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      Uncle Frank was an original. An anthropologist friend said he would have been a shaman in the Old World. Sharp as always, Frank replied what makes you think I wasn't?

      Before he had reached thirty Frank realised he could telepathise the thoughts of Felis catus, the domestic cat; particularly those who had been around humans and picked up their speech idioms. Cats like Felis sylvestris, the Scottish Wildcat, were different. When Frank visited the Scottish Highlands he touched a more ancient world. There was no feline 'conversation'; the contact was more primal. Frank concluded that if the wildcat considered you worthy he made you the shamanic gift of power.

      The mind of the domestic cat was more accessible than that of Felis sylvestris, though it was still strange and mysterious. Frank discovered those interminable mute feline stares, directed apparently into nowhere from an immobile cataleptic state, were not in any way vacuous, but filled with vivid experiences that only a cat could have. Cats' minds were busy places.

      Frank discovered that cats did not disdain communication with humans. Quite the contrary – they appeared to enjoy it. His more articulate contacts seemed to regard their species as the pinnacle of the forces of creation. Indeed, all other species, including Homo sapiens, were decidedly inferior.

      By his mid-thirties Frank had become well known as a painter of wildlife. He worked from his own photographs, which were taken during long hours spent in the countryside in search of that shot of fox, otter, buzzard or barn owl that revealed the creatures in action, either at play, hunting, or feeding young.

      Successful though he was, he had reached the point where he wanted to go deeper. He wanted his work to catch, as he put it, the innerness of his subjects. He was unable to be more precise; as he was following a feeling, an intuition, not an intellectual ideal.

      To achieve this he had to move somewhere that felt wilder and less civilised than the Home Counties of England, in spite of their magical hidden corners.

      He settled initially on Yorkshire; not the post-industrial West Riding, or the featureless monoculture of the Wolds' farms in the east. The Vale of Mowbray was to be his destination, with the North York Moors to one side and the Dales to the other. It was a land of meandering rivers and lush pastures, with a goodly sprinkling of ruined abbeys and Norman castles.

      This is Frank's account as he told it to me of the various country properties in which he spent the months from April to October and of the cats he encountered that transformed his life.
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      "The cottage has been shut up for the past year after the estate was sold and I'm afraid it's got a bit rundown," the agent warned me. "Though, truth be told, the owners never spent much on it. That's reflected in the very reasonable rent. The last resident was an unmarried estate woodsman. It'll be home to wasps and spiders now, I shouldn't wonder."

      "Sounds fun," I replied. I paid six months' rent in advance and left the office with the keys to the property.

      After a tiresome day spent among motorway traffic the peace that surrounded the cottage seemed to me like a force of transformation. The few sounds that disturbed it, like the rustling of leaves in the nearby woods, seemed to acquire a suggestive, almost mystical quality.

      Just right for an ancient shaman, I thought with a smile.

      There were no wasps' nests, though there were a few dried-up insects that lay on their backs on the window ledges. There weren't many spiders either, most of them were out hunting in the overgrown garden and would not retreat into the cottage until the early frosts of autumn.

      The first floor contained two bedrooms devoid of furniture, but with fine views of woodland from the windows. The larger, with excellent light, would be my studio; the smaller room would be used as storage space for finished work.

      The only other upstairs room was the bathroom, with immersion heater, a wash-hand basin and a bath but no shower. The bath contained the dried-up remains of several spiders, that had fallen in and been unable to escape. Spiders in baths don't get there through the plughole, as some opinions suppose, they fall from above.

      On the ground floor the sitting room and scullery were also empty. There was a walk-in pantry and a kitchen with an ancient electric cooker. All the rooms had quarry-tiled floors laid directly on the bare earth.

      Perfect, I thought.

      When I stepped into the small back parlour, wondering if I might turn it into a cosy bedroom, with a bright log fire to keep me company in the evenings, I found I was no longer alone.

      Two tomcats, one light grey with a white bib, the other tawny with broken black stripes along its back, sat on opposite sides of the parlour's old-fashioned cast-iron grate. Neither moved as I stepped into the room, merely glancing at me with apparent indifference. I stared at them in surprise. The outside door had been locked when I arrived.

