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To Lorraine and Maya

and

to my mother, who hardly features in this book because she does very little that could be deemed ‘totally stupid’. And to Dad, who does feature in this book.


Introduction – the First Day

‘Genius may have its limitations, but stupidity is not thus handicapped.’

Elbert Hubbard


Last summer, I decided to do something monumentally stupid.

Which isn’t especially strange in itself – I do something fairly idiotic most summers, just rarely with solid intent.

As stupid ideas go, this was a big one. I decided to stay at home with my two-and-a-half-year-old daughter Maya and disaster-prone tabby Birmingham, Brum for short. And also with Brum’s rather vicious live-in partner, girl-cat Sammy, whom I intended mainly not to wake. Let biting cats lie.

Staying at home wasn’t laziness on my part. It was all in the loose name of book research, although I have to admit that I thought that the plan, surprisingly endorsed by my wife Lorraine (with the strong proviso that I finally erect the gazebo I’d left rotting in the garage for three summers), was a dream ticket to half a year down Easy Street. No more between-writing projects and boring supplementary fill-in jobs for me. No more mind-numbing hours in that telephone call centre.

Just feet-up-at-home time, taking notes and enjoying quality time with Brum and Maya. Why I believed time with Brum would, with all the years of contrary evidence, be quality I’m not at all sure. I’m equally uncertain why I believed that looking after a toddler full time would be an ‘absolute doddle’. I know Maya’s day-nursery carers nicknamed her ‘Duracell’ and suggested she was a little over-boisterous, but why didn’t I take notice of the haunted look in their eyes when they told me those things?

And, of course, there was a third reason for staying at home. It wasn’t just research and skiving. There was a ‘time running out’ factor.

I wanted to spend a summer with my mad-toddler daughter and catastrophic cat while I still could – an early summer in Maya’s life, a late one in Brum’s and, as I was soon to discover, a ridiculously embarrassing one in mine.

Because Maya won’t be a toddler for very long, and I suppose that now Brum’s coming up to fourteen years old, these would have to be classed as his winter years. I actually believe that spring, summer and autumn were all over in the first six months and the rest has been one long nuclear winter, but there you go. In cat years, he’s now a recognised OAF.∗ The usual equation is one human year to seven cat years, which will make Brum ninety-eight this birthday. A few months after that, totally predictably on April Fool’s Day, he will be one hundred years old.

How on earth has he managed to run up an innings like that? His survival strategy has been simple, straightforward and stupid. From the word go, he took on the persona of a rum-soaked blindfolded man and set off on a hundred-year stroll through a minefield. On he stumbled, crashing from one blast to the next, tabby fur flying here, whiskers and ear-tips blown sky high there, but it’s worked – he’s still with us.

And somehow he’s managed to retain the scruffy look and exuberantly dangerous energy of a kitten. Sure, he’s showing the odd signs of old age – he will suddenly sigh aloud for no apparent reason, for instance (not sure if this isn’t wind). I also think he may be having ‘senior moments’ (but these differ so marginally from his usual moments that I can’t be certain). He even falls asleep in mid-conversation (Brum, you’re standing on my hand. Brum? Brum?) to awake confused and spluttering. But that’s about it. In every other aspect, he’s just as he was when he was naught but a youngster – perilously idiotic.

Thinking about it, you could actually have been describing Lorraine’s seventy-something father back there, you really could . . . apart from the ‘exuberantly dangerous kitten’ bit. And Walt’s not one for chasing mice either. Well, not so much since the hip replacement, anyway.

There is one other giveaway to Brum’s advancing years, and that’s his absolute hatred of new technology. Maya and the microchip have brought an absolute deluge of automated, singing, dancing, interactive toys into his life.

Brum can’t move a paw without coming face to face with plastic babies explaining that they want a dummy and calling him Mummy, barking metal dogs that run headlong at him, inanimate-looking objects that suddenly ask him what letter ‘cat’ begins with, turtles in shades that call him dude and implore him to ‘climb on and ride surf’ and, worst of all, even the floor itself holds surprises, especially in the form of a keyboard mat.

The keyboard mat is one of Maya’s favourite toys. A ten-by-six sheet of plastic, it has piano keys down the middle and pictures of all manner of musical instruments around the sides. Each piano key plays a note when stepped upon and each musical instrument provides a short, loud tune.

