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The Cat: a Folk Tale


Once upon a time, a man, a woman and a cat were walking through a deep forest. All three had walked for what felt like a thousand miles, and all but the smallest member of the party balanced precariously on blistered, swollen feet. Night had fallen only an hour before, but its polished granite blackness above the treetops seemed to hint at a stark permanence and corresponding adjustments to the way life would be lived. Just as the man and the woman felt that they could not possibly walk any more, they chanced upon a stone bothy at the edge of a small clearing. The bothy showed few signs of recent occupation: the man entered first and found only a strip of dirty, unspecified cloth, a broken tankard and the decayed skeleton of an apple core on its mud floor. Its roof had a hole, but this was covered by thick, twisted limbs of ivy, which for now would go some way to keeping out the advancing weather, which the woman could feel in her finger joints.


‘Here?’ she said.


‘Here,’ nodded the man.


They bedded down in the lone, draughty room beneath an old threadbare blanket given to her by her late mother, their tunics spread on top of it for extra warmth. An enchanted dancing spell of mist rose off the cold forest floor, covering the world in doubt. The cat, who had big deep eyes that seemed to hold innumerable secrets, began the evening sitting in the doorless doorway, listening to the nearby hoot of owls, then, having spied the tunics, nestled on top of those instead. By the time dawn arrived, the cat had somehow commandeered 85 per cent of the sleeping area while the man and woman, who were each roughly nine times the creature’s size and largely furless, were squashed into the remaining 15 per cent, their limbs contorted in an awkward and painful fashion. Rising and inspecting the tunics, the man found welded to them a matted mixture of small leaves, hair and soil.


‘You fucking wanker,’ the man said to the cat. ‘We only washed those last month.’


Later that morning, the man ventured out into the forest, killed two rabbits and filled a pail with water from a clear rushing river a mile away, surrounded by mossy boulders. The cat sat and watched with wry curiosity as the man and woman skinned, cooked and ate the rabbits. Then the man threw him the leftovers, which the cat gnawed on with something approaching enthusiasm. The woman poured the cat some of the clear river water into a bowl, which he refused, instead choosing to drink the rainwater from a rusty trough behind the building, which had all manner of unidentifiable old shit in it.


They could feel the dark teeth of midwinter gnashing at them now. Here was the final heavy push towards Solstice’s new hope. The next day the man caught three more rabbits, roasted them on a bigger, angrier fire, and offered the cat a larger portion of the leftovers than before. The cat sniffed at this, then looked up into the man’s eyes in a way that seemed to say, ‘Nope, I’ve gone off this stuff already. Do you have anything else?’


Over the following weeks, the man and woman worked hard to transform the bothy into a home: the man walked to the river and caught fish, which the woman took to the town, some four miles away, on market day and traded for crockery, tools, milk, butter and soap. The man coppiced and whittled and hammered and chiselled and extended and improved. The days were long, partly because there was endless work to do, but also because the cat insisted on waking the man and woman up before daybreak by meowing at the top of his voice and knocking stuff off the new shelves the man had built. The three of them sat by the fire at night: the woman working on a poem by the flickering light, the man so tired he could only stare blankly into the flames, and the cat cleaning himself in an officious manner that suggested he was getting ready for an important yet clandestine cat ceremony in the near future. Sometimes, while the woman tried to write her poetry, the cat would get on her lap and stick his bottom in her face, obscuring her view and smudging her fine calligraphy with his paws. Later, he would continue to dominate the bed, leaving more small leaves, hair and soil on the new blankets that had replaced the tunics as bedding. He’d also occasionally pop off into the forest to kill mice, which he would bring back and leave half eaten on the bothy’s floor. The cat was generally very unpredictable when it came to food. Some days he preferred rabbits caught in the part of the forest to the east of the bothy, and some days he preferred rabbits caught in the part of the forest to the west of the bothy, but the man and woman were buggered if they knew why.


