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CHAPTER 1


Summer


As I march across the main road carrying the large cage and its woebegone passengers, I find myself wincing at the outlandish noises that are emanating from within. Reaching the car, I now inelegantly wrestle the cat carrier, with its outraged cargo, on to the back seat.


‘How many times do I have to explain it is for your own good?’ I exhort the two kittens, ineffectually, while strapping myself behind the wheel.


My pointless rhetoric is, however, obscured by even louder cries of anguish, as the two feline occupants feel the gentle motion of the car being manoeuvred out into the road to join the busy queue of traffic. We’re on our way to the veterinary clinic for the annual ritual of the cats’ jabs against flu and any number of other feline diseases.


We arrive in full voice. That is, some of us do. But, as I am endeavouring to appear invisible at this point, I am far from exercising any vocal chords, unlike others in my party. When it’s our turn, I lift my protesting charges inside their carrier on to the examination table for Kate, the vet, to give them her full attention. She has met them before, but this is the first time she has had the chance to give them a complete appraisal. She opens the door of the cage, at which point they both fall silent, and she gently pulls out the kitten nearest to her. In her hands she is holding the red tabby shorthair with the striking amber eyes, white bib and white socks.
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‘And who do we have here?’


‘This is Titus,’ I reply.


‘You are a lovely little one, but what is this I see? You have the beginnings of a very grand apron.’


‘What on earth is an apron?’ I ask, surprised. She laughs.


‘It’s this roll of fat.’ She wobbles Titus’s lower stomach. I had, until this moment, considered it to be merely an extra-thick clump of fur hanging down.


‘Ginger – or, correctly, red – cats are especially prone to them. You have to watch them, as they get older, because they have a tendency to gain weight.’


Titus, who has up to this point been crouching down on the examination table staring into space, now gazes rapturously at Kate with an expression of trust, bordering on passion, on her face.


‘You are a very calm cat, aren’t you, my little one?’ she murmurs. Titus purrs and flops over on to her back for her now contentious tummy to be rubbed.


‘You call her by a boy’s name. Why is that?’


‘Ah! Yes! Well! We thought she was a boy and by the time we’d had her sexed, here, at your clinic, it was too late. We were too used to her name. So Titus it’s remained.’ I shrug, adding:


‘She is named after Titus Groan.’


‘Oh not Titus Andronicus?’ she enquires, a touch sardonically, I feel. Hesitating, now braced for the inevitable question as to the name of her sister, I decide to retaliate first.


‘Both the kittens are named after either writers or characters in books,’ I announce portentously. ‘The woman from whom I acquired their mother is a writer whom I greatly admire and it seemed to make sense.’


What I forbear to tell her is that the mother of these two kittens had already been burdened, by the time I met her, with the rather weighty name of Ottoline Morrell, which had so perturbed a former vet in this same practice that he had point-blank refused to enter the full name on the inoculation certificate, so Titus as a name by comparison, even if the wrong gender, is a mere trifle.


Having poked, fondled and peered at Titus from every angle, Kate finishes her examination by quickly and efficiently injecting the round purring cat, whose sole response to her assault is to blink placidly. The vet places her back inside the cat carrier and takes out her sister, a much smaller cat. In her hands now she is holding a black torbie (having predominantly silver-grey tabby markings, but which include odd patches and stripes of reddish colouring), which she gently places on the examination table. The kitten cowers down on the rubber mat of the table, trembling and making small faltering miaows. Kate picks her up and nurses her on her shoulder, crooning to her gently.


‘You’re all right, my sweetie, there, there, there.’ After more in this vein, the little cat goes quiet and slowly retracts her claws, which up to this point have been deeply embedded in the cloth of the vet’s white coat, and visibly relaxes. Her ears come forward, alert, and she pokes her whiskers inquiringly into Kate’s ear.


‘And what is your name, might I ask?’


‘She is called Fannie,’ I volunteer into the silence, adding, ‘after Flagg, the American author. She is a wonderful writer who reassures you about human kindness.’


‘Mmmmn!’ Kate replies non-committally, and I deduce this is not the moment for a dissertation on the compassion of the great Fannie Flagg.


She inspects the ears, nostrils and teeth of the small cat in front of her.


‘You have lovely white teeth, what a clever girl. No problems there then.’ And so, in due time, Fannie too is declared to have a clean bill of health. She is now injected and squawks loudly in protest as she feels the needle penetrate the flesh on the back of her neck.


‘There, there. You are making a big fuss about nothing.’ Kate rubs the place where the needle has entered and puts Fannie back in the carrier along with her sister. They lick each other’s noses for comfort.