When Brum first blundered on to this modern marvel, we were treated to the sight of a startled cat jumping two feet in the air to the beat of a bass drum, only to land to a trumpet fanfare and take off again, before racing up and down, round and round, without ever having the sense to leave the mat, and consequently thrashing out a fairly accurate piano rendition of the Sex Pistols’ ‘Pretty Vacant’, complete with spiky-eared pogo dancing.

It’s impossible to judge how long Brum has left in him. I’ve never once, during his entire life, given him more than a couple of weeks. Maximum. And I got a taster of life without Brum early this year when he decided to get suddenly, and very seriously, ill.

One moment he seemed perfectly OK, though vomiting a little more enthusiastically than usual, the next he got sick in remarkably dramatic style. No half-measures with this lad – he simply walked into the room, eyes blazing a shocking yellow, looked at us in what appeared to be total surprise and fell over sideways. He then lay on the floor making Tommy Cooper magic act guffaws and grunts, and seemed to pass out. Having total confidence in Brum’s uncanny ability to survive absolutely anything and everything, I fully expected him to get up, bow and leave the room. He didn’t. It suddenly occurred to me that it was round about time he dropped dead.

Which, it so happens, he’d almost done. He was rushed to the vet’s where Commissioner Herbert∗ grudgingly admitted there might still be a chance for him. But, he advised, the cost would be high and his survival chances slim. Brum had some terrible liver complaint, he was jaundiced and getting weaker by the hour. But this was our Brum. You can’t write him off over a thing like money, even if the final cost was near on seven hundred pounds (tabby bastard).

He spent three days on a drip, being pumped with all sorts of drugs and antibiotics, and at no time during the first two days did I think I’d be seeing him again. It suddenly hit me what life would be like without him. When I’d stopped grinning, I thought of the downside.

I realised that when Brum goes, there will be a void in my life that no other cat could possibly fill, because he isn’t just a cat, or even just a clumsy, half-evolved creature vaguely resembling a cat. He’s a good friend. Brum has been with me for almost a decade and a half. He’s seen and survived every phase of my adult life – from sad singleton, through various doomed relationships and total humiliation during a year’s stay on a farm, to my lifesaving move into a house containing Lorraine and the snarling Sammy. Just when he thought things were finally settling down, along came the recklessly unpredictable Maya.

I began thinking maudlin thoughts, glancing at his food bowl and wishing I’d given him more of his prized tinned tuna and processed ham, staring at our living-room curtains and imagining never again seeing his pointy-eared silhouette fall off the outside wall.

But, of course, the little git came back, didn’t he. Grinning like a lunatic, purring and demanding food, totally blasé about the fact he’d just cost us a small fortune.

Which got me to thinking, I’ve hardly had an easy ride with him, have I?

A quick rundown of Brum’s manifold history of disasters – regular fur fires averaging one case of self-induced inferno every two years, the riding and damaging of moving cars (as Maya’s talking turtle would say, ‘You have serious thrill issues, dude’), destruction of neighbourhood property while being beaten up by small birds, serial room wreckage and much, much more – suggests just how bad a ride it’s been. And come to mention it – my life on the farm was only a total humiliation because he made it so. I didn’t sit in a puddle of diluted cow’s muck on a winter morning because it seemed like a splendid idea (that’s a spring activity). No, it was because he sent me sprawling and he put me there – just as he’s put me in most of the shit I’ve ever been in!

And age hasn’t diminished Brum’s scope for catastrophe either, as you’ll discover in the pages of this book. If anything, I think he’s trying to up the tempo.

No, we’re definitely as bad as each other, he and I. But I have to admit that Brum’s near-death episode, as much as anything else, pushed me into my monumentally thick decision to take Maya out of nursery and pack in the day job.

Perhaps not surprisingly, things didn’t start well.

I awoke at 6.30 a.m. on that first day in late spring to the sound of Lorraine’s alarm clock. I smiled a happy smile, knowing that its harsh beeping no longer applied to me. Then the gentle, hundred-decibel cries of ‘MUMMY, DADDY, IS IT MORNING YET?’ drowned out the alarm clock. That noise applied to me.

The moment Lorraine’s car pulled out of the drive, I hit a major stumbling block. I had absolutely no idea what to do with Maya. It was a toddler, it was awake, and it was looking at me.

And then she was off: 0–60 in two seconds. Fifty events got under way instantaneously. Being male and therefore physically incapable of multi-tasking, I was immediately out of my depth. She’s a concentration time bomb, you see. She has to be doing something new within five minutes of starting something new or she blows. Not wanting to blow the house up (and after a morning of Maya it looked very much as though the house had suffered a seriously explosive moment), and also noting that Brum wasn’t entirely happy with our lingering presence, I decided to take her to the playground, where she could destroy some council property rather than mine.