One morning a visitor came to call, a tall gentleman with an angular face and the tiny eyes of an untrustworthy bird. He said he worked for the squire of the local parish, and he had a proposal: if the man and the woman would concede ownership of the bothy to the squire, who deemed it a perfect hunting lodge, he would reward them with more money than they had seen in their lives.


‘Take three sunsets to think it over if you like,’ said the tall gentleman, jingling some coins in a leather purse. ‘By the way, did you know you had a mouse’s spleen stuck to your big toe?’


That night by the fire the man and woman faced a tough decision: they had worked hard on their new dwelling and were looking forward to starting a family there, but with the squire’s money, they would be able to set up home almost anywhere they chose. By the glow of the fire, they examined their hands, which, due to a life of constant toil, were as gnarled and wrinkled as those of men and women twice their age born of more noble stock. As they did so, they knew which choice they would make.


The night before the man and the woman were due to vacate the bothy, a party was thrown there, a celebration as lavish as any small makeshift dwelling in the woods had ever known. In a gesture of goodwill, the squire provided limitless ale, eclectic soups and a freshly slaughtered wild hog. Better still, this was not just any wild hog: this was Big John, the grandest and haughtiest hog of the forest, whom every hunter for miles around had been trying to bring down for as long as memory would allow, and whom the squire had finally slain earlier that day. A minstrel played songs celebrating the deeds of the afternoon, and the bawdy ones of outlaws of centuries past in the Green Wood, and a few of the squire’s men danced with the woman – though not, the man was fairly sure, in a dodgy way which involved trying to cop a sneaky feel. The cat ate like a feline king, then bedded down on the large comfortable stomach of one of the night’s early casualties: Edgar, the fattest of all the squire’s men. Edgar was now paralytic and emitting stale odours from at least two of his orifices, but the cat was largely relaxed about odours, unless they were soapy or astringent, and Edgar did possess an unusually soft tunic. Before this, the cat had spent a good hour or so batting a button that had come loose from another of the men’s tunics around the floor. The woman saw this, and it kind of pissed her off, as she’d spent a lot of the previous week making a cloth mouse for the cat, which he’d indifferently inspected once then totally ignored.


It had been a grand night, but the next morning, when the man and woman woke up, a discomfort and self-hatred set in, compounded by their hangovers. How easily they’d given away what they’d worked lovingly to make theirs, in exchange for monetary gain. The squire and his men were still asleep, yet somehow the man and woman already felt unwelcome in their home of many months, so they gathered their possessions and quietly set off into the cool spring morning. The cat followed a few paces to their rear, and they thought about what a good cat he was, how beautiful and plush his fur was and how lucky they were that he followed them from place to place like this. When all was said and done, at least they still had his love. The cat, for his part, was sort of torn, if he was being totally honest, since he could still smell the remains of the wild hog and remember how soft that tunic was. But, he concluded, the bothy would not be permanently occupied with feeders, now it belonged to the squire, who would be using it as more of a weekend place, and the man and woman were OK sorts, especially when you considered how many cat-hating scumbags there were out there.


In time, the man and the woman found a new house, made it their own and raised a family in it. The money wasn’t quite as much as it had seemed at first and soon ran out, but they found other ways to get by. They didn’t quite live happily ever after, since people never actually do. It would be more accurate to say that existence was made more enjoyable than not by an ample sprinkling of fleeting, epiphanic moments of happiness, which were rendered more meaningful by being set against a more customary backdrop of mundanity and grey struggle. Fortunately, they lived with a cat, and living with a cat has a way of helping prepare people for life’s peaks and troughs.


The cat lived to a ripe old age. But that was no big deal for him. He’d lived numerous times previously, and had seen some dark shit you could not even dream of.
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Winter is Coming


It was early autumn in 2013, and I was sitting on the floor in my living room in Norfolk, talking on the telephone to my mum, who was at her house in Nottinghamshire. Around me, as far as I could see, were cardboard boxes. On top of one of the boxes nearest to me was my very large, very hairy cat, Ralph.