      "How in the name of eternal mystery did you get in?" I asked.

      "It's our home," Stripes replied.

      Bib scowled; some cats are excellent scowlers. "We've every right."

      "It doesn't concern you that I'm the official tenant, the one who pays the rent?"

      "Why should it? Stripes answered defiantly.

      "You come from the world of money. It's a very recent world. We come from the ancient Wildwood and were around long before you. Therefore we have automatic seniority." Bib added with incontestable finality: "We have seen worlds you can't possibly imagine."

      I was intrigued by this pair of truculent felines and I sensed I had a comparable effect on them. I supposed it was rare for them to encounter a human who understood cats' talk.

      "Okay. If you want to stay there has to be a deal."

      Their ears twitched and I knew they were listening, even though they were doing their best to feign indifference.

      "If you keep the cottage free of rats and mice you can stay here."

      "We don't do rats," Stripes replied curtly.

      "They might have been poisoned," Bib elaborated. "It's a pointless risk."

      They had me on that one, but I didn't want to lose face. Before I could think of a reply Stripes sealed my fate.

      "Rats are intelligent. They won't try to get in because they know we're here. We don't need to catch them. Mice are stupid. They'll come inside in spite of us. The only way is to kill them."

      "If we move out the rats will get in," Bib warned, staring at me. "Then you'll have a problem – they'll get in the pantry and eat your food!"

      I saw a flaw in their argument. "I can visit the world of money and buy poison."

      "Then you'll have rats dying all over the place; under the bedroom floorboards, in the drains. Their bodies will start to smell. You'll tear the place apart trying to find them." Stripes cast an omniscient glance at me. "You have to know how rats are and then you can beat them." He yawned, feigning boredom. "Can we talk about something more interesting?"

      "Okay," I said, "name your subject."

      "The deal," Bib replied. "So far we've only heard your side. Our request is very simple: you give us milk. Then we'll catch mice and frighten the rats away."

      "I drink goats' milk," I said. "I'm allergic to dairy products. I also eat goats' cheese."

      "That's fine by us," Stripes said, then added: "Just as long as it's full cream."

      "None of that watered-down stuff," Bib shot me a warning glare. "And none of that powdered rubbish. But we wouldn't mind a tiny bit of the goats' cheese, if you have any to spare."

      "It's a deal," I smiled. "Let's shake on it, metaphorically speaking." A thought occurred to me: "What about your food?"

      "That's our business," Stripes stated with finality. "There's just one other thing."

      I wondered what was coming next.

      "You could make a fire in that little grate," Bib suggested. "It can get chilly in the evenings out here. We used to sit by it when the old woodsman lived here."

      "There are logs and kindling in the shed," Stripes said. "The old woodsman kept himself well stocked."

      "That's a good idea," I agreed. "I enjoy an evening fire myself."

      Things were going well. I looked forward to pleasant evenings by the fireside with my two articulate companions.

      My next task was to unload my old camper van. I took my easel, lightweight extending table and painting materials to the larger bedroom, then carried my camp bed and two folding chairs into the parlour. The cats had ignored me, staring impassively into worlds I couldn't see.

      "What do you want two chairs for?" Stripes asked. "Are we expecting company?"

      Before I could reply Bib leaped on to one of the folding chairs. "He's brought it for us, of course. How thoughtful."

      Stripes jumped up beside Bib. "Just enough room for us both. Now all we need is a fire and some milk."

      Beginning to feel a little like a servant I fetched logs and dry kindling from the outside store, sprinkled a few drops of turps substitute on the kindling and in minutes a cheerful fire was burning in the grate. The cats, sitting side by side on the folding chair, stared at the fire, their pupils narrowing at the brightness of the flames.

      "We'll take a nap now," Bib announced, glancing at me. "It would be nice if you could give us a drink of milk when we wake up."

      Not waiting for a reply the cats curled up on the chair and promptly went to sleep.

      There was no more conversation to be had, so I left the parlour and busied myself in the kitchen. I plugged in my small portable fridge and put into it cartons of goats' milk and cheese, plus a sealed container of vegetable curry, which I intended to heat up in my microwave for supper.