I’ve always thought that playgrounds are great. It’s somewhere Maya can get really excited and burn off some of that crazed energy of hers, and I can stare blankly into the middle distance. But the playground turned out to be the very reason things got off to a seriously bad start. First Maya ran off and I had to chase her all over the place, always three feet behind, always panting like an over-excited spaniel. Then she hurtled up a plank on to a slide-cum-assault-course, going over rather than around the toddlers already on it.

A particularly stern-looking couple whose offspring had just been squashed gave me a ‘control your child’ look, and I called out to Maya to do various things alien to her (wait your turn, be nice, don’t jump on people’s legs).

After about five minutes of constantly coaching Maya in etiquette, I seemed to gain the approval and respect of the stern-faced couple. But then, as Maya reached the top for the umpteenth time, she turned left and not right. Right was a slide, left appeared to be a sheer drop to the floor, and I suddenly realised that a vital couple of planks were missing. She was almost certainly about to drop seven feet to the ground. I lurched forward, shouting words such as BLAHHH and GNNNNERRR by way of explanation as I trampled over Stern Woman’s feet and sent Stern Man sprawling backwards into a litter bin. They were impressed, I could tell.

Maya, bless her, merely glanced over the edge before I could get anywhere near her, turned and slid serenely down the slide, rendering my actions utterly incomprehensible. The stern-faced couple now looked a whole lot sterner and more than a little surprised. I was about to explain and apologise but Maya was now running off at Mach 1 and I had to go with her. You do apparently. As I legged it into the distance, I think I left them in no doubt as to where Maya gets her ways.

It wasn’t a great outing for me. No more than twenty minutes later, already embarrassed enough for one day, a case of mistaken identity should have seen police officers rushing to the scene and making an instant arrest on the grounds of harassment. Luckily, the lady I harassed didn’t send for them. As usual, I was the architect of my own downfall.

Shortly after Maya and I left the playground and zigzagged through mud puddles to the nearby banks of the River Thames armed with bread to throw at ducks’ heads, I spotted an old friend of mine named Dulcie.

Dulcie works in a lingerie store. We go back a long way, decades in fact, and have a mocking, knockabout sort of relationship. So, assuming she was taking the scenic route to work and aiming a little risqué innuendo at her profession, I grinned broadly and called, ‘ALRIGHT THERE? OFF TO SHIFT SOME PANTS, ARE YOU?’

Only it wasn’t Dulcie. With hindsight, I should perhaps have waited until the woman got a little closer and had been one hundred per cent positively identified before making a remark so totally borderline. ‘Off to shift some pants’ is not your average way of greeting a total stranger in the park. She stopped sharply, glared at me and assertively dared me to repeat my remark. I stammered an uncomfortable apology, trying to explain what I’d meant and making things much worse with my mumbled comments about lingerie. I finally shut up, frowned and pushed Maya in front of me to show that I was a family sort of bloke and couldn’t possibly have meant anything dodgy. And also to absorb any body blows.

The woman glared once more for good measure, looked pityingly at Maya and marched off down the footpath. I let out an audible ‘phew’ and she stopped dead in her tracks. I made absolutely sure I didn’t breathe again until she was out of earshot.

Once again, I was left pondering the total unfairness of life. How dare Dulcie be the spitting image of this woman. Dulcie was in big trouble next time I saw her. Evil little clone.

All in all, then, quite a day to set the ball rolling. Harassment and assault. Not bad. The only really remarkable thing about the day was that Brum didn’t catch fire. But there were still four or five months to go.

If I learnt nothing from my first ever day in full-time toddler-minding, and I certainly did learn nothing, I at least acquired an instant respect for all those looking after children everywhere, including Brum, who’s still a babysitter at heart, running to Maya’s side whenever she cries, despite the obvious dangers.

Childcare and tabby-watching proved ridiculously exhausting from day one, and life is just so much simpler and safer in a nice, safe office environment.

But, in the name of research, I’d made my decision. No safety for me. The foreseeable future lay with Brum and Maya, so safety wouldn’t come into it.

I never had any doubt that the scope for disaster with all three of us at home was limitless. I just needed to keep taking those notes because without the disasters there’s no material. So, convinced I had the right team in place, I sat back and waited with high expectations and, predictably, everything went completely wrong.

Perfect.


