
[image: Image Missing]



About the Author


Marilyn Edwards was born in 1946 and lived her formative years in Yorkshire. She worked most of her life in the book trade, for publishers including Jonathan Cape, Allen & Unwin and Random House. After retiring from London publishing to a life of full-time writing, she moved with husband and fellow northerner Michael to a small village in Cumbria, where they lived with their four cats, Fannie, Titus, Pushkin and Gilly.


The Moon Cottage cat series was originally published by Hodder between 2003-2008, to great critical acclaim from cat lovers including Jacqueline Wilson, Karin Slaughter and Celia Haddon. Marilyn was also the author of fiction novels White Chin and Magnificat. More information on Marilyn and her work can be found on www.thecatsofmooncottage.co.uk.




Also by Marilyn Edwards


More Cat Tales from Moon Cottage


The Cats on Hutton Roof


The Coach House Cats




The Cats



of Moon Cottage


MARILYN EDWARDS


ILLUSTRATED BY


PETER WARNER


[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing] 

 www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2003 by Coronet


An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Marilyn Edwards 2003


Illustrations copyright © Peter Warner 2003


The right of Marilyn Edwards and Peter Warner to be identified as the Author and Illustrator respectively of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover image: Shutterstock


The extract on here from Norman Nicholson’s poem ‘The Tame Hare’ has been reproduced with kind permission of Faber & Faber Ltd.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Paperback ISBN 978 1 529 37344 8


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 36596 2


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




For Michael,


who grins and bears it.




[image: Image Missing]


CHAPTER 1


This tale starts with an email. As emails go, this is not the most obviously momentous, but, put simply, it changed my life. It also had a marked effect on my husband, Michael, and his son John and, to a lesser extent, on his other two sons, Damian and Oliver. Here it is:





	From:
	     
	Mitzi




	To:
	     
	Broadcast everyone in office




	Subject:
	     
	Kittens




	Date:
	     
	22 May 15:23








Our author, Susan Hill, has two seven-week-old kittens, one boy and one girl. She’s looking for a home for them, and would rather they stay together. If anybody’s interested, please give Caroline a buzz.








	From:
	     
	Marilyn




	To:
	     
	Mitzi




	Subject:
	     
	RE: Kittens




	Date:
	     
	22 May 15:36








Mitzi, I have just talked to Michael and he says we can take them, which is wonderful. We have an old cat but I presume that won’t be a problem. But of course someone might have got there first.


Marilyn








	From:
	     
	Mitzi




	To:
	     
	Marilyn




	Subject:
	     
	RE: Kittens




	Date:
	     
	22 May 15:50








As far as I know, no one else has asked about them, so I think they’re all yours. I’ll let you know the details on Tuesday.








	From:
	     
	Marilyn




	To:
	     
	Michael




	Subject:
	     
	FW: Kittens




	Date:
	     
	22 May 16:14








Hey, Michael – we are parents!


Love M








	From:
	     
	Michael




	Sent:
	     
	22 May 16:46




	To:
	     
	Marilyn




	Subject:
	     
	RE: Kittens








Now you can’t shout at me for calling you Mam!


Hope Septi takes to them!


Will you tell him or shall I?


 


-------------------------





And so it came to pass – well, nearly. But Michael’s percipient question about Septi is to haunt me soon enough.


Meanwhile, back at the office, in the early evening of that same day, there is a sudden frenzy of activity as arrangements are made for a small drinks party to celebrate the engagement of one of our team to her young man. Just a quarter of an hour into the party, I’m unable to contain my excitement a second longer and find myself stepping forward. It is with only the smallest intent of wickedness, and with truly no aim of upstaging anyone – but more because my mind is full of whiskers and kittens – that I hear myself declaring loudly that Michael and I also have an announcement to make. Michael stares across the room at me, radiating apprehension, because he cannot second-guess what I am about to say and everyone falls disarmingly silent.


Now embarrassed, I raise my glass and mumble coyly: ‘Michael and I would like to tell you all that we are about to become parents.’ I will remember that silence for the rest of my life, heightened as it was by the exquisite expression of confusion and incredulity on the face of our boss. Pregnancies abound in our office, and while they are naturally supported, the ensuing need for maternity leave always creates a wake of problems. At fifty-plus years of age, I, and therefore Michael, had for some time been considered to be safely beyond all that sort of thing.
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Shamefully unable to maintain the suspense any longer, I explain prosaically that this is more by way of an adoption, and a feline one at that, and with visible relief our boss rallies and offers us warm congratulations and all happiness with our new offspring.
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CHAPTER 2


May


On returning to our cottage in Hertfordshire that weekend, however, Michael and I seriously begin to contemplate how the resident aged cat, Septi, might react to a kitten in his life. It is now to be one kitten, not two; as the second one had already been given a home before my email reached Susan Hill.


