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CHAPTER 1


‘What do you mean, “he’s gone missing”?’ Michael is shouting down his mobile phone at me.


‘I mean just that. As you know, we got home from Margaret’s at around 5.30 and after you all left for the pub I tried to find him, but I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of him since then and I’ve no idea how long he’d been gone before that. It’s now 7.30 and I’m really worried. Michael, please come home.’


‘Can’t a man have a pint in peace?’ he sighs, but above the hubbub of background conversation and laughter, I can hear in his voice just enough resignation to allow me to relax a little, knowing that soon there will be more hands on deck to start the search in earnest. Shortly after this I hear the front door bang open and in comes Michael, followed immediately by Johnny, his son, and ‘big’ John, his brother. The cottage is now filled with uncoordinated cries:


‘Pushkin, come on, Pushkin.’


‘Where are you, boy?’


‘Come on out from wherever you are.’


‘Come on, you old rascal, come on.’


‘Pushie boy, here boy, c’mon.’


‘Puss, puss, puss, puss – what a good pussy you are, you are, you are not!’


As the volume increases I walk towards the three-man task force with my shoulders shrugged high and my palms upturned in frustrated apology.


‘I’m really sorry to drag you back, but I’m at my wits’ end. The two girls are curled up asleep on our bed, but I cannot for the life of me imagine where on earth Pushkin can be. I’ve looked simply everywhere and now I’m beginning to think that he must have got out into the street.’


‘You don’t really mean that, do you?’ Michael grimaces at me. I see John’s eyebrows go up and Johnny starts heading for the door. Out they all troop and I hear their voices fading away into the distance as they dolefully call out ‘Pushkin’ and variations on the theme of ‘come here, cat’ and ‘you just wait till I get my hands on you’.


Moon Cottage stands on a busy road, and although we had always let our former cats, Septi and Otto, wander the streets freely, since Otto’s premature death on the road outside just after her kittens were born, we have contained those same offspring, Fannie and Titus, either inside the cottage or in an enclosed yard in the garden at the back – with forays into the larger garden only under strict supervision. The same restrictions are in force for the currently errant young tomcat, Pushkin, who joined our household just under two years ago and who, in common with all his breed, the Russian Blue, is a sweet-natured but distinctly timid cat who, if suddenly released into a main road without any street wisdom at all, would panic at the first ‘whoosh’ of an oncoming car. As the voices of the men become indistinguishable I redouble my search round the cottage, becoming increasingly convinced that Pushkin must still be inside but, to my mounting shame, as I call out for the umpteenth time, I hear my own voice starting to crack.


‘I simply don’t understand how he could’ve got out. There isn’t any way he could have broken out, or rushed between someone’s legs without us seeing him,’ I hear myself wailing to no one in particular. As I enter our bedroom I look across at the two female cats curled up on our bed, each in her own hollow in the squashy duvet. Fannie, a delicate tabby-tortoiseshell (torbie) with a heart-shaped face, looks up at me, her eyes large with concern at my agitation, and Titus (male name, though a female cat, because I am not very good at sexing them when they are little!), a handsome ginger (red) tabby, also surveys me, but with markedly less interest: she yawns widely and puts her head down again, flipping her tail neatly over her nose. She then lets out a long sigh that shudders through her whole body.


‘Yeh, well, I know. It’s a hard life and all right for some. Why can’t you just tell me where he is? Why? Why? Why?’ I admonish, looking down at my watch. It’s 8.30 p.m. I hear the key in the door and go rushing downstairs, but I know from their silent entry that the three men have drawn a blank in their search for Pushkin. John and Johnny settle down to watch television and Michael comes upstairs and puts his arm around me.


‘I know this is crazy, but I am convinced he has got himself into a wardrobe or something somewhere and has somehow hanged himself, and we will find him one day by the smell,’ I whisper, because it is too awful a thought to express aloud.


 ‘Why hanged, that is the least likely thing to have happened surely? I am more worried that he is just trapped somewhere, but he will come out, or we will hear him, I am sure,’ Michael attempts to reassure me. I get a meal together and we eat in mournful silence.


