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CHAPTER 1

Richard’s eyes crinkle up with glee and he beams at me wickedly.

‘Oooh, small kittens can be drowned quite easily in watering cans, can’t they?’ I grab my neck, hand on hand, in mock horror and grin back at him, ruefully. Michael and I are about to take a walk in the Cumbrian hills on this brash breezy November day and we have just told our friend and neighbour the news that Fannie, my beloved tortie queen, is pregnant. Richard is well aware that my Achilles’ heel is the cats and takes every opportunity presented to him to tease me about them. As we take our leave with the intention of walking up the road, he turns towards his own driveway, but as he does so he calls out over his shoulder:

‘When are the kittens due, by the way?’ 

‘Twenty-third of January,’ I call back.

‘Ah, that’s still within the shooting season,’ he laughs, disappearing behind our dividing wall before I can think of a suitable reply. As we walk away I find myself grinning broadly; Richard is at heart one big softie.

Fannie has been different since the first day that she returned from her visit to her boyfriend Zimmy, an apricot Oriental stud who lives over in East Lancashire. It is just eleven days since she was mated and she is showing small signs already that some biological change has taken place. She is sleeping far more than is her normal pattern, but when she is awake she is busy all day long, trotting round the entire house, looking, looking, looking. I have never seen her so distracted. It is as if she has lost something and she must find it, but I know, early though it is, in reality she is trying to find a nesting place. She has been sleeping in the bottom of the wardrobe in the spare bedroom for much of the time. She no longer lies next to her sister, Titus, but perhaps this is a necessary form of burgeoning independence. Titus is rampantly on heat at the moment and Pushkin, the Russian Blue whom I had hoped would father kittens with one or other of the girls, continues, fastidiously, to avoid her advances.

When I hold Fannie on my shoulder she is more clingy and purrful than normal, but that might be to compensate for her changing relationship with her sister. She seems to ignore Pushkin completely.

A date is in the diary for two hysterectomies and a castration for, respectively, Fannie, Titus and Pushkin, to be performed by our local vet, Gerard, in just over a month’s time, but Fannie’s longed-for pregnancy will now of necessity reduce the number of patients to two. A friend fervently advises me to consider not spaying Titus at this time, as she believes that it could cause Titus to show aggression towards Fannie, who might then miscarry. I phone the long-suffering Gerard and ask him what I should do and he reckons that spaying Titus and Pushkin is fine, although he does express some concern that Titus is on one of her semi-permanent heats, but we agree to stick with the arrangement and I quietly offer up a prayer that all will be well. I deeply regret that Titus will not be able to bear one litter, but Gerard, when last he saw her, recommended that, as a cat who has endured separate operations on each of her back legs in turn to correct luxating patellae, she should not be encouraged to reproduce.

Since moving into our little eyrie in the county of Westmorland, it seems to me that the cats’ lives are now so eventful that, were they capable of such a thought process, they would see that the move they had originally hated so much was in reality a good thing. It is probable, however, that the three cats have no perception of what life in Moon Cottage was like compared with their new life in the Coach House. Their new life means that now, for two hours at a time, they go outside freely to roam; they have the stimuli of the smells and sounds borne to them on the country winds; they regularly experience the thrill of the chase and, more rarely, kill; all this they have, while I quietly torture myself about their newly increased vulnerability.
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The strangest thing has just happened and I am filled with remorse, and yet I am uncertain what it is that I should have done to prevent it. It has been raining on and off for most of the day but the rain finally stops at around 8 p.m. and, as I look out of the window of the conservatory, through the gloom I see large dark clouds scudding across the sky heavy with more rain. It is a dark, dank night and the tang of autumn hangs in the air. I open the front door to go out to the freezer in the shed to bring in some fish for supper and, as I move forward to cross the threshold, I see Titus speeding across the tiles of the conservatory floor towards me and as she reaches me, in spite of my best endeavours to stop her, she shoots through the door and out into the garden. Although I am now letting the cats out more and more during daylight hours, I draw the line once it is dark for the dangers that lie in wait in such deep countryside as this for so unworldly a crew as these three cats frighten me too much. I shout out harshly: ‘Come here, Titus, at once!’ She ignores me completely. Well, not completely, in truth, she runs away as fast as she can so that as I try to stop her, I end up chasing her. She comes to a halt at the bench under the seven giant Scots pines and as I reach her I grab her by the scruff of her neck. She wrenches herself away from me and as she does so she makes the most extraordinary howling, screeching sort of noise, the like of which I have never heard her utter in her entire life. Although I feel sure I can barely have hurt her, she hisses at me with either fear or loathing or both – I stand helplessly by as she runs into the furthest corner of the garden, amid bushes and trees and where there is not the earthly possibility of my catching her if she doesn’t wish it. I walk dejectedly back into the house and shut the door. Fannie is there waiting, presumably having heard her sister’s ear-shattering protests, and miaows several times to be let out which I resist. I tell Michael what has happened but I try to persuade him to leave her to get over whatever it is that upset her, believing that she will come back on her own in due time. Michael, however, insists on trying to comfort her himself. I hear him calling her but she remains hidden in the dark. He lets out Fannie, who disappears briefly but quite quickly reappears on her own with no sign of her sister in tow. Fannie comes back into the house with me and I shut the door again. I start to cook the supper and try to persuade myself that all will be well and Titus will be fine and will get over it, but I am completely perplexed at whatever it was that upset her so much. Yes, she was cross that I was attempting to curtail her dash for freedom but the screech was so strong that it was as if she thought I was strangling her. I finally can’t bear it a second longer and go out into the garden and then the field at the back and whistle repeatedly. If she is within a quarter of a mile of the house she must be able to hear me, but there is still no sign of her. She has now been out about an hour. I turn to come back into the house and as I do so I hear a scuffling noise from the bushes by the ashbin and Titus slightly shiftily appears out of the gloom. I call her and pick her up. She stiffens in my arms and there is no purring, but she doesn’t scratch or wriggle to get free, so in some sense a truce is established.