By this time Septi, named in full ‘September’ after the month in which he was acquired, has been a member of Michael’s household from his late kittenhood until the full maturity of his now seventeen years.


During those years he has endured many moves and tiresome disruptions to his fiercely guarded routines. He has survived any number of unintentional shutting-ins and shutting-outs, uncounted numbers of fights, several road accidents – of which one, certainly, would have killed any lesser cat – and has generally just been left to get on with it, through times of love and also of neglect. So Septi, now in his later years, has developed an independence and aloofness that Kipling would recognise immediately. He does indeed walk by himself on the ‘wet wild roofs, waving his wild tail and walking by his wild lone’. In short, he is his own cat. He patrols his domain, the cottage, the garden and the immediate environs, with brio and immaculate attention to detail, which, among other things, entails seeing off no end of neighbouring cats.


Septi deserves a proper introduction. He is a neutered, male, short-haired, tabby moggy. Long bodied, he has ebony-dark shiny fur, which is exceptionally silky to the touch. He sports a smart white waistcoat and a full set of matching socks. Septi has a slightly haughty expression, and can look down his nose as no other cat of my acquaintance. He has a nick in one ear, acquired in a long-distant battle, magnificent fierce white whiskers, and penetrating large, greeny-brown eyes. He also has slightly broken, yellowing teeth but manages to eat perfectly well with them.


One unusual feature of Septi is his oddly strangulated voice. Miaowing, for him, always appears to take a considerable effort, and the sound that he emits suggests nothing less than that a pair of hands might be clamped around his throat. Notwithstanding that, he can yowl loudly enough to wake me, although not always Michael, when locked out in the rain in the yard under our bedroom window. But, and this is gloriously his, he has a mellifluous and deep purr, which he can sustain for astonishingly long periods. His purr is special; he can fill the whole cottage with it. It thrums through you. It is an operatic purr.


He is a loving cat, for all his aloofness, and bestows his affection on each household member in turn. When he is in the mood, he will especially seek out all three of the boys and, in particular, John. Who, precisely, in the family is his guardian continues to be robustly debated and remains unresolved. John thinks he probably took charge of Septi by default when he was still a small kitten. His brothers, Damian and Oliver, both wanted dogs and John was the only one who declared an interest in possessing a cat. Damian, on the other hand, believes that Septi was introduced as just the house cat, pure and simple.


In our household at the time that this story begins, John, of the three brothers, is the one who lives with us permanently; the other two make spasmodic weekend raids, and Damian is in fact currently domiciled in South Africa. Septi had, however, lived with Damian for six months, four or five years earlier, which seems to have resulted in mutual respect, as well as a reciprocal love.


What else about Septi?


He has a pronounced and morbid fear of thunderstorms, and if I know he is outside when a storm is brewing and I am not there to let him in, I become anxious on his behalf. As for finding himself near fireworks, he would rather be buried alive I believe. His one physical weakness, I sometimes think, is that a small lump on his back possibly hurts him, as I have noticed that occasionally, if he is stroked too firmly along his back, he will bite the hand that strokes, more warningly than penetratingly; but disconcerting for the stroker, nonetheless.


Over the span of his life, Septi has been a rapacious hunter and able to kill all manner of animals with quick efficiency, but by the time I entered his life, his hunting, for the most part, is over. There is an oft-repeated story of an occasion in his youth, when Michael’s youngest son, Oliver, circa five years old, embarked upon an experiment with profound results. Early one morning when all other human members of the household were soundly asleep, the young boy, awake and bored, took it upon himself to entertain Septi by introducing him to his hamster. Oliver was in fact the proud owner of a pair of hamsters, but on this particular morning he restricted the formalities to just one of them. To his delight, the cat and the hamster had a most lively game together.
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When John rose from his bed a short time later, however, he was saddened to find the small corpse of the very same hamster and a faraway look in Septi’s eyes. Perhaps, in order to protect Oliver’s sensibilities, not enough emphasis was laid upon the mortal dangers inherent in such play and, in the tradition of Greek tragedy, the following day the same terrible scene unfolded with the remaining hamster.


Septi never had it so good.
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CHAPTER 3


June


So now the moment has arrived.


‘Will you tell him, or shall I?’


We both try. I open the batting.


‘Septi, come over here. There’s a good fellow. Look, there’s something I need to say to you. I do know that just at the beginning, you will hate it and you will feel really iffy about it, but I promise you, it will be all right, really, eventually. Trust me.’