      I rummaged through a box of miscellaneous items and located an earthenware bowl I had intended to use for indoor plants – I'd had in mind to buy a mix of cyclamen to brighten up a windowsill – and put it aside for the cats' milk. It was my first personal sacrifice. I had a feeling it would not be my last.

      I went upstairs and swept the two bedroom floors, then I laid out my paints, brushes and cleaning jars on the extending table. I had a box of soft cloths to cover my finished paintings and I put these in the second bedroom.

      When I returned to the parlour the cats were sitting side by side on the chair staring at the dying embers of the fire. Bib was scowling.

      "You've almost let it go out."

      "It's okay. I can save it." I placed the bowl on the floor. "Milk."

      The cats leaped off the chair and began to drink, their heads pressed together, as there was hardly room in the bowl for them both to drink at the same time. While they drank I threw kindling on the embers and brought the fire back to life.

      "Simple as that. The servant has sorted the problem."

      The cats jumped back onto the chair and began washing the last traces of milk from their faces and whiskers. Gratitude, I thought sadly, was not in their mindset.

      Stripes stopped washing. "If it makes you feel better, we're both very grateful for your selfless attention."

      They had been reading my thoughts – or, perhaps more accurately, picking up the vibe of my disappointment.

      "Don't expect us to react like well trained children," Bib said stiffly. "To show gratitude is demeaning. Self-respecting cats don't do demeaning." He was scowling again. "There are a lot of things you need to learn about the nature of cats."

      That was evidently true. "Can I ask a personal question?"

      "You can ask as many as you like," Stripes replied. "But you have to understand we might choose not to answer them all."

      I took the plunge. "Are you related to each other, or did you just meet by chance?"

      "We're brothers," Stripes confessed. "Born in the same litter."

      Bib elaborated. "There were six of us. All different colours, which is not uncommon."

      "Our owner," Stripes began, "that is, the fellow who thought he owned us, was an out-of-work farm labourer from a village in Ireland. He brought us to England to sell us, along with a couple of smelly lurchers."

      "But we escaped." Bib revealed.

      "What – all six of you? I asked.

      "Just the two of us," Bib clarified. "Because we were the bravest. We seized the first chance we got and ended up here."

      "We walked for a long time and had lots of adventures," Stripes admitted, with an undeniable touch of pride.

      "We were chased by dogs," Bib said,"which was predictable and boring."

      "A gamekeeper tried to shoot us," Stripes added, "because we were raiding his nests."

      "What nests?" I interrupted. "I thought gamekeepers raised their birds from chicks and kept the growing birds in netted enclosures?"

      "These were wild pheasants' nests, birds that had esaped the guns on shooting days. But the keepers always think of them as theirs," Bib pronounced disapprovingly.

      "We fought with a gang of nasty stoats."

      "And foxes."

      "Foxes?" I asked in surprise, "And you managed to survive?"

      "It was a cub, but a big one," Stripes said. "He surprised us when we were raiding. We had no choice but fight back. I gave him a bloody nose with a swipe of my claws."

      "And I jumped on his back and bit a piece out of his ear," Bib stated with pride. "Then he yelped and ran away."

      A text-book encounter, or perhaps a touch of the blarney? I didn't know if I should believe them. I had seen hunting cats flee from the sight of a fox during an early morning wildlife watch in Devon the previous autumn.

      "It doesn't matter if you don't believe us," Stripes said. "All we can tell you is the truth."

      "I never said I didn't believe you."

      "No," Bib scowled, "but you thought it."

      These were two very smart cats. I wondered what was coming next.

      "We were attacked by a bird," Stripes said. "A big one."

      I was immediately interested. "How big?"

      "Very big."

      "A great ugly thing with feet full of weapons!"

      "We were eating a rabbit we'd killed and it came right at us, trying to scare us off," Bib expanded. "It had been circling high up and making a strange call, a bit like a kitten."

      A buzzard, I realised. Their numbers were increasing. These cats had obviously not seen one before. "Did it take the rabbit from you?"