As the 10 o’clock news comes to an end, I slink upstairs to my desk in the bedroom and open up the computer. Settling down intending to read email I try to shift the resisting footstool and, as I look down to determine what’s in the way, to my incredulous delight I see the sleek, muscular, panther-like body of Pushkin, jammed underneath it, fast asleep. After hugging him (and yes, I confess, shouting at him a little too) I break the good news to the menfolk below, and I think they are genuinely pleased he is alive and well – though I get the distinct impression from them that it will be some while before Pushkin going AWOL will be allowed to activate a red alert on this scale again.
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It is now early spring, and in the time since Pushkin as a young kitten – he is now just over two years old – swelled the feline ranks to three within Moon Cottage there has been an alliance of sorts, but it is not always a comfortable one. The two sisters, Fannie and Titus – they will be four at the end of April – are very close and spend much time engaged in allogrooming,1 which never includes Pushkin. On the other hand, Pushkin is clearly enchanted by Titus, whom he appears to infuriate by his constant shadowing of her every movement. If she wants to eat, then so does he. If she wants to laze on the sofa in the sitting room, then again so does he. If she wants to lie in the tiny rectangular patch of sunlight on the bathroom carpet, then, by golly, so does he. Titus, when Pushkin follows her, could never be said to actively encourage his behaviour. When she is eating and he muscles in, which he routinely does, she sighs; sometimes she clocks him one, gently but crossly, with her front leg, and she has recently developed the habit of filling her mouth with the Hill’s dried food (which is all she will eat, rabbit being the preferred flavour) and dropping it a few inches away from the bowl over which Pushkin will now be lording it, so she may eat in peace. Pushkin appears serenely indifferent to the irritation he is causing his beloved, and the fact that Titus gets any space of her own at all is due to the fact that Pushkin, sleek, muscled and panther-like though he may appear to be, is also exceptionally slumberous. This trait of his calls to mind the dormouse at the tea-party in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, as he spends at least an equal amount of time as that fabled rodent fast asleep. So at the point when Pushkin naps, then, and only then, is Titus free to wander on her own or to schmooze with her sister.


Pushkin’s fondness for Titus appears to be constant and strong, whether Titus is on heat or not. When, however, she is on heat and lies in wait for him in order to ‘present’ to him, Pushkin is the master of the graceful sidestep and, having circumnavigated the obstruction without a glance, he will then sidle off to another part of the house to lie down and have a long sleep. I have discussed his mystifying reluctance to mate with Titus with our vet on a number of occasions and we are at a loss properly to understand what is the impediment, unless it is that Pushkin is so used to being swiped at by the two queens that he just refuses to believe the invitation is a genuine one when it does come.


When Pushkin first came to us I had hoped that eventually he might father one litter from one of the two girls, and then I would have them all neutered, but it now appears that this is unlikely to happen, so I frequently agonise as to whether I should neuter them anyway. As a point of interest, Pushkin’s behaviour with Fannie is quite different from the way he is with Titus. Most mornings around feeding time he will try to befriend Fannie, but as his initial greeting always comes in the form of a strong head butt (endemic to the breed) which she detests, she invariably hisses back at him, and even Pushkin, who in a touchingly amiable way can be slow on the uptake, recognises that he should venture no further. I find it very sad that Fannie is so standoffish with him, as she must understand that his head butt is meant in friendliness, but her rejection of him never falters. So, having received the ice-cold shoulder from Fannie, he tends to skirt round her and, on the whole, he keeps out of her way. Sometimes they will both lie near to, but not touching, each other on a bed, but they will never share a chair. When Fannie is on heat, however, it is another matter. Pushkin is clearly attracted to her in so powerful a way that he overcomes his customary shyness and recurring rampageous pursuits take place. Fannie, unlike Titus, usually refrains from offering herself to him in any form and the chase terminates abruptly with her turning on him to hiss – and sometimes she will finesse this with a slashing of claws; or, and this is the most likely outcome, she will leap up on to the top of a bookcase or wardrobe in which domain she alone remains ascendant, being the most elfin-like of the three cats – a creature of the air – with an inbuilt yearning to climb as high as possible and with a remarkable sense of balance.