Michael watches this performance from me with an incredulous grin. He leans down and scoops Septi up in his arms, holding him close, and the great cat purr revs up, increasing in volume as Michael strokes him in all his favourite places. Septi rubs his cheek against Michael’s and then glances across at me, down his nose, with an expression on his face that I cannot fail to interpret as ‘eat your heart out’.


Michael murmurs into the top of his head almost, but not quite inaudibly: ‘She wants to bring a horrid little kitten into your life and ruin your peace and destroy everything that you are used to, and all that you enjoy most. So what do you think to that, boy? How does that grab you then?’


Out for a duck.


What is this male bonding stuff, this total resistance to change, I wonder crossly, but not without feeling a twinge of guilt. Michael winks at me and I flap a tea towel at him, in frustration. Septi continues to purr obliviously.


I hear myself pleading pathetically: ‘Why don’t you support me, Michael? If you don’t help me with this, then I might just as well phone Susan Hill, now, and say it’s off!’


Michael shrugs and observes: ‘Don’t think Septi really got what I said, anyway.’


‘Yes, he did. I reckon he clocks much more than you think. There is an essence of understanding that I’m sure he has.’


‘Don’t think so, but all right. Listen, Septi. A kitten is coming and you will enjoy, OK? Acceptable, Marilyn? Does that fit the bill?’


Having exhausted the supply of tea towels, I stomp off upstairs and run myself a diverting bath. As I lie down in the water and watch it rise up the sides, I find myself smirking as I realise I’m taking part in the activity of displacement in more than just one sense.


5 June


At last the day I have been yearning for dawns and we are in Solihull for a meeting. This day was nominated as our day for collection as Solihull is close to the home of the kittens, but the waiting time has stretched out endlessly.


By mid-afternoon the meeting has drawn to a close and we are free to go in search of the longed-for kitten, and after a thirty-minute car journey we find the village. Michael navigates the car down a long winding driveway and we pass between several fields and beside a large pond and, finally, after several twists and turns we pull up in the yard and are greeted, with great warmth, by Susan Hill, who walks towards us, accompanied by a lean red and white shorthaired cat. Having exchanged greetings with our hostess, Michael and I both bend down to say hello to this fit-looking feline, but in a very businesslike way and with no sign of embarrassment, the cat turns away, fully occupied with making her toilet in an old horse trough, now filled with soil. She completes her task and we are introduced. She is Tallulah, the mother of the kittens. I ask Susan who the father might be and she reckons that the dad is a regular consort from the nearby housing estate.


Susan invites us to follow her into a fine, rambling, limestone farmhouse and we find ourselves in a large light kitchen, which is magnificently dominated by a long wooden table. And there, on this table, is pure joy. Pure Joy is the most beautiful kitten in the world. Of course, Michael and I were bound to fall in love with the kitten whatever she looked like, but this kitten is breathtakingly lovely. What greets our eyes is a small curled-up fur-ball who, as we enter, looks up and presents to us a tiny triangular heart-shaped face, animated by two enormous, penetrating amber eyes, surrounded by fabulous almond-shaped, geisha-stripes and finished off with large pert ears. Her overall colouring is predominantly stripy grey and black and white, with ginger slashes, and could properly be described as ‘torbie’, being a dark tabby tortoiseshell colour. She stands up unsteadily, on extraordinarily long and elegant legs, and sashays towards us – and before she reaches us, we are goners. Hook, line and sinker.


I nervously ask if this is to be our kitten, for love at first sight is what has happened. Susan, smilingly, reassures us. This is indeed the sole remaining kitten. Someone, locally, took the other one.


Because the kitten has been part of Susan’s household for so long, Susan warns us that she has been named already, as she could not remain anonymous for all that time. Susan looks across at me, and says, in a level tone: ‘Her name is Ottoline.’


I gasp. ‘You mean as in Morrell?’


Now, laughing, she nods emphatically.


I dare not look across at Michael, but as I hold my head down, in my mind’s eye I see images of Lady Ottoline’s fierce, determined chin and recall her legendary death from cancer of the jaw, which had always seemed so ironic. Immediately all manner of other non-sequiturs float through my head, her untiring courtship of the artistic glitterati of her day, her intense relationships and arguments with Bertrand Russell and Augustus John, and those endless soirees. She had, at one time, lived in and around Bedford Square, and I had left not only part of my soul there, but also a chunk of my heart, having, coincidentally, worked and played in that same square for many years. Although anomalous to label a tiny fluff-ball with such a grave name, it has a curiously right feel to it.
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Anyway it is a done deed. ‘OK. Ottoline then,’ I murmur compliantly.
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CHAPTER 4


Having carefully placed our precious nine-week-old bundle into a carrying cage, which we jam, for safety, on to the back seat of the car, we set off down the long drive in the direction of home. As we call out our farewells to Susan, we make a promise that we will keep in touch with a kitten-progress report.