Test Your Cat’s IQ

‘The man is a wit and a half, but refuses to employ more than a third of it. The maths speaks for itself.’

Stephen Pusey


Ioften trawl the Internet for cat-related sites. I am not telling you this simply to reaffirm my ‘saddo’ status, but to bring to light a current trend for testing your cat’s intelligence levels. There are now an absolute deluge of ‘Cat IQ Tests’ available on the Web, and so I thought I’d try a few on Brum. I suppose I could have guessed that the results would be less than encouraging, but the masochist in me insisted I give him a chance. To say I was ‘asking for it’ is an understatement.

I downloaded a suitable test and immediately disagreed with the opening statement: ‘We sometimes take our cats for granted.’

No. We absolutely don’t. You can take a goldfish for granted, or a hamster for granted, but not a cat. How can you possibly take for granted an animal that will rip up your curtains, flay your wallpaper and puke on your bed. You can’t. Cats take us for granted, not the other way round. Cats walk all over us, and not only in a metaphorical sense. They do actually walk on us. If we’re in the way, they just trounce straight over us as if we’re not there. We are totally incidental to them. How taken for granted is that?

I got over my resentment and printed off a ‘test card’. This card’s purpose was to ascertain whether Brum was creative, or had more conventional intelligence. Creative as in artistic, rather than the ability to create carnage and chaos. The test card comprised two mirror-image ducks, one on the left and one on the right. The task was simple. Hold the card up to Brum, once an hour, and see which duck he sniffed. Persistently sniffing the left duck would denote creativity; persistently sniffing the right, conventional intelligence.

Brum sniffed between the ducks. A duck on either side, and he sniffed the blank space between them. He seemed not to notice the ducks at all. Five attempts in five hours produced exactly the same result. Brilliant. There wasn’t even an intelligence rating for a cat that missed the ducks completely.

Test one: Creative intelligence – nil. Conventional intelligence – nil.

Test two was an odd one. It involved training Brum to jump through a hoop. The premise was simple enough – hold ‘his favourite treat’ on one side of a twelve-inch-high hoop, and let him eat it only if he jumped straight through. Repeat hourly, until the cat jumps through the hoop every time.

Never has my arm ached so badly. I held that hoop out for ten minutes an hour, but all he did was stare at me, grinning that happy cat grin of his. Once he even lay down and went to sleep. On several occasions, I lifted him up and put him through the hoop to demonstrate what I was looking for, but this only served to annoy him. Finally, after five attempts and five hours, with the hoop now barely off the floor, he stepped halfway through and stopped. He had no intention of continuing. He was quite definitely showing me his full range of capabilities. The hoop was a symbolic cat-flap – and he was stuck in it.

Test two: Task/reward reasoning skills – nil. Memory – nil.

Test three’s aim was to discover whether a cat has ‘invertist tendencies’. It sounded the sort of thing he would have, but I decided I’d better find out what ‘invertist’ means before jumping to any conclusions.

Apparently it refers to the way your cat sees things. If your cat often rolls upside down to observe an object, then chances are he has invertist tendencies. Brum often rolls off chairs while observing objects, but I don’t think that counts. The invertist cat rolls upside down because he can see objects more clearly by observing them the wrong way up.

The simple way of testing for invertism is to observe the way your cat watches TV. If he takes an interest in what’s on the screen, chances are his vision is normal. If he takes no interest, but then suddenly does when the TV is turned upside down, it means he can relate to the topsy-turvy images and therefore has invertist tendencies. Brum takes no interest in TV at all, so I turned the TV upside down.

Unbelievably, Brum rolled upside down and watched it. What on earth does that mean? He rolled over with it. That doesn’t denote anything. The TV was upside down, but so was he. He couldn’t see it the right way up, or upside down. But he could see it when both he and the TV were upside down. This was pure nonsense. I checked the ‘intelligence rating’ notes. Nothing. What he’d done was unheard of. He’d gone off the scale again.

Test three: Invertist tendencies? No . . . just strange tendencies.

The final test was to assess a cat’s ability to register two-dimensional patterns. The test card contained rows and rows of birds, with one rabbit hidden among them. I could hardly be bothered. There was no way he was going to spot the rabbit. I held the card up, somewhat nonchalantly, and waited for Brum to fail. His reaction was entirely unexpected. He attacked my hand.

Something in that pattern sent him doolally. He took one look and launched himself at me, grabbing my arm with all four paws and sinking his teeth into my fingers. I decided against showing him the card again.