‘I think you might regret this,’ said my mum.


‘It will be OK,’ I said. ‘There’s not that much stuff, and it will save me a load of money.’


‘You’re surely not thinking of doing it completely on your own?’


‘No. Seventies Pat is going to drive over and help, at least for most of the journeys. He used to work for removal firms. He’s pretty strong.’


‘Raaaalppppph!’


‘And the two of you are doing this in a van? What kind of van? I think you’re severely underestimating. Two people is nothing, even if Seventies Pat’s a big bloke. You’ve probably got a lot more stuff to take than you think, and it’s going to be very stressful.’


‘Raaaalpppph!’


‘Say that again?’


‘I didn’t say anything. That was just Ralph, Ralphing.’


‘Oh, right.’


‘Raaaalpppph! RaaraaaraaalllPH!’


‘So how is Ralph at the moment?’


‘He’s OK. A bit anxious. He came in with a slug on his back earlier.’


‘Again? How many’s that this month?’


‘Twelve, I think. That I know of, anyway. There could have been others.’


‘Raaaaaallllllllllllllllph!’


It was a frequent habit of Ralph’s to join in with telephone calls from my landline – particularly those which, like this one, involved a somewhat fraught topic. His input largely consisted of either meowing his own name or sitting on the receiver at a point when he felt the conversation had run its natural course. He had always been a loud, opinionated cat, but he had been particularly vocal and agitated over the last few weeks, as the boxes had begun to pile up around him and a couple of his favourite scratching posts – items that, in their younger, more healthy days, I’d still had the audacity to call ‘chairs’ – had vanished to the charity shop.
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Ralph had a kind of mutton-chopped, early 1970s rock star look about him that, despite his advancing age and popularity with molluscs, retained a certain twinkle. If he’d been a person, he would have been the kind you often found wearing a velvet jacket and a cravat. People frequently thought he was a Norwegian forest cat, or some other fancy longhair breed from the baffling, pampered world of pedigrees, but these assumptions were incorrect: Ralph’s mum had been a common or garden tabby from Romford and his dad an all-black bruiser who would, in the words of his owners, ‘bang anything on four legs’. I suppose at a push you might have called Ralph a Thetford Forest cat, but that was about it. Whatever the case, he was the most visually appealing of my cats, and seemed very aware of this fact. In keeping with his rock star image, he was known to have the odd celebrity tantrum, swanning around the house, climbing furniture and kicking vases and houseplants to the floor, all the while maintaining a steady stream of self-aggrandising dialogue. Recently, the frequency and pitch of these tantrums had increased to the point that, only yesterday, while meow-shouting ‘RAaaaallllph’, he’d taken a running jump onto my sideboard, slid along the surface using the sleeve of a rare 1970s folk record as a skateboard, then, depositing the sleeve and those of two other similarly cherished records on the floor, run across the room and pulled a spider plant off a windowsill.


Ralph’s unease was understandable. In just over a week, if all went to plan, he would be moving from a house that, for almost a decade, had functioned as his own little version of Cat Paradise; a Cat Paradise in which, to his own mind, he was a kind of sideburned Hippie King. In a sense, this was Ralph’s world, and the rest of us – me, my girlfriend Gemma and our three other cats, The Bear, Roscoe and Ralph’s sinewy, foul-mouthed brother Shipley – just lived in it. He swaggered around these large, airy rooms, soaking up their ample sunlight, his only real niggles in life a metal clothes horse he was unaccountably terrified of and an occasional need to bat Shipley into line with a big white fluffy paw. Outside, he had a habitat – green, fertile, leafy, abutted by a lake – which he had come to rely upon equally as his playground, his nightclub and his open-all-hours rodent buffet.


