still. His prey was also still. Oscar edged forward slowly and quietly, keeping low to the ground. He saw his prey move, pounced, but was too slow and it eluded him. 


Mike smiled to himself, like a proud father watching his son walking up the path to his first day of school. He could not see exactly what Oscar had his sights set on, but it was very entertaining to watch his furry black kitten developing from being a playful little bundle into a competent killing machine. 


Not to be outdone, Oscar lay in wait, knowing the kill would be his if he exercised patience and determination. The air was still and all was quiet. A sudden breeze blew through the garden, ruffling Oscar's fur and causing the plants to stir. This was his moment; Oscar pounced and trapped the creature under his paws. Unsure of what to do next, he waited, holding it down, looking around him to make sure no one was going to take it from him. By now Poppy had started to venture out without him and was nowhere to be seen, so he couldn't look to her for help or advice. Not that she would have helped him. When it came to catching prey, it was each man, or cat, for himself. Somehow, Oscar figured he had to move his victim from under his paws to his mouth without setting it free. In one swift movement he separated his paws and swooped down. Success! He had it in his mouth and without hesitation, ran the few feet up the path to the cat flap. This one was coming home! Mike greeted him on the other side of the door, hoping that whatever it was, Oscar wouldn't drop it and send it scurrying through the hall. 


'Well done, Oscar,' praised Mike. He had read somewhere that you should never tell cats off for bringing wildlife home as they were only behaving in the way they knew. 


Oscar had his prey firmly in his jaws, a long, thin tail hanging out of one side of his mouth. 


'Oh dear, Oscar,' said Mike, and started laughing. 'You haven't got a mouse, boy, that's a leaf!' 


Oscar dropped his 'kill' and sure enough it was beech leaf that he had been stalking and ultimately going for with the focus and drive of a trained assassin. As the kitten looked at the leaf, Mike was unsure if Oscar was proud or embarrassed by what he had done. He tossed his tail in the air and walked away as if to say, 'All right Dad, don't take the mickey out of me. I didn't know you were watching.' Mike picked up the dead leaf and threw it back outside. Possibly because of this rather inauspicious start, Oscar never became the greatest mouser in the family. 


Christmas brought new joy for the kittens. There was a bounty of new foods to try – ham, turkey, prawns and smoked salmon – and we were not surprised they liked these delicacies. However, when Poppy started to eat the leftover crumbs and mincemeat from a plate of mince pies we thought that maybe we should go to greater lengths to tidy up. The days of leaving festive fayre on the side for us to eat at leisure were over. The trifle could not be let out of sight for a moment. Aside from the food there was also the wonder of the Christmas tree. A real tree in the house! Wow! This was exciting! 


This marvellous structure must have been to the kittens, what Disneyland is like for the first time for children. The baubles spun and glinted with the reflection of the fairy lights. The twirled tinsel shimmered around the branches and there was even a little ornamental feathered bird nestled in the tree. The kittens spent hours batting the baubles till they fell off, or just gazing at the twinkling lights. How intriguing! Sometimes the lights didn't move but just reflected off the many baubles, at other times they flashed on and off or chased each other round the tree. It was all so mesmerising. 


The great thing about the tree was there was so much to play with. All the decorations could be batted separately. Some of them made a nice tinkling sound and some rolled round the floor like a ball if you could knock them off. The ribbons and bows could be pulled and twisted and the reflection of the lights could be pounced upon. Oscar wanted to go a step further though. It seemed it was always Poppy who was the first to try new experiences, and where she led, he followed. The Christmas tree was going to be different. He was going to show off his climbing skills, so that for once she would have to copy him. The tree was mounted on a small table in front of the window in the living room and from Oscar's point of view, there were several possible angles of attack. Should he leap from ground level, 2 feet to the base of the tree, or should he jump from the television stand which he was still small enough to climb on? No, the most exciting, and indeed the most courageous route, would be to launch himself from the arm of the sofa, across the air for about 3 feet, and then dive straight into the tree, a few branches up from the base. Unfortunately, once he had made the leap and grabbed hold of the central trunk of the tree, he was stuck. If he let go he would fall into the lower branches, entangling himself in fairy lights and silver baubles. He could not climb higher for the same reason. Gravity came to his rescue and, in what seemed like slow motion, both Oscar and the tree lurched sideways and collapsed in a heap on the floor, decorations rolling in all directions. Tracey, Mike and I collapsed with laughter. Oscar, shell-shocked by the chaos surrounding him, scarpered and ran up the stairs. Poppy, skittish at the best of times, ran upstairs with him. You could imagine her rolling her eyes at him in disdain. 
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