So, an assessment of Brum’s intelligence. He failed the first two tests with flying colours, and betrayed worryingly psychotic reactions during tests three and four. Going by the website’s own rating system, my cat is an idiot.


The Eagle Has Landed

‘One flew east and one flew west, and one flew over the cuckoo’s nest.’

Nursery Rhyme


As the summer got under way, it became patently clear that there was something wrong with it. It was the sun. It kept staying out. And as long as the sun stayed out, so too did Maya’s paddling pool.

Maya is irrationally jealous about her paddling pool. I’m not allowed in it, Lorraine’s not allowed in it, and Brum is most definitely absolutely certainly not allowed in it. The slightest nose-twitching tabby curiosity is met with a tantrum of terrifying force. In the light of this you’d think Brum would actively avoid diving head first into the thing, wouldn’t you? But not our Brum.

Never has a garden item proved so much a centre of wet calamity. Three times in the first few weeks of summer I’ve watched him swimming around, albeit extremely unhappily, totally drenched within its plastic walls. On three further occasions he’s squelched into the living room, dripping all over the carpet and sidling around Maya, so I’d say it’s odds on he’s taken unobserved dips too.

It’s great, by the way, that he now aims for Maya when he’s wet. He’s spent a lifetime bounding happily from bath-drenching or rain-soaking to squelch down on my lap. So common were our joint drenchings that I eventually became immune to them. I’m not saying I evolved a duck-like feathery coat that repelled water, it’s just that I stopped reacting in any significant way. I stopped yelling in surprise as he landed, stopped jumping up and down and swearing like a trooper as he tried to settle. I finally got so used to it all that I’d just robotically change my trousers without registering annoyance, or even hissing. I think this bothered Brum. I think he felt hurt that he wasn’t getting due recognition for the gag. Maya’s reaction, therefore, came as a breath of fresh air. It’s just as mine used to be before I became boring.

As his thick wet fur slides along her jeans, she tries to move sideways away from him, shrieking with her hands in the air, but he slinks along with her. She tries to back up, but he then slips sideways, always rubbing his soaked fur against her legs and stomach as she waves her hands frantically and screams louder. The scene becomes reminiscent of a dramatic Spanish dance routine, the pair striding around the room in perfect unison, her hands appearing to be playing the castanets as she wails her tragic story (in this case the tragedy being that her jeans and T-shirt are getting very, very wet and, since giving up the Pampers, she’s already had enough trouble with that particular issue, thank you very much) and Brum looking deadly serious, head held proudly in the air, the Latin dance partner to a tee.

Anyway, I reckon he’s ended up in that pool at least six or seven times in four weeks. That’s not normal, is it? That’s not even just clumsy. Is there perhaps a tabby lodestone concealed within the pool’s air chambers? Or are mer-cat sirens attempting to lure him to a watery grave with their irresistible moggy wailings? No – we must always remember that the word ‘normal’ doesn’t apply in any ‘normal’ way when dealing with Brum. Six or seven pool dips in a month? Absolutely Brum-normal.

Brum’s range of splashdown approaches has been varied and impressive, but I think for sheer surprise value his cat-flap approach stands out as something quite special. Brum’s had a typically bad year, cat-flap-wise, and I really don’t think he needed this. His cat-flap problems began, of course, the moment we had one installed. As time’s gone by, his attempts to employ it as a legitimate door have progressed from an early hundred per cent failure rate to his experimenting with many different, and always doomed, approaches. At one time he even started climbing through backwards, which resulted only in the disturbing spectacle of a tabby rear end appearing from nowhere and wiggling at you for half an hour.

In the early spring, he developed a brand-new approach, which can only have been born of frustration. In total contrast to his usual nervy, one-paw-at-a-time bunch-up, he suddenly threw caution to the wind and just bowled himself head first at it. This only almost works.

Speaking in an aerodynamic sense, something is horribly wrong with Brum. He somehow manages to execute a magnificent back-flip as he flies through. It’s spectacular. He’ll hit the cat-flap with all four paws pointing down, but by the time he’s through, they’re all pointing in the air. It’s the most incredible feat of high-speed, twisting gymnastics I’ve ever seen.

On an outbound trip, the brutal finale involves him sliding painfully along the patio on his back. Inward is more of an upside-down descent into Sammy’s food bowl, which is only less painful if Sammy isn’t eating at the time.

Because of its obvious flaws, he’d largely abandoned this ‘raging bull’ approach by the end of spring, but suddenly readopted it at the worst possible moment – on a day the cat-flap wasn’t there any more.
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