Sure, there had been foes and nemeses for Ralph, but all of these had drifted away. Pablo, defeated ginger opponent in The Great Four Year Cat Flap War of the previous decade, had long since gone to live with my ex. A succession of feral interlopers had been vanquished. After a few tussles, even Alan, the ex-stray who now lodged with my next-door neighbours Deborah and David, seemed to have finally ceded to Ralph’s dominance. Mike, our latest feral – a cat Gemma and I had initially referred to simply as ‘The Wino’ – had clearly long ago been defeated by life, and posed no real threat. Nope: this was Ralph’s place, and he’d never felt more at home here. So why on earth would I want to take him away from it?


This was a question I’d asked myself several times over the last few weeks. The big overriding answer was money. In short, I’d run out of it. I had limped on for a few years, trying to convince myself otherwise, but I could no longer afford to stay in a high-maintenance house with a mortgage this big. Gemma, who was from Devon, increasingly missed home and, not having found work in Norfolk, had taken a temporary job back in the West Country, which meant that she was away for more than half of each month. After a decade here, I also fancied a change: a new environment, possibly even a completely different environment, far away. But the further I’d got into a three-month DIY marathon in an attempt to present it in its most favourable state, the more I fell in love with my weird, topsy-turvy, mid-twentieth-century house all over again.


Sure, the building whose previous owners had named it the Upside Down House had been an absolute bastard to heat, and bore more than a passing resemblance to a 1960s doctor’s surgery, but it had been a happy house, so often full of light and people. And, yes, OK, there had been that time last year when my neighbour David had woken up to find a tent pitched at the bottom of his garden and discovered a paralytic stranger in it with a gun aimed at the adjacent lake, but we were living in a dangerous modern world and you had to be realistic. You might find a good home, but really, were you ever going to be too far away from a drunken man in a tent in a nearby garden, having a nervous breakdown and trying to shoot ducks with an air rifle? In the economic climate of 2013 I was lucky to own a house at all, not to mention a very nice one in a lovely county such as Norfolk. Now, as Ralph climbed up the fitted bookshelves near the telephone, hung off them and meowed ‘Raaalph!’, I felt a fair bit of empathy for him: part of me wanted to cling to the same shelves with my claws and meow ‘Raaalph!’, too.


My mum always watched me with great concern when it came to matters surrounding house moves. When I was growing up, she and my dad moved a lot, taking a few regrettable turns in the process, and she’d always been keen to pass on her wisdom and make sure I didn’t make the same mistakes, or new ones of my own. Such as, say, trying to move the contents of a large three-bedroom home and overstuffed loft alone, in order to save myself a few hundred quid, because my bank account was in the red.


With this in mind, I changed the subject. ‘Where’s Dad? In the garden?’


‘I’M HERE,’ said my dad, who had a habit of listening in on the other line during telephone conversations, and, much like Ralph, adding his own high-volume non sequiturs to the mix.


‘Ooh,’ said my mum, startled. ‘Where did you come from?’


‘ME MUM’S WOMB. IN NOTTINGHAM. IN 1949,’ said my dad.


‘What have you been up to today?’ I asked him.


‘ME AND FLOYD HAVE BEEN HUNTING TOGETHER. WE WENT OUT IN THE FIELD AT THE BACK. HE’S STILL OUT THERE NOW. I THINK HE’S GOT THE SCENT OF A VOLE. YOU CAN SEE IT IN HIS EYES: HE’S GOT THE RED MIST.’


Floyd was my mum and dad’s cat: a one year-old, Rorschach-faced, black and white whirlwind who had recently made a smooth transition from impossibly cute, wool-chasing kittenhood to serial-killing adolescence. After a few catless years, my dad, who had never previously been the most devout cat person, had found an unlikely companion in Floyd. The two of them – sometimes joined by Floyd’s pal from next door, a ghostly white cat named Casper – did pretty much everything together. When my dad climbed a ladder to clean the windows or prune a clematis, Floyd climbed it with him. When my dad took his midday nap on the bed, or in the shady part of the garden he called Compost Corner, Floyd could invariably be found asleep alongside him.


