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Sleep on my love






Sleep on, my love, in thy cold bed


Never to be disquieted!


My last good-night! Thou wilt not wake


Till I thy fate shall overtake;


Till age, or grief, or sickness must


Marry my body to that dust


It so much loves; and fill the room


My heart keeps empty in thy tomb.


Stay for me there, I will not fail


To meet thee in that hollow vale.


And think not much of my delay:


I am already on the way,


And follow thee with all the speed


Desire can make, or sorrows breed.


The thought of this bids me go on,


And wait my dissolutiòn


With hope and comfort. Dear (forgive


The crime) I am content to live


Divided, with but half a heart,


Till we shall meet and never part.





This is part of a longer poem, Exequy on his Wife,
by Henry King, 1592–1669





Chapter 1



The cat living under a car


The small, thin, bedraggled ginger cat was standing at the bottom of the garden. He looked frozen with fear and, somehow, at the same time desperate for love. He was obviously poised for flight, ready to run if a human were to shout at him or throw a stone. Yet if cats could speak, this cat was pleading: ‘Help me.’


Everything about him suggested a cat at the limits of his endurance. His ginger coat looked pale and faded, as if the orange was leaching from his fur. Although his mouth and whiskers were white, they were a very dirty white. A dingy ruff of fur round his neck was tangled and thin. His tail was fluffy but it hung downwards as if he hadn’t the strength to raise it.


He was hungry, starving even. Longingly, he eyed the scraps of cat food that Gaynor had put out in her garden under a bench for the local hedgehogs. This was the food that Gaynor’s own well-fed cats had rejected or just not got around to eating.


For a few minutes he just hovered there at the end of the garden, directing his gaze towards the bowl. Then, as if he had had to gather all his courage to make a move, he walked cautiously towards it. With an anxious look around to see if he was observed, he thrust his face into the bowl and gobbled up all the food. Then he retreated fast to the relative safety of the shrubs without pausing to wash himself.


‘He was absolutely ravenous that day,’ said Gaynor. She was watching him through her conservatory windows, being careful not to let him see her.


‘He’s back again,’ Gaynor said to her mother the next day as they looked through the same windows into the garden. The ginger stray was hanging around and today he had moved a little closer to the house. He was obviously waiting. This time, he looked straight at her and miaowed hopefully.


‘I’ll put out some more food.’ She went out and put down a bowl of fresh cat food on the paving near the house wall. The ginger cat retreated to the shrubs as she emerged but as she went back inside the house, he moved to the bowl and ate with a desperate appetite. At the end of his meal, bolder than on the last occasion, he licked the bowl very carefully and thoroughly from bottom to top. Every single fragment of food accounted for, he retreated to the shrubs again at the bottom of the garden. This time he sat upright and licked round the edge of his mouth in case any small trace of food was left on his muzzle.


This wasn’t the first time he had visited their garden. Gaynor’s mother had caught sight of him before, coming over the wall and taking refuge in the shrubs. He had perhaps been trying to find shelter from the November rain; or maybe knew to wait there till nightfall, when the curtains were closed and Gaynor and her mother were safe inside, before coming out to investigate the hedgehogs’ bowl in the hope they had left something for him.


Gaynor loves cats and local cats seem to know this. Even when she goes on holiday, a cat seems to turn up on the doorstep of any holiday flat she is renting. Perhaps some kind of secret mark, a pawmark or a scratch, has been left on her doorstep or on the nearby bushes, which says to other cats: ‘Sucker lives here.’


A generation ago, tramps, travellers and beggars used to leave such a mark, made with a knife or sharp stone, on the door or the gatepost of friendly houses. It was a secret mark that ordinary people would not notice, but for others on the tramp, the mark showed that the household was good for a cup of tea, or possibly even some small change.


Perhaps the cats in Gaynor’s neighbourhood had done the same, which is why this small ginger cat, so badly in need of his next meal, had turned up at her house on a well-kept private housing estate in the Cotswolds. Somehow he had known, or at least hoped, that he would get help there. ‘Across the road from me there are farms and I think the farm cats sometimes come over here,’ she says.