‘Remind me, how old are they?’


‘They were born at the end of April last year, so they are now just over a year old, fourteen months in fact.’


‘Should you not be bringing them in for neutering? Normally females are done at six to eight months.’


‘I would like each of them to have the chance of having one litter and I will then neuter them immediately after that.’


We discuss the risks involved in the pregnancy and birthing for a cat as opposed to the safer route of neutering. I know myself how I have yearned to have children and I wish for these young queens not to suffer that same frustration.


‘I have a long list of people, friends and colleagues, who have shared their lives with cats in the past, all of whom would care for them wonderfully, who’ve put their names down for kittens from this particular stock, so I know I would find good homes for them. I really will be a responsible kitten owner, and I’m doing this with my eyes open. At the office I’m the official finder-of-homes-for-kittens-in-trouble!’ Kate smiles as I say this, and I feel gently reassured.


‘And we would keep one from each litter ourselves anyway,’ I add. I feel a twinge of guilt as I say this, knowing that I have not exactly spelt this out to Michael, my long-suffering husband. He has agreed to us keeping one kitten, but I am uncertain whether I have even proposed the idea of two.


‘If you really want to do this, allow your cats to become pregnant that is, you should not leave it longer than two and a half years, or three, maximum.’ She pauses and then adds warily:


‘If you don’t have them spayed and they don’t have kittens, then there’s a really strong possibility that they will have womb problems.’


I swallow hard but decide to say nothing more about kittens, as I have the next hurdle to cross, which manifests itself in her very next question. She produces a worming powder from the drawer.


‘Now the cats both go outside, don’t they? When did you last worm them?’


‘Well, actually they are inside cats and I haven’t wormed them since they were first born.’ We talk on. I remind her (she had been the one who had had the unenviable task of having to despatch our aged cat in the last painful stages of his terminal cancer, and so had met the kittens then) that their mother, Otto, was killed by a car on the road directly outside Moon Cottage, leaving her kittens orphaned in the bedroom above, where they had been born a mere seven weeks earlier, and that it broke our hearts, not to mention the heart of Michael’s venerable old cat Septi, and that on balance we knew it would only be a matter of time, and not much of that, before the kittens would go the way of their mother. She nods her assent to my point of view, but says that she always feels cats need to take their chance even if it is a short life. I counter that selfishly I couldn’t bear that grief again so quickly, and the two kittens are all that I now have of Otto.


Having persuaded me that the kittens still need worming, with laughter in her voice she finally asks me how the pregnancy is to be achieved with the strictures I have in place, and I say that at the moment I don’t know. I haven’t worked it out, but I will let her know in due course. I bundle the cats up and take them, protesting the while, back to home, sweet home.
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CHAPTER 2


The two kittens completely dominate Moon Cottage and all who dwell within its walls. At this time the human residents are Michael, his son John, and yours truly, the cat-chronicler, with occasional visits from John’s brothers, Damian and Oliver.


The cats are beginning to grow up and their kittenish ways are noticeably changing. They still love to play, both with each other and also with their human companions, but already the way they amuse themselves is markedly different from their former clambering, climbing, clawing, biting, fighting, kicking, tumbling play, which was sometimes destructive and always totally exhausting. A play that would quite suddenly finish with the kittens falling asleep in spent heaps, and one that, if witnessed by an uninitiated visitor, especially one who had just had their legs severely scarred by being used as a climbing post, would leave them sadly shaking their heads and saying, at best:


‘Will they ever grow up?’ and more than likely any manner of less indulgent other things that I know not of, because they have simply been too tactful to say what they really think!


The truth is that all too soon kittens shed their one-time seemingly endless appetite for tomfoolery and change into the serious, skilled, streamlined, hunting-machine that is an adult cat, although they never totally lose their sense of fun. Cats who grow up with their own family members, especially their siblings or mother, can maintain strong elements of that early playfulness with each other which will recur throughout their lives, while cats who are the lone feline occupant of a household often maintain that same playful bond with their humans, but there is a distinct turning point when kittenhood proper has passed and the playfulness becomes occasional and the initiation of it harder to stimulate. When the friskiness of kittenhood starts to wane it would appear that growing cats develop other routines in order to assert their presence upon others.