If my dad arrived in his workroom to find Floyd resting at his desk on his chair, he declined to disturb him and instead kneeled beside him, or pulled up an uncomfortable wooden stool from the opposite side of the room. When I’d last been up to Nottinghamshire to visit them, and my dad had emerged from the car wielding several shopping bags, it came as a slight surprise that Floyd wasn’t following behind him, carrying a bag of flavoured deli counter sausages between his teeth. ‘Hunting together’, which took place in the field to the rear of their house, was a new activity for Floyd and my dad, who had recently celebrated his sixty-fourth birthday. I wasn’t sure precisely what it involved, but I knew it wasn’t actual hunting on my dad’s part, but that it did fill a certain chasm in his life that had been there for around thirty years, since I’d last played games of Army with him.
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‘I’VE LEFT HIM TO CARRY ON ON HIS OWN AS I HAD SOME LOGS THAT NEEDED CHOPPING,’ my dad continued.


‘So why are you here now, interrupting us and not chopping the logs?’ asked my mum, reasonably.


‘TOM,’ continued my dad, ignoring the question. ‘LISTEN. THIS IS IMPORTANT. DID I TELL YOU ABOUT FLOYD AND THE SHEEP NEXT DOOR? I DON’T THINK I DID, DID I? THEY’VE PUT SOME SHEEP IN THE GARDEN TO KEEP THE GRASS SHORT. I WENT OVER THERE YESTERDAY TO GET SOME CORN ON THE COB I GREW IN ROGER AND BEA’S VEG PATCH, AND FLOYD AND CASPER FOLLOWED ME. I DON’T THINK FLOYD OR CASPER HAVE EVER SEEN SHEEP BEFORE, AND YOU COULD SEE THEM BOTH GOING “FOOKIN’ ’ELL”, AS THEY CAME AROUND THE CORNER. ONE OF THE RAMS, A REAL BIG HARD-LOOKING BASTARD, A JACOB’S SHEEP, STARTED COMING TOWARDS THEM, MEANING BUSINESS. FLOYD WOULD HAVE HAD HIM IF I HADN’T TOLD HIM NOT TO. THERE WERE SOME PEOPLE CAMPING OVER THERE YESTERDAY, TOO. I CAUGHT ONE OF THEM IN OUR GREENHOUSE, TOP-DRESSING A MARROW.’


‘Anyway, Mick,’ said my mum. ‘We were talking about next week. Tom’s decided not to hire a removal company and to do it all himself. I think he’s mad.’


‘ALL SOLICITORS ARE BASTARDS. MOST STRESSFUL THING IN THE WORLD, MOVING HOUSE,’ said my dad. ‘EVEN MORE STRESSFUL THAN GETTING DIVORCED OR DYING.’


‘But you’ve never died or got divorced, so how do you know?’ I said.


‘I JUST DO. I’M SIXTY-FOUR AND I’VE BEEN UP SINCE FIVE O’CLOCK.’


‘I’ve actually been up since five today as well,’ I replied, but the last two words were lost, due to Ralph sitting on the receiver.


‘Raallllllpppppppph,’ said Ralph.


‘Can you stop doing that, please?’ I asked Ralph. ‘It’s really rude.’


‘Raaaaallllo!’ said Ralph.
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Part of me knew my dad was right: having very nearly died in hospital as a four-year-old and got divorced three decades later, I couldn’t quite convince myself that either event was as stressful as the ten occasions on which I’d moved house as an adult. I’d naively hoped it would be simpler this time. One of the most stressful factors around selling a house and buying another is timing: the agonising possibility of finding your dream place, only to lose it when your own sale falls through. I was in no financial position to purchase another house, so by default had the luxury of exempting myself from that particular kind of conveyancing angst. Yet the longer the process of this move went on, the less of a luxury it seemed. The more obsessively I surfed property websites for rented accommodation, the more I realised that I wanted to find a rented house just like my own, the more I realised such a house did not currently exist. I even began to backdate my searches on the property websites that kept old listings up, just to convince myself that at some point in the last couple of years, somewhere there had been an affordable, feline-friendly house to rent in rural or semi-rural surroundings that had fitted bookshelves and looked like the annexe of a 1960s doctor’s surgery.