Gaynor already had a household of cats. Elderly Percy, at 18 years old a venerable ginger and white cat, presided magisterially over the two younger cats, tabby and white Lily and sleek black Indie. Lily and Indie had been rescued as feral kittens and were still a little shy of strangers. Unlike them, Percy was magnificently laid back with all human visitors.


‘Everybody knew Percy,’ recalls Gaynor. ‘He would sit in our drive in the sun and walk out to greet the passing schoolkids.’


His preferred seat was on the windowsill from where he could watch human and feline passersby.


These were the three cats Gaynor owned, but there were others, too. Cats would look in at Gaynor’s home while passing – just in case there was food going. Like the home of the great novelist Thomas Hardy, hers was a kind of open house for cats. Hardy, once asked about all the cats clustered by the tea table, explained that only some of them were his: ‘Some are cats who come regularly to have tea, and some are still other cats, not invited by us, but who seem to find about this time of day that tea will be going.’


Gaynor’s visitors included a pair of local fluffy cats, obviously well cared for, who regularly spent time in her garden and occasionally snacked on the hedgehog food. Then there was Sam, a local cat who came in during the day to relax in her company when his owners were out. Almost every day he turned up in the morning, pushed in through the cat flap, and spent his time sleeping peacefully on her sofa. He needed somewhere warm during the daytime because the central heating in his own house was turned off while everybody was out at work. He, too, expected, and received, a little snack.


‘Sometimes the local hedgehogs don’t get a look in when it comes to their food,’ Gaynor admitted. Sam used to bring his mother with him to Gaynor’s house, until one day she stopped accompanying him and Gaynor never knew why.


As most cat lovers know, some cats, like Sam, two-time their official owners. Like faithless human partners, cats often set up two families, and thus two dinners. Charlie, who lived in a village near me, pulled off the three-owner, three-dinner trick. He had his official owner, one unofficial owner and a house where he spent much of his time during the day. I discovered this while knocking on doors looking for my own missing black cat. ‘Charlie is our cat,’ said the people working in one of the gardens. ‘I’ve adopted Charlie,’ said the woman two doors along. ‘I’m not Charlie’s owner,’ admitted the householder three doors on, ‘but he spends most of his day with me.’ I kept Charlie’s secret and didn’t let on to the other two what he was up to.


Percy, Gaynor’s elderly cat, was an example of how a cat will rehome himself if he feels like it, or if his original home is not up to scratch by feline standards. Neglected or abused dogs may stick around and suffer. Cats move out. Percy, indeed, had done this. His human ‘parents’ had divorced 15 years earlier and he had been left with the man, who, to Percy’s disgust, had bought a dog. Percy had promptly rehomed himself with Gaynor. ‘He started coming in at night, then started staying during the day, too,’ she explained.


The new ginger visitor didn’t look like a cat who already had an owner, though; or even a cat who had left an unsatisfactory home. He looked like a homeless down and out, a street cat who was struggling, and failing, to survive.


He certainly needed help urgently. It was November, not a good month for any cat to be living on the streets. The leaves had fallen off the trees and the English weather had settled into being cold and wet. ‘He looked desperate,’ Gaynor remembered.


I knew Gaynor from her work as Gaynor the Trainer. She would arrive at my house once a week in a 4x4 car full of weights, mats, huge rubber balls and other training equipment. At the time the ginger cat turned up in her garden, I was caring for my husband, Ronnie, who was suffering from prostate cancer, bone cancer and lung cancer.


Ronnie was – and still is – the love of my life. When I first met him, he was a war reporter and diplomatic correspondent. But it was his early years, before I was even born, that were the secret of his attraction. They say dogs and women follow marching men. Ronnie had been a Royal Marine Commando in the Second World War and, to me, he was still the marine he had once been. Once a marine, always a marine – at least in my heart. A big bear of a man, he enveloped me in his hugs.


But now he could hug no more. The man I loved was slowly leaving me. He was disabled not just by the cancer but from a helicopter accident he’d survived while reporting on a small war in Oman in the 1970s. It had broken his back, although he recovered and lived without pain for the next 30 years. Then in his old age, the pain of that helicopter crash settled into his spine, wreaking havoc with the nerves of his lower back.