      "No, it did not!" Stripes asserted. "We pulled the rabbit into a thick thorn hedge and the bird was too big to follow us. It tried to get in and grab the rabbit with its great feet, but we spat and hissed and it cleared off."

      "It was the biggest bird we'd ever seen," Bib admittrd. "Except for those really big gulls."

      Great Black-backs, I told them. On a fine day rabbits will flee from their shadows, like Hobbits from Nazgul. I had seen one bird trying to take a dead leveret from a big dog fox. The fox had to retreat with its prey into a wood to shake the bird off. I had photographed and painted the encounter. I would love to have seen my two companions fighting with the buzzard – that would have made an even better painting!

      "You've had some dangerous moments!" I said, excited by the cats' stories.

      "That's life in the wild!" Stripes confirmed.

      "Why do you stay here? This place must give you good hunting, or you'd simply move on."

      "It's not keepered here just now," Bib explained. "There are plenty of rabbits."

      "But there's also more competition," Stripes elaborated. "From foxes and from cats like us."

      "Are there many feral cats?"

      "We've seen a few," Bib admitted. "And there's a huge and very savage tomcat who thinks of the whole estate as his territory."

      "That's why we hunt together," Stripes explained, "in case we come across him. He won't fight us both. We're younger and faster than he is and he won't risk getting hurt."

      "But there's another reason we made this place our home," Bib said. "Because the man who lived in this house gave us treats."

      "Beef dripping," Stripes almost purred at the recollection. "Once a week when he went to the town for food."

      "I'll try to remember to get you some." As soon as I had spoken I wished I hadn't risen to the bait. Was this the beginning of a long list of treats?

      "You'll be our best friend if you do," Bib said.

      Next day I drove into the nearby town to buy items I hadn't brought with me. I remembered to get the beef dripping.

      It was all the cats wanted. I felt ashamed that I had mistrusted them. They loved the dripping and spent a long time licking their empty dish and cleaning their whiskers, not wanting to waste the least smidgeon.

      The days passed pleasantly enough. I drove off most mornings in the camper van to begin exploring the area. I got photos of an otter hunting in one of the rivers that flowed down from the Dales and shots of a goshawk taking a wood pigeon in flight.

      I turned the photos into action paintings that I considered some of the best work I had ever done. But it was during the evenings sitting by the parlour fire with the cats that the real breakthrough came.

      The cats would sleep on their chair for an hour before they bid me goodnight and left via the pantry window to go hunting. This window was the source of their sudden arrivals and disappearances, as it was unsecured and would yield to the merest nudge from outside, swinging closed by itself after the cats had entered. The cats could pull it open with their claws to get outside and, once they had gone, the window obligingly drifted back into its frame.

      One typical evening, as the cats slept and I studied them, I became aware of images emerging involuntarily into my mind. At first I could make no sense of them: movement of something through grasses and undergrowth, then tree roots, the hint of a narrow trackway through nettles, more grasses, the leaves of low hawthorn branches, then large stepping stones forming the crossing place over a stream…

      I wondered if I was having some kind of waking dream, but it seemed that the eyes of the dreamer were close to the ground and therefore not human. Then, with a shock, I realised.

      I was tapping into the dream of one of the cats – or maybe the shared dream of them both as they lay sleeping on their chair.

      The abrupt realisation had the effect of shutting me out of the dream. I would have to be careful, or this sudden gift would be lost before it had truly developed. It was going to be tricky, because to get into the dream sequence required me to be completely unselfconscious, almost as if I was watching a dream that belonged to someone else. Well it did, of course, it belonged to the cats. I was simply opening my awareness to their dream experience. To do this I had to be self-absent, thus gone as the Old World shamans had it.

      The last thing I should do was to try to get into their dream. I just had to sit in my chair and be passively available to the cats' world.

      The following evening it had rained and the cats slept later than usual. Cats don't much care for rain. They descended, some say, from wild North African cats, where the environment was consistently hot and dry and, arguably, their aversion to rain was genetic.

      I found that if I stared at the blank wall above the fireplace it brought on the state of self-absence after only a few minutes. I had begun to journey in the world of the cats' dream when my mobile rang, disturbing the cats as well as myself. I switched the phone off. Modern technology had no place in dream journeying!