Like a lot of cat owners, I tended to ask two questions of any potential new home. The first was, ‘Will the cats be happy here?’ The second was, ‘Do I like it?’ If the answer was ‘yes’ to both, and Gemma liked the place too, I could begin to ask more practical questions. This instantly ruled out a vast number of houses in my price range. If I was honest, despite my misgivings about selling my house, I had a feeling in my bones that a move was right for me and Gemma; my real worry was about how the cats would deal with it. None more so than The Bear, an elderly owl poet who had, seemingly to his own immense confusion, ended up in a feline body.


The Bear was eighteen now, could no longer retract his claws, walked with a somewhat camp arthritic wobble and divided much of his time between the house’s balcony and an old cardboard box, on which I’d scribbled the phrase ‘Hotel Catifornia’ in black marker pen. When The Bear emerged from his balcony or from Hotel Catifornia (‘You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave …’) it was invariably to follow me from room to room, staring at me with his big green eyes in a manner which seemed to ask the pivotal question: ‘Can you tell me why I am a cat, please?’ If The Bear was a human, he’d probably have been the kind who listened to records by The Smiths and Leonard Cohen. Opinion was divided on what was truly going on in his mind. Gemma and I believed he was an intellectual empath, who spent his days agonising over the world’s countless problems. My parents, by contrast, thought he was senile. ‘THAT CAT’S LOST IT,’ my dad announced during their last visit. ‘THE LIGHTS ARE ON BUT THERE’S NOBODY HOME.’
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The Bear, who’d originally been not only my ex’s cat, but my ex’s ex’s cat, had been a wilful, troubled cat in his youth. Old age, though, appeared to suit him. It seemed, in a Morgan Freeman sort of way, to be the time when he’d discovered the True Him. I actually found it quite hard to picture The Bear in his early and middle years now, so charismatic was his more wizened, philosophical incarnation. The eighteen-year-old Bear was polite, gentle, quizzical and companionable. My conviction that he was a right-thinking feline philosopher somehow seemed reinforced by the fact that he remained the only cat I had ever met who liked broccoli. Not for The Bear the rodent slaughter and territorial squabbles of his contemporaries. He was above that kind of thing, an animal of far greater nuance.


All four cats hassled for food in different ways: Ralph shouted ‘Raaallllph!’, Shipley usually called me a shit satchel in cat language and used my leg as a climbing frame, while perhaps most strangely of all, Roscoe, our lone female cat, preferred to dance across the floor on her hind legs, as if slapping paws with strangers in an imaginary disco bowling alley. The Bear’s approach was more subtle. He’d simply look deep into my eyes, let out a tiny ‘meeeoop’, then nod towards the cupboard where I kept the cat food.
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As a rule, the cats were no longer allowed on our bed, due to Gemma’s asthma, but The Bear was so ineffably sweet we couldn’t help making an exception every so often for him. ‘Really? For me?’ his eyes seemed to say, as he settled apprehensively on the duvet in a series of meticulous, circular padding manoeuvres. ‘I’m just so … honoured. I really don’t know what to say.’ The Bear’s spine felt more brittle than it once had and he moved more awkwardly, but his fur shone, and in the last couple of years he’d required the services of our local vet barely half as much as any of the other cats. He had been for a rare visit not all that long ago, after which, due to his unusually large appetite and slight weight loss of late, he’d been tested for an overactive thyroid gland, but the tests had come back negative. A few months on, he was plumper and glossier than ever. I knew The Bear couldn’t live for ever, but another part of me was starting to wonder if the old, stagnant rain he slurped from his favourite watering can on the balcony every day was in fact an elixir of eternal life, its formula mixed clandestinely under a full moon while the rest of the house slept.