Now he lived with pain every single day, never complaining but slowly getting worse as the cancer weakened his body. His spirit was still strong. He was confined to an armchair in the living room for much of the day, just able to walk from room to room but unable to manage stairs. Once a week, I would work out in the living room while he looked on, which is where Gaynor the Trainer, as she calls herself, came into our lives, and through her, the ginger cat.


At the time I first contacted her it was about exercise not cats. I was recovering from a mastectomy for breast cancer. We were a double-cancer household and it was difficult for me to leave Ronnie alone without somebody sitting in the house to look after him. Gaynor ran exercise and Pilates classes, as well as a bespoke cake-making business. As I could not get to her classes, she came to me.


Gaynor isn’t one of those young, slim personal trainers with perfect bodies who make you feel old and ugly and unfit as soon as you set eyes on them. Nor was she one of those personal trainers who set themselves up without any special expertise. She specialized in complex needs and the kind of client whom safety-conscious gymnasiums sometimes refuse to help. At the point we met I fell into the special needs category.


Being younger than Ronnie, I wasn’t in such bad shape as he was but I wasn’t very well. The comfort of Gaynor was that she understood how difficult exercise can be after an operation. She had suffered at the hands of the National Health Service when a knee operation went very wrong, leaving her in constant pain and requiring two further major operations. Despite this, she had rehabilitated herself back to fitness.


So she used to visit weekly to give me a work-out, focusing mainly on restoring my right arm to its normal function. I was missing a bit of underarm muscle, which had been taken out at the same time the breast was taken away. If the muscle is left, it makes a brick-like bulge under the arm. Taken away, it can knit itself back – more or less.


Thanks to Gaynor’s exercises I was regaining strength in the affected arm, although I was still finding it slightly painful to stretch up to get something from a very high shelf.


‘Owww…’ I was puffing and panting my way through a work-out with weights, pushing them up, then forward, then down.


‘You’re exercising your pecs and lats. Most of all, it’s the pectoral major muscle over the breast you need to strengthen.’ Gaynor believes in explaining the exact benefits of what her clients are doing. My right pectoral muscle needed all the exercise it could get so that my right arm could move as freely as my left. My aim was to strengthen it so that I could lift weights with my right as well as left arm.


‘Now to the exercise I showed you last week. By the way, do you want another cat? A stray has turned up in my garden.’ Gaynor’s exercises were always accompanied by encouraging explanations and cat talk. I loved the cat talk. Any thought of cats lifts my spirits. She was nearly as obsessed with cats as I am.


‘Well …’ puff, puff ‘… I have been thinking I have space for one more. But it’s got to be a small cat who can’t bully Tilly.’ Tilly often spent her morning indolently lying in the living room watching me exercise. Not that she joined in. My exertions seemed to amuse her. She enjoyed the superiority of looking down on me from the armchair when I was lying on the exercise mat.


While Ronnie was heart of my heart, Tilly ran him a pretty close second. I had taken her in as a foster cat after she had languished for 18 months in a cat pen, unable to find a home. She was small, grey-brown and, when I first got her, utterly terrified. On arrival she had lived under the bed for almost three months, too frightened to come out. The idea was that I would rehabilitate her so that she could find a home as a house pet. By the time she had become confident enough to be calm and loving, I had grown to love her so much I couldn’t hand her on. From being her fosterer I had become her owner.


When Gaynor mentioned the possibility of another cat, Ronnie intervened. He was being loving enough not to laugh at my efforts, although occasionally his lips would twitch with amusement.


‘I want a kitten,’ he said. ‘Or at least a pretty cat this time.’


If Tilly had been able to understand human language, she would not have been pleased. In my eyes, she was beautiful but, it must be admitted, nobody else had thought enough of her to adopt her during the 18 months she languished un-chosen in a Cats Protection cat pen.


‘The stray is a lovely ginger colour,’ Gaynor said, hopefully.


This sounded promising. Ronnie, who came to love cats late in life, had been seduced into that love by their beauty. His favourite had been William, an elegant, semi-long-haired tabby and white, whom he had picked out of a basket of kittens. William was everything Ronnie felt a cat should be – stunningly handsome, graceful and dignified. Tilly, who was ugly, not very graceful and not at all dignified, didn’t fit the template. He didn’t want another Tilly.