So that is the status quo at Moon Cottage at this point. I sometimes wonder reflectively if three in itself is not the problem, but I conclude that whatever awkwardness there is among these cats, it is more likely to be caused by the introduction of a strange male into the midst of a true sorority rather than three as a quantity, and Pushkin is for life, so we will all have to make the best of it!
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CHAPTER 2


As I look up from my desk I find myself mesmerised by the tension I see in Fannie, in her body language and her facial expression, as she stares out of the bedroom window, head tilted upwards towards the roof line of the cottage which juts out above her at right angles, where a plump, round woodpigeon is perched on the tiles with its back to us, nonchalantly preening. Initially my attention has been drawn to Fannie by the sinister chattering of her jaws clacking together.1 This has now stopped. The little cat’s eyes are motionless, directed towards the bird in total concentration. Her face whiskers are standing stiffly out and the front few are curling forward in eagerness. Her ears are pointed arrow-like towards her prey, except that every few seconds – and at great speed – they flip back and forth to take soundings. Intermittently her ears quiver, violently. These shivering spasms are almost certainly involuntary, and bewitching in their urgency. The woodpigeon finishes its ablutions, opens its wings, and flies off cumbersomely across the garden. Fannie shifts her gaze to straight ahead, continues to look through the window for a few more seconds, and then casually jumps down.


It is late March and today has been exceptionally warm. The hot sun has rocketed the temperature up and, unusually for Britain at this time of year, the thermometer has registered a sultry 20 degrees Celsius. The whole afternoon long, as the heat has increased, we have been assailed by a series of seemingly unending detonations. The source of these sounds is the large leathery grey pods, hanging down from the boughs of wisteria that embrace three-quarters of the cottage, noisily exploding open to broadcast their pealike seeds as far out into the garden as a pod can throw. This is an annual phenomenon that generally happens on one afternoon in spring each year, shortly before the new feathery blooms, which in their turn will metamorphose into pods, open to cascade luxuriantly down in those delicate mauve tresses that make them so beloved of English villagefolk up and down the land.


Throughout this hot afternoon the cats have visibly relished it. They have lain, in turn, on the table in their little yard luxuriating in the heat around them. As their fur absorbs the warmth from the rays of the sun their sides move in an almost inaudible purring. From time to time, a tail will twitch slightly in pleasure. There seems to be an understanding between all of them that each may take a go and then retire and another one take its place. As the afternoon gives way to evening, the temperature starts to drop rapidly, and with this drop in temperature the wisteria pods seem to twist and explode even more fiercely than before. This has been the one irritation to the cats throughout this hot interlude and now, with the escalation of explosions, Fannie and Titus are showing increasing restlessness. Pushkin, undoubtedly the most nervous of the three of them, finally gives up – following an especially loud report – and, jumping down from the table, he rushes indoors. Sometimes, it seems, enough is enough.


The following day it is back to the grindstone for Michael and me, and before we leave for work at our customary hour of 6.45 a.m., I ask Michael to put out some rubbish. I am always the last to be ready and it means that Michael has, by default, become the master of the early-morning domestic chores. That evening, as we enter the cottage at around 8.00 p.m., we are both assailed by a shrill wailing from outside the kitchen door. Only one of the cats has a voice pitched so high.
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‘I don’t believe it. You’ve shut Fannie out all day!’ I whinge, opening the back door to let her in and, hearing the echo of my own voice, now aware that I sound uncannily like Victor Meldrew as I do it. Fannie belts in and races upstairs like a bat out of hell.


‘Well, I didn’t mean to, and if you got up in time you could have thrown the rubbish out, and it wouldn’t have happened, so don’t blame me!’


‘But why didn’t you look?’


‘She’s all right, isn’t she?’


‘That’s not the point, and anyway she might not be. It’s a miracle it didn’t rain.’ By this time, Fannie has come downstairs again and is eating as if she’d been locked out for a week. She avoids all eye contact with both of us, so we know we are in for a spell of aggrieved avoidance, and shortly after this she takes herself upstairs and curls up on top of the bookcase for the night.


Later on that evening, in spite of the tribulations of having accidentally shut Fannie out, we leave the back door of the cottage open into the little yard as it is an unseasonably warm night. We are both sitting, unusually for us, glued to the television watching an old film filled with sentimental associations for us both. It is reaching its most emotionally charged climax when our viewing is rudely interrupted by the spectacle of Titus chasing a small brown mouse straight across the carpet in front of us. The mouse darts round the back of the television and cowers there, in a dark and inaccessible corner. Titus sits squarely and obtrusively in front of the television quivering with predatory interest and causing Michael to say unkind things to – and then about – her. Undeterred, she continues her ostentatious vigil. I try to move the television out of the corner to get at the mouse.


‘Please can you help me? If I hold a jug you can chase him into it?’ I plead.


‘Marilyn, sit down, I really want to watch this film. We can sort the mouse out later.’


‘But it might have died of a heart attack by then!’ I remonstrate.