At first, from the back of the car, we hear a series of tiny miaows, but then, as we continue to ignore the pleas, the small noises steadfastly develop into a crescendo. It is hard to believe that such a tiny animal is capable of generating the ear-shattering cries that are now emanating from the Lady Ottoline. They are heart-rending. I acknowledge my caddishness. I also cannot put out of my mind the thought that her mother will probably be experiencing a similar anguish. The look on Tallulah’s face as we had bundled Ottoline into the cat carrier had not escaped me. But now, suddenly, there is silence; and soon we are on the motorway and the silence continues.


After a long but uneventful journey, we arrive home and carefully transfer the cage and its tiny occupant into the house. The front door of our ancient cottage opens straight into the low-beamed sitting room, which is where most of our lives are lived and where Septi reigns supreme. As we enter the room, with cat cage in hand, Septi, who has been asleep on his usual chair, stares across at us apprehensively, possibly speculating whether an impending visit to the vet, which he hates, is on the agenda. Why else the cat carrier?


At exactly this moment, from the depths of the cage, we all hear a small but distinct ‘miaow’. Septi looks as if he has been electrified. On top of the aural assault, he has now picked up the feline scent. I cannot easily remember the last time I saw a cat with such a cross expression on its face. He looks furious. His mouth has pulled into that small governessy ‘o’ that cats effect so powerfully – his whisker pads are puffed out – and the tabby ‘worry’ lines above his eyes are even more drawn together. He is seriously put out and showing it.


We both feel concerned about letting the kitten out, but she has just endured a long and tiring journey and she really needs her freedom, and on the principle of ‘in for a penny’, we decide to release her and see what happens. Fumblingly, we open the cage door and one small, nervous kitten tumbles out into the room. Septi utters a deep growl of rage, glares at her, then quickly turns tail and runs from the room. Michael follows him and finds him by the back door, demanding to be let out. Septi’s need to get away is so absolute that we have no option but to comply. Also, we are shocked by his growl; cats seldom growl, and it is always serious when they do.


Meanwhile, the innocent instigator of this agitation is busy investigating everything. Initially hesitant, her courage seems to increase by the second, and this small predatory creature, so recently torn away from her mother and uprooted from the only home she has ever known, quickly establishes her own familiarity with these new surroundings with growing confidence. We give her some Carnation Milk (Susan suggested this as being most like cats’ milk), which she drinks, and soon she is eating a small mouthful of wet kitten food. We show her a cat-litter tray and wait; she uses it within half an hour of arriving. Ottoline has made a new home.


Meanwhile, we have the problem of Septi and his own concerns. A couple of weeks earlier I had taken Septi to the vet for the treatment of some minor ailment, but also to have him checked out, and he had been given a clean bill of health. But when I had asked my vet, a man in his sixties, on the brink of retirement and with all the experience that those years had yielded to him, what he thought might happen when I introduced a kitten into Septi’s life, he had looked thoughtful and said:


‘You do realise that this cat is a considerable age. And what you are doing is a major disruption to his well-organised life? He will accept it, or alternatively, I’m afraid, he might leave home. There is no knowing – it could go either way.’ He then chuckled merrily: ‘I’m darned certain that if it were me, I would leave home.’


I did not find this as amusing as he did, but laughed feebly all the same. Alarmed though I was at the time by this conjecture, on balance I reckoned that Septi liked his home comforts too much to do ‘a runner’, but I now recall this with increasing concern.


Eventually I manage to cajole Septi back into the cottage, and he enters with what seems to be an optimistic caution, hoping, perhaps, that the kitten has gone as rapidly as it had arrived. He walks, slowly, through the kitchen, towards the sitting room. The sight that greets him is an outrage. What he sees is one small kitten, who having made herself completely at home in the eating, drinking and cat-litter tray departments, is now snuggled up securely and comfortably on Michael’s shoulder, as if she belongs there. He utters a long, low, guttural groan. So despairing, but also primeval, is this sound that it makes me worry and laugh all at the same time. Our immediate concerns are unfounded, in that no attack is forthcoming from Septi, although he is undoubtedly deeply unhappy. He lies stiffly and ill at ease on the edge of the sofa, sometimes staring at her, but mainly glaring morosely at the floor.
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