She was not looking her best that morning anyway. She had been mousing in the nearby dry barn but had had to make her way home through the rain. When she was wet, her soft brown fur stuck together and looked unkempt despite her daily careful grooming. She looked a mess.


She is a very small cat, not much larger than a Singapura, one of the smallest pedigree breeds. Her semi-long, soft hair makes her look dumpy and short-legged. In a good light, if the sun is shining through her brown and grey soft hair, highlighting some ginger streaks in it, she can look as beautiful as ever William was – at least, in my eyes.


‘That’s very good. You couldn’t have done that a month ago,’ said Gaynor as I worked on the weights. Her speciality, other than cats and making cakes, is encouragement – lavish encouragement for the slightest kind of effort; enough encouragement to make even a reluctant exerciser (which I was) want to see her again.


‘Would you like to see his photo?’ she asked, switching from exercise to cats. This was a move of low cunning on her part, motivated by her natural desire to find Toby a good home. Cat photos are addictive for cat lovers. The millions of cat photos, videos, blogs and websites on the internet prove that!


She showed the photo first to Ronnie for his approval. She knew I was a soft touch anyway and it was Ronnie who needed persuading. On the small, mobile-phone screen, Toby looked surprisingly handsome. Painfully thin top models often look good in photos and so did he!


Ronnie responded well. He was attracted by the blotchy ginger markings down Toby’s body, the fluffy tail and the strong whiskers. Either side of Toby’s cheeks longer fur merged into his ruff.


‘He looks like Damian Lewis with sideburns,’ said Ronnie, who had been watching the TV thriller series Homeland. He did, too – in fact, he was better looking, I thought.


‘He looks like Orlando the Marmalade Cat to me,’ I said. I had been brought up on children’s stories in which the animals had been heroes, including Little Grey Rabbit, Black Beauty, Said the Cat to the Dog, Puss in Boots and, of course, Orlando the Marmalade Cat with its many sequels. Orlando the Marmalade Cat was one of my favourites. Still is.


Toby had the same ginger markings. He had Orlando’s white chin, white whiskers and even the same white tufts of hair growing out of his ears. His sideburns, however, were longer than Orlando’s and it looked as if his hair might be a little more fluffy. Moreover, Toby, like Orlando, had ‘eyes like gooseberries’, the green of under-ripe gooseberries, the sort you have to cook rather than eat raw. There was one small difference, which I did not notice at the time of looking at the photo. Toby was cross-eyed.


Each of his gooseberry green eyes had a pupil that slanted inwards. In that first photo, the eyes were only slightly crossed. Later, I discovered that this squint, with the absurd scientific name of convergent strabismus, came and went. At times it was very pronounced indeed, and if he had been human, he would have needed spectacles.


Gaynor did not draw attention to his faulty eyes. Instead, she pointed out, ‘He’s very small. He’s hardly bigger than Tilly.’ Now this was an even cleverer remark. She knew that I would worry about small Tilly’s safety and happiness with a big cat. I’d already mentioned it.


‘That sounds good,’ I said. ‘If he’s full grown, that’s safer than getting a kitten. A kitten might grow to be too large.’ This remark, it turned out, was completely wrong. But I was half won over.


‘I’d take him on myself,’ said Gaynor, ‘but it wouldn’t be fair on Percy. He’s too old. Percy’s been wonderful to the two kittens and Indie absolutely adores him. But I think another adult male might be too much competition for him.’ In this, Gaynor’s judgment was better than mine, but, as I have admitted, I was already weakening. Even in the mobile-phone photo, you could see that the ginger cat was thin and his coat was scruffy. He had what seemed like a handsome fluffy tail and nice facial whiskers, but the rest of his fur coat looked awful.


‘I don’t think he’ll survive the winter,’ said Gaynor, hopefully. She hasn’t been a personal trainer for years without knowing how to motivate people. Lavish encouragement was, as I’ve said, her forte. She knew how to get into my head and switch on the ‘just one more cat’ syndrome – not that it’s very difficult.


‘It’s getting colder,’ said Gaynor, ramping up the motivation. ‘I think he may be sleeping under the car or perhaps under the bushes in the front of the house. He’s so pathetic.’ Of course, I knew and she knew that if I didn’t take Toby, she would rescue him anyway. But this expert in motivating others had succeeded in making me feel I must do something.