Michael mumbles and grumbles, but finally he moves the television and between us we manage to scare the small rodent into a glass jug. Michael takes it out into the garden while I restrain all three cats, who have foregathered for the fun within the kitchen. When he returns to the sitting room where the film is still in full sway, he has a grin from ear to ear.


‘You’ll never believe what happened when I went to let the mouse out,’ he says.


‘What happened?’ I ask dutifully.


‘Well, he just looked up at me, and in a tiny little voice he said “Thank you, Michael, for saving my life”.’ Michael delivers this last sentence in the highest possible falsetto. I giggle helplessly.
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That was the end of March, and it is now late April. We have had a week of almost unending rain, and as a result of this the cats have been pretty solidly contained within the cottage. Over the weekend we have been away, so this morning I open all the doors and windows wide to let in the fresh air and sunlight. There is a strong breeze blowing, almost as if it were still March, but there is glorious bright sunshine, which gladdens the heart and makes the world seem joyful and as if there is just a hint of the promise of summer around the corner. Fannie and Titus gratefully bound outside and leap up on to the large garden table. It is the first time for about three days that they have been properly out in their yard. Pushkin remains firmly asleep upstairs, as is his way. I am at this time still feeding the birds, both on the ground outside the cats’ enclosure and also from the hanging feeder, because I am in sympathy with the school of thought that believes that many of the birds who feed their young on worms and insects themselves need seeds and nuts in the breeding season right through to the early summer when seeds are not readily available. The feeder had run out over the weekend and I quickly fill it up. Following this replenishment, today the tally is one erstwhile derided and now rare house sparrow; one robin on his own, but who sometimes allows another one near when he is feeling less belligerent than normal – although on most days he picks a fight with one of the smaller birds, usually a finch; a pair of blackbirds; a pair of dusky pink and grey-collared doves; plump cooing woodpigeons – three for some reason; two completely stunning goldfinches; two redcrests, which are the envy of our friend and cat-sitter, Eve, who, in spite of living in surroundings close to paradise down by her canal, does not have resident redcrests; multiple bluetits; two pairs of chaffinches; two noisy chiffchaffs; and sometimes, but not today, a magnificent bullfinch. As I am idly looking out through the lattice fencework I see the hen blackbird – lighter brown than her larger blacker partner – land on the back of the garden bench that stood for so many years in my father’s garden, with her beak crammed full of long trailing grasses. She can barely take off, weighed down as she is by her burden. I watch her flap her wings labouredly, and instinctively I duck as she flies straight towards us, up over the fence of the cats’ enclosure where she then lands in a knot of wisteria leaves and branches surrounded by the long pendulous blossoms just above and to the right of the opening of the back door.


Fannie and Titus, who are on the table below, watch her in fascination. Fannie especially is enthralled by the spectacle. Before I can stop her, she has leapt up off the table and sprung up on to the topmost hanging basket of a pyramid of baskets containing trailing fuchsias, which is within a foot of the blackbird who, to my horror, I now see is sitting on a large cup-shaped nest hidden among the branches. Fannie continues standing on her rear legs, swaying wildly on the unbalanced basket, clacking her teeth involuntarily. The blackbird chinks in alarm, loudly, twice, and then flies up and off the nest and out into the safer, wider garden. With great reluctance I haul out the stepladder and climb up to see if there are any eggs in the nest, praying that as she was still adding materials to it, it’s just possible that she hasn’t yet laid her eggs. The ladder is too short for me to see anything other than the underside of the nest, but by holding a small looking glass over the top of it, at the full extent of my arm, I establish that it is empty so I gently lift it out and place it in another tangle of wisteria in the outer garden where I hope she may find it. I suspect the truth of the matter is that birds need to select their own sites and are not very happy having these important homemaking decisions made on their behalf. Besides, when I place the nest in its new position, it is merely balanced on the branches and not cemented in by mud, as the birds prefer. This nest was still very damp on its underside where the mud was yet to harden, and she had just finished lining it neatly with the long grasses I had seen her bring to it. The blackbird flies back a couple of times in the next hour and I go out and flap my arms at her and try to scare her off. She is displaying remarkable determination as the cats are clearly in evidence, lounging around on the table outside, but after a further two hours she is no longer visible from my study window, although I can see a male blackbird regularly helping himself to the food supply.
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As a cruel paradox, three days later I open the back door into the cats’ yard and find two (not even just one) eggshells of whitey-bluish hue with slight speckles, almost certainly blackbird eggs, which, contents already devoured, I imagine have been dropped by the marauding and dreaded magpies. Magpies are the only birds hereabouts – although crows behave similarly in more open countryside – whose habits regularly induce in me feelings of considerable ill will. I am unable to discern a single attribute of charm they might possess in all their vile carryings-on. They terrorise small birds and kill chicks and eat eggs. They are raucous and have fights with one another when they are not plundering other birds’ nests, and the very best that one can say of them is that their striking plumage of black and white gives them a smart and – happily for smaller birds – highly visible appearance, but it is a sight I would gladly forgo. One for sorrow, two for joy, seems to me a serious misrepresentation of how it actually is on the magpie front.
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CHAPTER 3