      The cats went back to sleep and I stared at the wall. My internal monologue ceased and my eyes closed. I was in the cats' dream again, travelling with them along a hedgerow, pausing as they made investigations in the hedgeside vegetation and the bushes that formed the hedge. Then I was among trees and journeyed as before through grasses and around tree roots until I came to the stream.

      Then my dream-state went dark, as if a shutter had fallen across it. I opened my eyes to find the cats waking up and stretching. The dream journey was over for the time being.

      I wondered if the cats had realised that I – or at least part of my inner being – had been travelling with them but, to my relief, they showed no sign that they had been aware of my presence.

      I was certain they would have commented on it otherwise – and I wasn't sure if they would have welcomed my uninvited company!

      For most evenings during the next couple of weeks I joined them in their nocturnal wandering. I was there when they confronted a hunting stoat, which fled up a tree as fast as it could and I was present when they caught a rabbit at the edge of woodland. On another occasion I crossed the stream with them and came out of the trees into a field of grazing sheep. The animals moved away from them, leaving the cats to hunt untroubled for field voles in the hedgerows.

      Although the experience was initially enthralling, after a while I came to realise it had strict limits. I could travel visually with the cats, but I had no audible dimension to enrich the journey. And I could never hope to develop a sense of smell, which was an integral part of the whole experience. I was a sensorily impaired onlooker, partly present, but still excluded. It was fascinating, but frustrating.

      The only alternative was for me to become a cat, but shape-shifting powers – like those attributed to witches in local folklore – were beyond me. Anyway, an additional feline presence would surely have been detected – and the cats may not have approved!

      The cats' nocturnal hunting trips had raised an important issue, which I mentioned the evening after they had caught the rabbit.

      "Your species has been accused of killing songbirds. Is there any truth in it?"

      "We can't comment on what other cats do," Stripes replied, "but there's no future in that for us. Rabbits and partridge are much more nourishing. They can last us a couple of days. And raiding a wild pheasant's nest is easy. You don't even have to climb a tree and you've a dozen eggs to feast on! Ground-nesting birds are soft targets."

      "The problem is pet cats that live in towns are so limited," Bib said. "There are mice and rats, but that can get boring. And they risk eating a rat that's been poisoned. Mice are good for sport, but don't make much of a meal."

      "Pet cats are often kept inside at night and so daybirds are all they have to hunt," Stripes added. "Unless mice are stupid enough to make a nest in their back garden."

      Bib elaborated: "Town cats can hunt garden birds when they're asleep on their perches at night, but they don't hunt them for food, because their owners feed them every day. They do it to keep themselves sharp. You can't blame them."

      "We hunted small birds when we were kittens," Stripes reflected. "It was all we could manage, apart from mice. But cats in the wild are very selective. They only take inattentive birds, the ones that aren't on their guard. They take the unwary. It's like a selective cull."

      I wasn't too sure about the veracity of Stripes' last comment, but my feline companions had made some good points: pet cats that live in towns take songbirds in the daytime because that was pretty much all they had to hunt. Stuck with only a back garden or two to hunt in they would soon kill off all the songsters.

      Cats' ancient instinct was to hunt. They were part of the inherent balance of the natural orders. It wasn't their fault if people had messed their world up. Put a tiger in a zoo and he'll bite off the head of an inexperienced keeper if he has half a chance. And woe betide the tourist who sticks an arm through his bars to stroke him! They are wild creatures that can never be truly tamed.

      I realised, with a surge of unexpected assurance, that I was one-hundred-per-cent on the side of the cat.

      The weeks passed. Most mornings I set off with my camera to explore the countryside that surrounded me. Occasionally I made contact with local naturalist or birdwatcher groups in the hope they would point me in the direction of likely wildlife hotspots.

      The naturalists were consistently helpful, the birdwatchers less so, invariably irritated by my assumed mercenary motivation. I did my best to explain that I was a committed conservationist, but it didn't do much to soften their attitude.

      When I had a reasonable collection of satisfactory photographs I began painting, still reserving occasional fine days for exploring the landscape. Coming back one early evening from a visit to one of the northern dales, I caught sight of a barn owl flying out from what looked like a ruined church in a grassy field by the road. On a whim I pulled the camper van into a lay-by and set off across the field with my camera.