‘Why don’t I take him in and see how it goes. At least I can give him somewhere to live for the time being.’


Normally, I would just have arranged for him to be picked up by my local cat rescue, but I knew that they might not be able to afford to do so. Sunshine Cat Rescue had started up as a small charity and they were horribly short of funds. This cat might be the one that broke their bank balance. But the thought of him living in the shrubs or under Gaynor’s car was really upsetting. While a car might keep off the relentless November rain from above, it could not keep off the rain that would pool in the gravel drive. Cats hate getting their feet wet. This cat was having to live and sleep with permanently wet feet.


Yes, I had room in my house. Yes, I had the money to pay his veterinary bills (although these were to be much larger than I’d thought). As I could barely leave home during this period, I wasn’t doing much shopping. I went out when I knew exactly what I wanted and could bowl into the shop, buy it and rush back home. So I wasn’t spending money on casual luxuries. I could afford to nurse Toby back to health. For me, having another cat, even one that I would rehome, was a luxury, and one that I could afford.


More important than either of these considerations was the fact that I just couldn’t walk by on the other side and leave this pathetic stray to his fate. From Gaynor’s account, it seemed that he might not last much longer on the streets. Shelter from the wet and cold is as important to a cat’s survival as regular food. Even with regular meals from her hedgehog bowl, he might well not make it through the winter. (At this point cat lovers will realize that my judgment was clouded by my desire for another cat. Gaynor would never have left him to starve!)


Yet how would Tilly feel if I added a new cat to the household? She had started life in the garden of a cat hoarder – one of several cats who lived in an open-sided shed with only dustbins laid on their sides for shelter. Then during her 18 months in a cat pen, waiting for the adoption that never came, she had obviously loathed the companion cat who shared the pen with her. I couldn’t pretend that she would be delighted with a companion. She and I were so close that another cat might interfere with our relationship.


Tilly was special to me because I’d had to earn her trust over months. When she first came to live with me, she had lived under the bed in the spare bedroom, coming out only at night. Even then, every time I moved towards her she would run away; and the only way I could stop her was to run away myself! That way she didn’t have to run, because I did it for her, so to speak.


The more work I put into trying to tame Tilly, the more I fell in love with her. As the Fox in the story of The Little Prince says: ‘People have forgotten this truth … You become responsible forever for what you’ve tamed.’


Most people realize that if we love somebody, we will make an effort to care for them in practical terms. What they forget is that if we do caring actions for somebody even before we love them, we begin to love them, and our own efforts (not theirs) will make us love more deeply. The object of our care becomes the object of our love. This deepening love has been, I believe, the inner journey in every relationship I have had with all my cats. They have taught me as much as I have taught them.


My taming of Tilly had taught me this love. I had felt huge delight as she began to blossom into a much-loved pet. I had seen her change from a scruffy, frightened cat who did not even look after her own fur into a relaxed and happy cat who spent a lot of her time grooming herself.


I had seen her learn how to go outdoors and hunt, and I had seen her begin to play. When she had first come to me, I had sometimes heard her at dead of night playing with a piece of old newspaper. Slowly, as she grew more confident, she began to play in sight of me. She would bat a catnip mouse, pull my spectacles off the bedside table, pull at the cord of the bathroom blind or chase my fishing-rod toy.


Moreover, as she recovered she taught me an even more valuable lesson. As Ronnie had grown both weaker and more disabled, and as I recovered from my own breast cancer, I realized I needed to imitate Tilly. She had regained her ability to look after herself as she became less frightened. Her grooming was exemplary. Copying her example, I made a real effort to look after myself. I went for long walks in the open air, either alone or with my local archaeology club, whenever I could safely leave Ronnie. This put pleasure and play into my life, just as Tilly had shown me.


Even so, looking after Ronnie was stressful. I lived with daily anxiety about what might happen next. Once I had arrived home after a walk to find him flat on the floor below the stairs. He had fallen off the stair lift. Luckily, there was no blood and he was fully conscious. I decided to try to get him up by myself. I propped him up using various cushions from the back of the armchairs and sofa but found I could not do it on my own. I phoned round friends until I found someone who could help me. Somehow we managed without calling for an ambulance.