April, with its tortured and shifting weather, has fulfilled its customary role of ‘mixing memory and desire, stirring dull roots with spring rain’1 and, having finally blustered itself to a close, May has come in full of promise, riding on the back of fresh breezes and bright sparkling sunlight; but perfidy lies around the corner. As I sit tapping at my computer keyboard upstairs I become aware that the sky has darkened mightily and there is an extraordinarily heavy atmosphere. It is clearly going to rain, but as I look up at the sky I am astonished to see a spread of the blackest clouds imaginable stretching as far as the eye can see. Unable to alter anything and feeling safe within the confines of the cottage walls, I shrug philosophically, but by now the wind has got up and the temperature has dropped significantly, so finally I stir myself to close all the windows and put on the heating. I hear a distant roll of thunder, the length of which surprises me. Then suddenly there is a hurling and clattering noise, which is deafening. Hailstones the size of small marbles are smashing to the ground, hitting the garden table and bouncing back up at the windows. A slate from the roof crashes to the ground. There is another crack of thunder and everything is backlit by fierce jagged lightning. I hear distantly the plaintive contralto miaow that is the boy Pushkin’s and I go downstairs to find him. It is so dark now, although only mid-afternoon, that I can barely see to walk, and very nearly tread on him because he is crawling along the floor on his stomach, something I have never seen him do before. I pick him up in my arms and cradle him. Further demonstrating his timidity in a way new to me, I feel him go limp with fear as he curls his body into a circle and buries his nose and eyes under his front legs and tries to wriggle his body into my body for protection. Unable to find the sanctuary he is seeking in my arms, with much agitation he scrambles round and leaps down to the floor where he flattens himself and tries to reverse back under the ottoman as far away from the windows and doors as he can. This proves to be so uncomfortable for him that very quickly he crawls back out and squats low on all fours in a hunched-up, miserable heap, eyes alternately staring towards the nearest window at the fearsome noise, or back down at the carpet in front of him with his nose almost on the ground.


I leave him be for the moment, and go in search of the other two cats. I find them walking restlessly from room to room as the bombardment outside continues and, as I watch them and our ears are assailed with yet another deafening rumble of thunder, they instinctively lower their torsos to the ground as they move; as they sidle out of the room, they seem to flow round the door, rather than actively walk through it. The noise is quite remarkable and the hailstones are now piled high in little white heaps everywhere. Inside the cottage this has produced an instant steaming up of all the windows. The lightning and thunder explode twice more, with a greater pause between the former and the latter as the eye of the storm moves away. And then silence. The blizzard has abated and the clouds start to clear.


I check out the cats and discover Pushkin nestled down on a pile of blankets on the floor of our huge built-in wardrobe, which is his customary sanctuary, and the two girls are curled around each other on top of our bed. I then go out into the garden. Many of the taller plants are flattened to the ground and I find two pantiles on one of the flowerbeds, one broken and one intact, having been dislodged from the roof by the force of the hailstones. Remarkably, however, the birds have started what sounds exactly like a dawn chorus. Glorious, liquid trillings fill the air. I leave the gate open so the cats can go out, but they stay inside. There are still mounds of frozen ice in little piles everywhere, but as the hailstones melt, the volume of water swilling along the road outside is exceptional, and as I walk back into the cottage the silence is punctuated by the metronomic swish-swish of the rushhour traffic as it wends its wary way homewards past our front door.