Later on that night Michael makes an observation with a note of sad questioning in his voice:

‘I have been thinking, and you know, you must agree, Titus is the most balanced of the three cats. She is the least neurotic, she shows affection the most easily of all of them – if you think about it she is always the most responsive, and she really is the least nervous.’ He pauses for a little while, and then he adds, ‘It makes her being so odd with you even stranger!’
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‘Well yes, but she was odd and we’ll just have to live with it,’ I retort between gritted teeth. But, of course, I am tormented with guilt about Titus whom I never love enough, although I do spend time with her, consciously loving her, to compensate. You can’t manufacture love, you can only try to give as much as you can, and to be nice if all else fails.
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CHAPTER 2

Right through the long hot summer and now the damp blustery autumn of this first year of our new life in Cumbria every move we have made, every penny we have spent, has been overshadowed by our fears that if we are not able to sell Moon Cottage soon we will no longer be able to afford the two mortgages and the day will shortly dawn when we must put our new home, the Coach House, back on the market, on the grounds that in a tourist beauty spot we stand a better chance of a quick sale than in the commuter lands of the Home Counties.

However, the cats remain untouched by this for the moment and Fannie continues to flourish and occupies herself incessantly around the house hunting for her ideal nest. I am amazed at how much food she is eating and the variety of what she eats. She is now prepared to eat food she would not formerly have touched and I have started to feed her kitten food when the others aren’t around, as it is higher in nutrients and good for a pregnant queen. As I watch the cats I mull over the complication of the bond that humans feel for the animals who share their lives. I am still haunted by the hurt I feel I cause to Titus because I do not love her enough in her mind, or is that in truth in my mind? I find this diary entry, which I submit unedited, guilty as charged:


Fannie jumps into one of the big boxes on the bedroom floor and looks out over the high side of it, with just her eyes showing, which has the effect on me of melting my inner core, not just my emotions but it feels to me, as I write, my whole being.



When Fannie peeks at me over the top of the box I think the reason I dissolve is that all I can see of her are her two pert ears and her adorable, large, liquid eyes. I can’t see her nose or her whiskers or her mouth and indeed when I do reach over to look at her whole face, the bottom half is comparatively expressionless, the intensity of her expression is conveyed solely through her eyes in the manner of a veiled woman and it’s utterly beguiling.

Throughout all of this anguishing somehow Pushkin does not generate any of these anxieties within me. He and I know and understand each other well and it is very straightforward. He comes to me when he needs love (and sometimes he will go to Michael, although Pushkin is more of a one-person cat than the others) and otherwise he sleeps. He remains nervous when he is outside although he does love going out, but at the slightest sound of a vehicle or even a strong wind he comes racing inside. Pushkin is a very beautiful wuss-puss. Of all the cats it is Pushkin who most shares my fear of road traffic and its possible effect on the cats.
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My heart was broken when Otto, the mother of Fannie and Titus, was killed on the road outside our house. When I started to write the book about her life and was talking about the grief I felt at her death, my bookseller friend David told me the sad story of his beloved moggy, Jack, who one day went missing from his terrace house in Lancaster. David says that he will never forget the anguish that he went through on the days following that first night that Jack didn’t come home.

‘You imagine the worst, and you almost want to know the worst so that there is nothing terrible left to discover.’