For some people, adding a starving, ill cat to an invalid’s household would have just added a new stress to an already stressful situation. This was not the case for me. My ways of dealing with stress were limited. I had given up alcohol so I couldn’t turn to drink. I was already somewhat overweight so overeating was not an option. A new cat was just what I needed. Cats reduce rather than increase my stress. A new feline worry would distract my mind from the continual, more serious anxieties about Ronnie.


‘Do you think Tilly could cope with another cat?’ I asked Gaynor. ‘What is he like with your cats?’


‘He rolls in front of them,’ she said. ‘He never attacks them. There have been no fights. Indie and Lily are fine with him. It’s just Percy I’m worried about, because of his age. You’ll see. He’s a very gentle cat. Tilly will be fine.’


At heart, I knew that Tilly would prefer to be on her own in the house. Cats can cope with companions, but living with another cat isn’t natural for them. Cats often live very happily with their relatives, the cats they have known from kittenhood, but many of them don’t do real friendship with unrelated cats.


I told myself that Tilly had been brought up in a cat hoarder’s household so would be OK eventually with this cat’s companionship. I’d taken in foster cats twice previously. Both had come to stay in the spare room in an emergency, and she had shown interest in them rather than either disgust or fear. With elderly James, a ginger cat with severe health difficulties, she had been cautious but fascinated. I had come to the conclusion that he had just a little time left to live, so I had let him out of the spare room into the household. He was very affectionate and enjoyed human contact. He just ignored Tilly, which seemed to reassure her. She had also nipped into the spare room when I was looking after another elderly ill cat, Chester, over the Christmas period. Chester had hissed, so she had retreated, but she didn’t seem too worried about it. She was still bold enough to try to steal his food. Both foster cats had been male. I hoped she would cope with this third male cat.


I turned to Ronnie. ‘How do you feel about it?’ I asked him. ‘We could call him Gussie Fink-Nottle like the character in the Jeeves stories.’ I am a big fan of Wodehouse.


‘Not that,’ said Ronnie. He wasn’t arguing about another cat, just about the name. ‘I hate that name.’


‘What about Bingo Little, then? He’s a small cat.’


‘No, we’ll call him Toby,’ Ronnie said firmly.


Ronnie had named him, and by naming him, he had accepted Toby into his life, the life of a strong man being weakened, the life that he and I knew was at the beginning of the end.


‘Why Toby?’ I asked. ‘It’s a dog’s name.’


‘Twelfth Night. Look it up,’ he replied, smiling.


I did. Sir Toby Belch is a comic character in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, fond of drinking, singing and having fun. There wasn’t much fun in Ronnie’s life, which was why he chose the name. Perhaps a small, ginger, furry companion could add a little light relief. If things worked out, this new cat would, I decided, be his cat rather than mine. Ronnie needed a cat.


The ginger cat’s small size was the final deciding factor. He was too small to intimidate Tilly. Besides, I told myself that if he and Tilly didn’t get on, I would simply pay for whatever vet’s treatment he needed and pass him on to my local cat rescue.


‘I’ll see how it goes,’ I said to Gaynor and Ronnie. ‘I can always find him a new home if he and Tilly don’t get on.’


As it turned out, this prediction was famously wrong.





Chapter 2



If you love someone, you clean up their poo


‘Celia, I’ve got him. He’s in my office. Do you want to come and fetch him?’


The decision had been made. Ronnie had acquiesced in that decision. Now Gaynor was making sure it happened. We had agreed that I would take him on and rehome him if he didn’t settle down well with Tilly. More importantly, I would make sure that he didn’t have to go on living under the cars on the estate. It was November, it was very wet and Gaynor didn’t think he would survive much longer. He needed rescuing without delay.


What she hadn’t actually told me was that she was going to pick him up and take him in later that same day. She wasn’t going to give me time to have second thoughts, so she phoned me the following morning.


Gaynor lives about ten minutes away from me, so I could fetch the stray cat immediately. I usually could not leave Ronnie alone for very long in the mornings. He was on medication that meant he had to pee frequently, and that meant I had to be around to help him. Mornings, about an hour after he had taken the pill, were the worst times.