[image: Image Missing]


Two days later, on a completely tranquil sunny day which could not be more different from the day of the hailstones, I am sitting quietly at my desk when I hear the most remarkable racket coming from the garden. The bird feeder is hanging from an old-fashioned iron street lamp that we introduced into the garden to use as a garden light, and which is currently missing a screw in its anchorage, so in any wind at all it is rather wobbly. As I look through the window, expecting to see some giant bird attacking the feeder, I am amazed instead to see a large fluffy grey squirrel hanging off the lamp by his back legs in the manner of an experienced trapeze artist, while trying with all his might to extract seeds and nuts from the holes in the feeder with his front paws. His weight hanging from one-half of the crossbar of the lamp is making the whole lamp rock violently. As I watch it swaying noisily from side to side, an especially bold assault from the squirrel makes it lean over at an acute angle. Without thinking, I shout out through the window:


‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’ I’m completely unable to understand his reply, but reply he does, over his shoulder and chitteringly fast, just before he scarpers over the red brick wall and scrambles up into my neighbour’s towering antique pear tree, from which vantage point he continues his muttered insults. I should have realised all along that it was not the delicate finches, or the acrobatic tits, or even the bombastic robin that had previously ripped off the perches, causing all the seeds to fall to the ground, or indeed gnawed through the wooden bars of the lower section that was meant to protect particularly small birds, but altogether a more wily and muscled creature, with an even larger appetite than theirs.


Later on I hear more noises coming from the same direction, but even without looking they clearly stem from an ornithological source. When I do finally look out of the window I see an adult sparrow busily flying back and forth between the feeder and two three-quarter grown chicks who are sitting idly on the bench below, fluttering their wings in that demanding manner young birds have with their hardworking parents. What surprises me is that while I know that adult sparrows will eat seeds, I thought their young would eat only insects, but these two are showing marked vegetarian leanings – or maybe they are just so lazy that they will eat whatever is put into their mouths.
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Around this time, we take our annual holiday in France and we leave the cats to the tender and long-suffering mercies of Michael’s son, Johnny. When we finally arrive at our haven in Languedoc Roussillon we discover from our hosts, Alan and Valerie, that their cat, Blossom, has died. This hugely saddens me. Blossom was an exceptionally friendly, soft-furred cat who used to keep me sane by furnishing me with a ‘cat-fix’ in the absence of my own nearest and dearest felines, and who always made it plain that she considered the thick carpet of lush damp periwinkle that covered the terrace of our cottage was in reality hers. She also had pretty much the same perspective on the inside of the house we stayed in, even before Alan and Valerie owned it, but very welcome she was too. This now leaves Alan and Valerie with Erin, their Westie, in sole charge.


As we share a bottle of wine on their terrace, we look out over the central courtyard of the village which is the communal ‘garden’ shared by all the surrounding houses and which, at different times since Michael and I have been regularly visiting the region, has been seriously overrun with feral cats, several of whom were manifestly brain-damaged. I ask Alan what is the current state of play among the wild cats of the village. He makes me laugh when he outlines a delicious piece of over-zealous feline control, which several local people have unwittingly been orchestrating. There is a new contraceptive pill for cats which is apparently very effective, and it needs to be fed on a regular basis. However, it turns out that several citizens (at least three, says Alan) with a strong sense of social responsibility have been out there putting the same pills into different piles of food, which have no doubt been eaten by the same pack of cats, so it may well be that the female and even the male cats of the village are receiving up to three times the dose they should be getting on any one day.
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CHAPTER 4


On our return from holiday, Pushkin retains the disconcerting air of a cat who is not quite sure who we are, exactly as he did last year, when first we enter the house. Who is to say what the short-term memory of a cat might be, although evidence suggests that this amnesia is Pushkin’s very own, rather than common to all cats. On the other hand, of course, it may just be his way of putting us down! Fannie assumes a sulk as soon as we walk in through the door, but adorably cannot keep it up for very long, and typically within minutes of our entering the cottage she comes miaowing round to us, tiptoeing sideways and undulating her long upright tail from side to side, shivering with pleasure as she looks up searchingly into our eyes. I ache just thinking about her greeting. Titus is different again. She lurks outside the nearest room so she can hear what we are up to, but will simply not come in; when she does finally come in, she jumps on to the back of a sofa or chair and avoids being touched or picked up by anyone. If they try to cuddle her she will just jump down and move into another room. For Titus, if we have been away for a ‘long-haul’ holiday, like a fortnight, it will be a good three days before we are ‘forgiven’ properly, and only after this cooling-off period will she be back to schmoozing and climbing all over us and shedding her white and ginger hairs so lovingly in her normal cuddly manner.
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