All three of us human residents are liable, very early in the morning, to be woken by Titus who has developed an especially menacing habit of summoning us from deep sleep to instant consciousness. Usually she selects just one person per morning for this treatment, but on bad days she will inflict it on all of us in turn. Her method is this. At around 5 a.m. (our alarm is set to go off at 5.30 a.m. and an extra half-hour of sleep at this time in the morning is very precious) she jumps on to the bed of her chosen victim, heavily, and clambers over them until she is at their head level. She now patrols behind the pillow until she reaches the optimum position for her greeting and then, with great delicacy and skill, she extends her left paw – it is always her left paw, although she is not a ‘southpaw’ in all that she does – and touches their upper lip. So far, so cute, and her touch is wondrously gentle. But if no response is forthcoming, she then, with equal delicacy but complete deliberation, unsheathes her claws and with one of the longer middle claws will gently scratch the upper lip of her chosen human. At this stage of the assault the victim will be aware of the merest hint of a prickle but, should the chosen subject be foolish enough to try to sleep on, the second stage of the assault turns into a penetrative stab inflicted with serious intent and has on occasion even drawn blood. The sensation of injection-by-claw is completely impossible to ignore for even the heaviest sleeper.
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‘No – Titus. Stop! Stop! Please stop! That really hurts.’


‘Miaow, miaow. Miaow. Miaow. Miaow.’


When I am the target I will stroke her briefly to divert her and turn over and pull the duvet over my head. Slowly I will sink back into slumber. She waits, for probably five minutes, when sleep and a false sense of security have enveloped me again by which time, in order to breathe, I have opened up the duvet bunker slightly. And then it comes again. Stab, stab, stab.


‘Titus – I mean it. Dammit. Stop … pleeeeease. It’s not even as if you need feeding ’cos there’s food down all the time.’ Michael groans in protestation at the mingled noises of cat and human interchange and I know that sleep is a lost battle and that the beastly clock is going to go now, anyway. The difference is that cats don’t have a ‘snooze’ button! John, Michael and I, having all cursed her in turn, admit to finding her habit bizarrely endearing even though it is quite appalling when it’s actually happening.


Fannie does not act so invasively. Fannie loves her humans from a greater distance on the whole. She will stare across at her chosen person for hours, sometimes even when they are asleep. She, herself, sleeps on top of the highest bookcase in our bedroom which she has to reach by jumping on to clothes hanging on a hook on the back of the bedroom door from which point she climbs on to the top edge of the door and from there she leaps up on to the bookcase. Sometimes she sleeps on her back with her legs up in the air, sometimes curled up in a ball with her nose under her front paw, and most often stretched out on one side. She has one habit at night time of the close encounter variety, which is not put into practice every night, and there is no telling what triggers it. She will slowly patrol across the pillows behind our heads, and as I lie there I can feel her very slowly and meticulously groom my hair with her tongue. Sometimes she will add a cursory lick to the eyelids too, which because of the roughness of a cat’s tongue, is almost unbearably tickly. This is only ever carried out while the bedside light remains switched on; once the light is extinguished, she jumps down on to the floor. It would seem that this is her unique form of greeting, or perhaps the intention is more that of grooming, as each of the cats will only groom her sister if she is awake. She will occasionally lavish the same attentions upon Michael, but again only if he is awake and he tends to fall asleep before me usually. Her mother, too, sometimes did this, but Fannie was too young ever to witness it. Odd that such a trait should be hereditary.
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It is amazing how two adolescent cats can pervade a dwelling place so completely with their presence and their personality. In the morning when we go down for breakfast we are welcomed vociferously and insistently, as if we had been absent in spite of the fact that we have all shared the same space through the night; well, truth to tell, some of the night. The cats come and go as they please and we leave our door open so that they might have that freedom of movement. John tends to keep his door shut more often than not so he is often beyond their reach. As the three of us prepare to leave for work in the mornings it is possible to distinguish the body language of sorrow in each of the cats, as they recognise in our behaviour the signs of our impending departure. They both pull stern mouths and stare long and unblinkingly across the room, and more often than not they will lie on our bed with their backs to us as we say goodbye to them. Titus is the most dramatic at the big sulk. She has developed it into an art form.


Conversely, when we return home from work the welcome from each of them seems to me surprisingly enthusiastic, as our former cats sometimes only lifted an eyelid in greeting. Fannie is always the first to race down the stairs as she hears the key in the front door, so that by the time the front door is open she has leapt up on to the music centre speaker behind the door – the highest point from which she can receive us – from whence she issues her little miaows of greeting, short, repetitive, staccato sounds that she reserves entirely for human interchanges. This she will do to all three of us with varying degrees of intensity depending upon her mood. She allows the interaction of stroking from us all.


Titus saunters in much more slowly, usually half a minute or so behind her smaller more agile sister, and to Michael and me her greeting is a silent one, which is, as it were, simply the showing of her body. If either of us bends down to stroke her she walks away, shunning the hand that is proffered. When John comes in, however, she issues repetitive short harsh miaows, which increase until he acknowledges her presence. She has a particular fondness for John and a special voice for him too.