I had considered moving the medication to the evening but that would simply have meant getting up at hourly intervals throughout the night. As it was, I was already getting up four or five times a night. Moving the medication would probably have meant waking up to help him even more frequently, probably about seven times a night. So I opted for morning toilet attendance duties rather than more of a nighttime vigil.


I grabbed the cat carrier – the sort with a solid bottom in case a terrified cat lost control of its bowels – put in a towel just in case the new cat panicked in this way during the journey, and drove over to Gaynor’s. Toby had allowed Gaynor to pick him up the previous evening, so obviously he was domesticated, not feral, but he might never have been in a car before and once cat pee or poo gets into a car seat, even steam cleaning doesn’t entirely clear up the smell. When it comes to selling the car, the value is naturally somewhat lower than it might have been. In such minor ways do cats affect our lives!


‘He used the litter tray during the night,’ Gaynor announced. ‘I think I can just pick him up and put him in the carrier.’ And so she did.


As she brought him out of her office and into the living room, where I had the carrier, her own cats looked on with interest. Elderly Percy on his windowsill seemed relaxed about the situation. After all, the intruder into the garden was now being taken away. Indie and Lily, the two younger cats, looked a little more uncertain, perhaps being cautious not just about Toby but about my presence. They were rescue feral kittens and had missed some of the vital first contact with humans. So it had taken them a long time fully to relax in the presence of people other than Gaynor and her mother.


I was a bit dismayed by what I saw. I was expecting him to look scrawny and ragged. What I wasn’t expecting was his look of utter defeat. His body wasn’t tense with fear, nor was it relaxed and happy. He sagged in Gaynor’s arms in helpless surrender to whatever was going to happen to him next. He looked as if he was too ill to care about anything much. Here was a cat that had nearly given up the struggle to survive.


As I drove Toby home, I wondered if this rescue had been such a good idea. Now, as well as day and night caring for a very ill husband, I had to care for a traumatized cat. Then I remembered how fulfilling it would be to have an extra cat. I don’t approve of too many cats in a house, and I certainly didn’t want to turn into a mad cat hoarder. But just one more, making a total of two, should be OK. If Toby imitated his namesake, he would bring some fun into our lives.


My plan was to install him in the main bedroom. I no longer slept there. I’d moved onto the sofa in the living room so as to be close to Ronnie at night. If Toby was as tame as Gaynor suggested, he would probably want to hide in the cardboard box I had put in there for him.


It was an ordinary cardboard wine box, covered at the top, with a fleece inside and an entrance hole cut into the side. An ideal place, I thought, for the first few hours in his new home. Other foster cats had hidden under the beds in the spare bedroom but our large double bed – alas, no longer the haven and heaven for Ronnie and me – went all the way down to the floor. There was no space for frightened cats underneath.


I had put out two litter trays full of small grain litter, just in case he was one of those cats who wanted one for pee and one for poo. Hadn’t Gaynor told me that he had used the litter tray in her office? That was promising. The trays were carefully sited in two locations – one in the small bathroom, just outside the shower, and one in the bedroom as far as possible from the food area. I had put the food bowl on a tea tray, so that if he was a messy eater, bits would not fall on the carpet. The water bowl, also carefully sited away from the food bowl, was placed directly on the carpet. If some water got spilled, that wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t leave a stain like food would.


Oh yes, I had planned it all out beautifully.


Part of the plan was to keep the new cat in quarantine. When he had settled in (just a day or two, I hoped) I would get him cleaned up to get rid of fleas, ear mites and worms, tested for FIV and microchipped. He needed to be kept away from Tilly until this was all done. In particular, the FIV test was vital.


If he was FIV positive, his future would be uncertain. I would not put Tilly’s health at risk. It’s true that the FIV virus can be spread only in saliva and blood, so that she would be unlikely to catch it unless they had a fight. But what if they did fight? At this point I couldn’t know how or whether they would get on.


And if he was FIV positive, would my local cat rescue take him on? I wasn’t sure. As a small, independent charity then chronically short of money, they might not have been in a position to do so. Finding a home for an FIV positive cat usually takes some time because the home has to be indoor only. These are common in big cities, less common in rural areas like mine. Most people in the UK want to give their cats the chance to roam and have feline fun out of doors.
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