After phoning the vet and speaking to other folk in the street he establishes that on the night of Jack’s disappearance a cat is discovered at the end of his long street, dead, having been run over in the main road. The vet tries to reassure David that the cat is not Jack, but eventually – Jack never reappears – David convinces himself that it is too much of a coincidence that a cat with exactly Jack’s colouration has died the same night that David first misses his little cat. In his reluctance to contemplate the death of Jack, it is two days before David finally drags himself to the vet’s, intending to inspect the corpse, but by then the cat has been cremated and so, with a heavy heart, he returns home none the wiser. I so empathise with him and all those other bereaved cat owners who will never know for certain what has happened to their loved feline companion. And now, three years later, having returned North at last, I decide to seek out David on his home turf. When I arrive he has to introduce me to no less than three significant-other male companions. One, his human partner Peter, is a warm and gracious man who is just enchanting, and the other two, by whom I am no less captivated, are a pair of feline brothers named Merlin and Gizmo. Merlin is long and lean and muscular and reminds me, exactly, of Pushkin in his build, his shape, his sleekness and the conformation of his ears. He must surely have been fathered by a cat with some Russian Blue in him, I quietly ponder. He is a beautiful dark grey, almost black, and his eyes are the striking amber of Titus’s. He has a strong otherworldly look to him. Gizmo is altogether different. He’s a white-bibbed, white-stockinged tabby with an adorable pink nose and he is a hopeless flirt. He is also indubitably fat. As this patently applies to me as well, it is with some hypocrisy that I cry out:

‘Good heavens, Gizmo! How on earth did you get to be that shape?’ I hear Peter laugh, but David rather defensively says:

‘It’s not his fault. He’s an indoors cat, and simply can’t get enough exercise.’ David is too much of a gentleman to ask me if that is also my problem. On full investigation of the whats and wherefores of the domestic arrangements of this very male household I discover that Merlin is the shy, heat-loving, purring fave of Dave and that Gizmo is the wayward, engaging passion of Peter’s life whose day starts with a big cuddle with his precious Gizmo. Mine with Fannie begins the same way.

‘Ah,’ I find myself murmuring indulgently, ‘the morning cuddle, I understand, I understand.’ But I quickly discover that the ritual in this household is significantly more complex than mine. There are two fish tanks – one upstairs and one downstairs. The fish tank upstairs ‘belongs’ to Gizmo and the one downstairs to Merlin. Peter diffidently reveals to me that Gizmo has to be allowed to smell the fishfood, which has to be first shaken up and down in its little cardboard carton before the fish upstairs can be fed and that this procedure must be strictly observed however tight the human time schedule might be. After Gizmo has sanctioned that the food is good and the fish may be fed, he then has to be taken to the tank so that he might watch the feeding from its beginning until the last morsel can be seen no more. I am so awestruck at this snippet of intelligence and its being an unwavering rite of passage that I forget to ask Dave if Merlin gets the same treatment downstairs, but rather assume not on the grounds of horses for courses, or rather cats for fish tanks. Dave, later on in the evening, makes an astute observation of their boys, which on reflection is something I have often unconsciously seen in my three resident cats.

‘Have you noticed that when one of them starts to lick himself, the other one immediately seems to go, “Oh yes, good idea, I think I’ll have a bit of a lick and polish too”?’ The act of imitation is endemic to companion and especially sibling cats it would seem. Dave later embarks on his concerns about Gizmo’s recurring attacks on Merlin, almost always that way round, which will start with passionate allogrooming1 and quickly descend into a full throatal attack on Merlin.

‘I shout at him to stop it immediately, I really yell at him. He always pauses and looks up at me with an expression of “don’t know why you’re shouting at me, I’m not doing anything, really I’m not” and stops and turns away and then the second he thinks I’m no longer watching he just goes straight back into attack mode, straight for poor Merlin’s jugular.’

As I drive home I relive the pleasure of a splendid evening spent in the happy exchanges of cat lore, the imbibing of a very decent bottle of dry Chardonnay, the company of two charming men and two magnificent boy cats. Peter and David are waiting to move house and have gone through all the agonies that Michael and I did when looking for the house in Hutton Roof, which is the name of the village we now live in. What will be cat-friendly, what will be cat-safe? I greatly look forward to their next chapter.

On 17 November a tiny six-line piece appears in the Evening Standard Homes-Gossip page about the cottage, but there is no accompanying photograph as they have run out of space. The description is so low key that I realise reading it that it would be a miracle if any potential buyer responded and, predictably, no buyer does. Michael and I sink into gloom, although we knew that once October had passed the possibility of selling before the end of the year would become ever more elusive, but we are unable to rent it either, and life in the Coach House noticeably tenses up.

[image: Image Missing]

OPS/images/scene.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
MARILYN EDWARDS

There is never a dull moment
when kittens are due. ..






OPS/images/logo.jpg
M

HODDER





OPS/images/img_0005.jpg





OPS/images/img_0004.jpg





OPS/images/img_0007.jpg





OPS/images/img_0006.jpg





OPS/images/img_0001.jpg





OPS/images/img_0003.jpg





OPS/images/img_0002.jpg





OPS/images/title.jpg