I’d long maintained that The Bear’s hypersensitive ears could detect the sound of conveyancing at a hundred paces, but this time he seemed wise to the move from the moment the estate agent stepped through the door, tape measure in hand.


‘I’m afraid we can’t have any pets in the pictures,’ said the agent’s photographer, spotting The Bear on the bed, as he took the photos of my exhaustively spruced and decluttered rooms. This I did not understand at all: I’d always been more attracted to a house when I glimpsed the reflection of an errant cat in a mirror, curled up on a bed or standing defiantly on a kitchen work surface in a photo on the Rightmove or Zoopla websites. ‘But you can’t take photos of the house without The Bear!’ I wanted to protest. ‘The Bear is this house.’ However, because I’m painfully English and polite, I didn’t, and instead meekly and obediently moved The Bear to the balcony, his deep, betrayed eyes burning into me all the while.


‘Sorry,’ the photographer continued. ‘I don’t mind being near them but I can’t touch them.’ I couldn’t quite work out what he meant by ‘them’: cats in general, or specifically elderly academic frustrated diplomat cats whose eyes drilled into your soul.


Far more than Ralph’s increased Ralphing, Shipley’s shouts of ‘Spunk box!’ and ‘Piss officer!’ and a new, vaguely perceptible nervousness in Roscoe’s manner, it was those questioning looks from The Bear that made me feel I was a terrible person for moving house. ‘So you’re really doing this?’ The Bear seemed to be saying to me. ‘After all we’ve been through together to get here?’ The Bear’s longevity might have been put down to many factors – an innate sense of his own limitations that many other cats lacked; his quiet literary lifestyle; a diet containing just the right mix of rainwater, mechanically recovered meat and broccoli – but I knew that a big part of it was almost certainly due to his happiness and stability here, in this house, for the last decade. If I was going to move The Bear again, it would have to be to a place where he, and the other cats, would be at least as comfortable and happy as they’d been here: a place where there were no major worries about roads, with a bit of green outdoor space and enough indoor space to give all four cats as much chance as possible to peacefully coexist. An extra plus for The Bear, whose joints were getting stiffer all the time, would be a staircase that wasn’t formidably steep.


All of this considerably narrowed the available pool of rental properties. Then there was the fact that landlords seemed to have tightened up their rules on pets in the eleven years since I’d last signed a tenancy contract. Many times while house-hunting, I would tell a letting agent ‘I have cats’, yet somehow what it would always feel like I was saying was, ‘I have a large, volatile dragon who likes to party.’ Around half of the population of the UK lives with one or more cats, but, as a prospective renter, being in the majority suddenly reduced me to the status of an untrustworthy leper. ‘But one of them isn’t really like a cat at all,’ I wanted to protest to the agents I spoke to. ‘He’s more like a small version of David Attenborough with fur.’ At least I’d been lucky enough to find some buyers for my house instantly: an impossibly elderly couple who were more or less the exact opposite of the buyers I’d imagined, and who stalked slowly yet purposefully around the place making a gradual, slightly surreal inspection of my possessions – a log cabin quilt made by my mum and a woodcut of a fox, for example – and asking if they would be included in the sale. After a few days they decided to withdraw their offer, having come to their senses and realised that, what with each recently passing their hundred and seventy-fourth birthdays, a three-storey building with East Anglia’s steepest garden might not be a practical option. My replacement buyers – who, again luckily, followed immediately – were far less incongruous: two friendly civil servants wanting to escape the Home Counties commuter sprawl, who would be bringing with them a grumpy old ginger cat called Doris and a passion for mid-twentieth-century interior design. But they needed to move quickly. Which was fine by me, and entirely feasible if you overlooked the fact that Gemma and I were yet to come even close to deciding which part of the country we wanted to move to, let alone which house.
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