      It was to prove a memorable experience. I could see straight away that the owl was roosting in the old church, which was mostly roofless except for part of the chancel. The owl was roosting on a beam under the surviving section of roof. Studying the broken flagstones of the floor beneath the perch in the light of my torch, I could see from the mass of regurgitated pellets – some fresh and black, but the majority going grey with age – that this was probably the owl's favourite roost, in an unfrequented and sheltered place.

      I stepped from the church and surveyed the darkening fields. The owl was out there hunting – would it come back with prey to this roost, or would it take the prey to its young in their nest, wherever that was? I assumed the church owl was a male that spent at least part of his time on his individual roost, his mate, if he had one, attending the nestlings.

      I wanted to get to know this owl. I had photographed barn owls before, but it had been in opportunist moments, getting shots of owls perched on fence posts or on the branch of an isolated tree. I had never had the chance to get consistently close to one.

      The remains of the church tower stood at the opposite end of the ruin. Some of it had fallen but I found there was a gap in the stonework from which I had a perfect view of the roost without being seen. This was too good a chance to miss.

      The question was: how long was I prepared to wait?

      Barn owls' hearing is super sensitive. I didn't want to frighten the bird and put it off using the roost. If it didn't come back soon I would lose the daylight and there was less light still in the old church. The use of flash was out of the question.

      I decided to pull the camper van into the cover of nearby trees, get a few hours' sleep, then be up at first light to photograph the owl on his roost, or flying from the church, or both. As barn owls were known to hunt in the pre-dawn twilight I hoped I might get a few shots of the bird quartering the field near the church.

      I had a spare sleeping bag and food in the camper, so I decided to wait and chance my luck, rather than driving back to the cottage and setting off again in the wee small hours.

      I had more luck than I could have hoped for. When I looked through the gap in the tower's stonework in the grey pre-dawn light I could see the owl was still perched on the beam. The bird was facing me and seemed to be asleep. I took several photos and waited, peering through the gap.

      After a few minutes the owl awoke and flapped his wings. I took two more photos and was in time to catch the bird's exit through a window of the nave. I photographed the owl as he hunted low over the field and eventually dropped into the rough grass to rise up again with a field vole in his talons. He didn't return to the church, but flew off in the opposite direction, to the female and owlets, I assumed.

      I drove back to the cottage in jubilant mood, knowing I had taken some of my best ever action photos. I made a promise I would come back to visit the owl again.

      As I reached the cottage the first thing I heard were the cries of two buzzards and I photographed them as they circled above the nearby fields. I resolved to be out early the next fine morning and spend time tracking them in their hunt for prey.

      My buoyant mood became a fast-fading memory when I stepped through the parlour door…

      Four cats, Stripes, Bib and what I assumed were two females, lay asleep on my camp bed. Scattered around the room were the remains of two dead rabbits. Bloody entrails were strewn around the hearth and under the bed. A partially eaten rabbit's head stared at me from the seat of my folding chair.

      My shout of shock and outrage sent the cats fleeing from the room. At that moment I didn't care if I never saw Stripes and Bib again. I spent the next two hours cleaning the room. When I had finished I fixed a simple latch to the pantry window that closed it firmly against any unwanted entry. Then I cleaned the shelf and floor where the cats had dragged in the dead rabbits. Finally I took my bedding to the launderette in the town.

      I saw no sign of any cats as I drove furiously away.

      The situation with the cats coincided with the due date for the extension of my rent of the cottage. As I sat in a greasy spoon eating an all-day breakfast I wondered if I really wanted to continue living there.

      My relationship with the cats had been fascinating and I had learned a lot from the experience, but perhaps it was time to move on. There would be other cottages to rent and, no doubt, other cats to befriend. I could never trust Stripes and Bib now anyway. It was true: cats only had allegiance to themselves. Any show of loyalty to humans, no matter how kindly they may be, was an utter sham.

      That evening I sat alone by the fire. No cats had appeared meeowing to be let in. It was just as well, I might have thrown my boots at them true to the Rudyard Kipling story.

      I went to bed early, but slept fitfully. I awoke at dawn and the first thing I did, as I had for the last several months, was look for the cats asleep in their chair after their nightly hunt. The chair was empty. Then the horror of the previous day surged into my brain… It was definitely time for me to leave.

      I dressed quickly; then, after a hasty cup of coffee, began to put my possessions into the camper van.

      The last thing I did was unfasten the pantry window. The cats were welcome to the place. I got in the camper and was about to drive away when something prompted me to look back.

      When I replayed the moment afterwards I could never say what triggered it, but in that brief glance my life changed for ever.

      The cats were looking out from the sitting room window. They were staring at me. I could see their pink mouths opening and I imagined their forlorn cries…

      I got out of the camper and went back into the cottage. The cats jumped down from the window seat and rushed towards me. They were calling continuously, little pitiful tremulous cries. They leaped at me, flinging themselves into my arms. I clutched them to my chest as they gripped my coat collar and pressed their heads against my cheeks.

      I was amazed, perhaps overwhelmed would be a more apt description. I held on to the cats, making soothing noises, feeling something wet against my face. With a shock I realised the cats were crying – what seemed like real fervent uncontrolled tears.

      I carried them into the parlour and lay on the bed, the cats still pressed to my chest.

      "Okay, okay. I'm staying. Don't get upset. I love you too."

      Yes, I did love them. I was filled with an undeniable surging tide of intense feeling. I lay on the bed clutching the cats as they licked their tears from my face with their rough little tongues.

      But cats don't cry like we do, it was a physical impossibility. So whose tears were they – surely not my own? I never managed to resolve the question.

      I prized the cats off and gave them a drink of milk in the bowl I had left by the hearth. They lapped the milk, glancing up at me and making their tremulous cries, as if they were unsure if I might dematerialise at any moment.

      I tried to reassure them. "Don't worry. I'm staying. We're friends again."

      I began to unpack the camper van. The cats stopped drinking and watched my every move. When I had brought the last items into the house and closed the door the cats finally relaxed. They finished the milk and jumped on to their chair, curled up and went to sleep.

      "It's over," I said. "We're back to normal."

      After I had carried my painting materials upstairs I built a small fire and sat in my chair. The cats glanced at me, as if to acknowledge that normality was indeed on its way back into their lives. After a while I lay on the bed and fell asleep. When I awoke I found the cats still sleeping on their chair. They had only once shown the temerity of lying uninvited on the bed.

      During the next few days the cats still seemed to need reassurance. When I went out, preparing to drive away on a new quest for photographs, I had to give them milk and beef dripping and make soothing sounds to convince them all was well. I found their behaviour very moving. It was a revelation that such a bond could be formed with cats.

      I renewed the rent for another six months. As the weeks passed the cats and I became a family unit, with regular telepathic conversations by the parlour fire in the evenings. They had never made a formal apology for their behavior and I didn't demand one. It was obvious they were contrite and it was equally clear I had forgiven them.

      On fine days the cats left the evening fireside earlier, as the nights were slowly lengthening. I never saw their kills, as they kept all evidence of their nights' hunting away from the house and even its wild garden. That their forays had been successful was evident in their lengthy washing rituals the next morning, when they paid special attention to their faces, chins and whiskers.

      Sometimes they groomed each other if their nocturnal adventures had been particularly bloody. I was moved by the meticulous attention they paid to the difficult-to-reach areas on heads and necks.

      Occasionally I asked about their hunting trips and they showed no reluctance to relating their exploits. One evening I introduced the subject of painting, an activity which was completely alien to the cats. The only occasions they had ventured upstairs was to check for the presence of mice. Even when I showed them my painting of the hunting owl they did no more than sniff at it, unable to make the connection between live bird and image when the olfactory link was missing. The painted owl meant nothing to them.

      I photographrd them sitting on their chair by the fire and did a painting based on the photo. It was a tribute to our relationship. I knew I would treasure both for the rest of my life.

      On the days when I was not busy painting I joined forces with a local naturalist who was doing a survey on the county's owls. Together we visited the barn owl in the ruined church, a bird which was known to the naturalist, who showed me the nest in a ruined field barn where the owl's mate had reared three healthy offspring.

      The one fully fledged female was still living in the area, but the two young males had dispersed to find their own territories.

      I learned that the barn owl population had stabilised after the intensely cold winter of two years previously, which had seen a decrease in field voles, the barn owls' main prey.

      As a result of the lack of voles few attempts had been made at breeding among the population of adult owls the following spring and I learned how the delicate balance of predators to prey automatically readjusted to external conditions.

      It was hard enough for predators to survive in good years, my naturalist friend told me, with estates still trying to wipe out the nation's wild rabbit population, rather than leaving it to the resident raptors, whose numbers would grow exponentially if there were more rabbits to hunt. Apex predators would thrive, he said. Gamekeepers didn't need to worry.about the numbers of Oryctolagus cuniculus, the poor persecuted common bunny.

      The estate where I rented my cottage had recently changed hands. The transaction, I was told, would not involve me until the start of the next financial year, when the new owners might want the cottage to accommodate an estate worker. The estate was going to be a mix of tenanted farms and shooting rights, as it had been with the previous owners. I wondered what would happen to the cats when the time came for me to leave.

      It was a concern that need not have troubled me. I was surprised one morning in late autumn when the cats did not appear for their milk after their usual nocturnal hunting trip. I followed the route I had learned from my inchoate shamanic journeys as I had come to think of them.

      I found them on the far side of the woodland stream. They were both dead. In the rough grass at the edge of the woodland I found the body of a buzzard and, a little further on, a dead rabbit.

      It was obvious. The rabbit, almost certainly poisoned, had been bait for the buzzard and had attracted the innocent attention of the hungry bird. Buzzards, like red kite, often feed on carrion. It had been a windy night and the cats had perhaps been unlucky in their hunting, so the rabbit had also tempted them. Cats were not averse to carrion, especially if it was reasonably fresh.

      Stripes and Bib had, for one unguarded moment, ignored their fear of poison and succumbed.

      The buzzard must have died before the cats arrived. The cats' suspicions had not been sufficiently aroused and they had eaten a little of the rabbit. It would not have taken much to become a fatal dose. At the first signs of illness they had tried to get back to the cottage, but had barely managed to make it half way. I wondered if they had been instinctively seeking my help.

      The idea brought tears to my eyes. Was it conceited nonsense to suppose they saw me as their protector? I wasn't sure what to believe.

      I left the bodies where they lay and contacted the police and the RSPB. The dead animals were taken away for forensic tests, which revealed they had all ingested an illegal highly toxic nerve agent, the source of which was the dead rabbit.

      The estate's newly arrived gamekeepers were suspected, but nothing was proven. An article on the poisonings in the local paper quoted one of the keepers as saying dead buzzards and dead cats are all the same. They're all pests and should be got rid of. The owners of the shooting rights on the estate were none too pleased with their employee's comments. But still no one was brought to account.

      From my contact with the police and wildlife conservation groups I was aware of the extent of illegal persecution of protected birds of prey in the vicinity of shooting estates. The shooting and poisoning of wild predators by gamekeepers was far from uncommon, but prosecutions, let alone convictions, were few. The cats had simply been collateral damage.

      In a state of outrage and grief I collected my friends' bodies and buried them at the edge of the woodland they had crossed every night on their hunting trips. I left the cottage a few days later, as the place had become uninhabitable. In a state of profound sadness I drove south to my gallery.

      I would never forget them, the cats that perhaps had cried on my shoulder, demonstrating that even this most self-possessed of animals could form a deep relationship with a caring human being.

      In fact I owed them a massive debt. My night-time journeys with the hunting cats had transformed my painting. I had made no conscious effort to change the way I worked, it had just happened naturally, by a subtle divinatory process I couldn't understand. But I had developed the ability to catch the innerness of my subjects, their presence, or life spirit.

      My reputation grew – and it was thanks to Stripes and Bib.

      I wondered if they had caught any mice in the cottage as part of our deal. If they had they never told me. It seemed the deal had been forgotten by both parties – and a remarkable relationship had taken its place.
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