It is at this point when we return from work that they both demand more play. The play requires human participation, but now the cats will quickly reject screwed-up paper and pieces of string, which they had loved in their younger months. It is more active exchanges that they seek and for the moment, at least, they most like to chase small light plastic balls with bells inside them, with holes, although Michael as a long-term serious soccer supporter is appalled at the way they ‘cheat’ and pick the balls up in their claws and carry them quite long distances. Myself, I just reckon it is the rules of rugby that are being employed. There is a complex game of paw ball that they play in which each of them allows the other complete domination over the ball until a given moment when the other may move in. I am in awe of this game as no dog, no untrained dog that is, would ever hold back in the way each of these cats does for the other. They require that things be thrown for them a great deal and will sometimes retrieve them, but more often they will play with them but finally expect you to retrieve them, and because one becomes a well-trained human, in the end you do. My friend, Sue, has a Devon Rex called Max who retrieves things himself, but Devon Rexes are special and more dog-like in their responses. They have the gift of eternal kittenhood.


Although both Titus and Fannie are growing away from their kittenish qualities, they still play a fierce spring and slash game with each other. It is as if they still need to test each other for the level of endurance that each of them has to pain and also where the line should be drawn between play and real fighting. Another game that they play repeatedly, and which I believe is common to all cats confined to a house, is what we call ‘chase and gallop’. They take it in turns to chase each other upstairs, under the beds, then downstairs again; round and round the sitting room, the dining room and the kitchen and then up the stairs again, thunderously. The rules of this one are quite hard to determine, but the cats definitely take it in turns to be either the chased one or the chaser. When they are at this at full pelt it is astonishingly noisy and they can sound surprisingly heavy footed.


Recently Fannie has started to climb the curtains, and this is something that dear podgy Titus cannot do. But Fannie, who is not only more agile than her sister, also has what seems to be a driven need to get as high as possible, always. Her mother was the same and used to climb along the ridge of the roof of the cottage, on top of the rose pergola and wherever else was the highest point that could be climbed. Fannie has the same torbie colouring as her mother and a similar temperament, although if anything she is more nervous and more timid of more things than ever her mother was. Fannie’s fearfulness is strange, as these cats have had a completely protected existence inside the cottage where they were born and, other than losing their mother before they were two months of age, nothing horrible has ever happened to them.
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Titus, on the other hand, endears herself to anyone and everyone who comes to the cottage, which she achieves by employing copious cheek rubbing followed by climbing up, with or without invitation, on to their knee or shoulder where she will then purr quietly but seductively. She also beguilingly rolls over on her back for her white fluffy tummy to be rubbed by absolutely anyone, and although Fannie also sometimes does this, Titus is the one with no inhibitions. She prefers men on whom to bestow her favours and of course the cat cliché is true in her case – the more the person does not like cats, the more likely he is to be the target of Titus’s favours. She especially loves dark trousers and navy blue and black suits, and although she is technically a domestic shorthair, she has long ‘short’ hairs of a very light ginger hue, which cling tenaciously to the clothes of those with whom she flirts, much like their begetter.
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It has been a dull sort of summer without much sun, but very warm and dry, and I am finding it increasingly tiresome and sweaty cooking in the kitchen with the door closed. I am able to open all the cottage windows by dint of using white-squared plastic mesh, the sort that a garden centre might supply for climbing plants, which are screwed over the window frames and which allow for the little cottage windows to be slid backwards and forwards behind them so that we and the cats can breathe in fresh air without incurring the incidence of flat cat on the treacherous main road outside. However, I cannot resolve the problem of the door.


We have about a third of an acre of cottage garden, but try as I might I cannot find a way of making it cat safe in terms of containment. Cats are amazingly skilful at finding ways out of places; they need to be because they are such strongly predatory but fragile animals, and these skills are what make them able to survive at all. I find a website on the internet advertising very clever containment fencing that might do the job, but when I contact them I discover that they are American and are simply not prepared to ship the material across the Atlantic. Probably if they had been prepared to, I would not have been able to afford the shipping costs in any case. Fellow cat lover, writer and friend Karin, who is incidentally one of the few women who Titus simply swoons upon when she sees her, when I tell her about the lengths I am taking in my attempts to make the cats happy, tells me with glee about an extraordinary house somewhere in San Diego where the owners of the house have made small cat-sized holes right up at ceiling level in the majority of the rooms in their house, so that the cats can travel from ground to ceiling throughout the house, with the assistance of slides and ramps and further aided by little perches strategically cemented into the walls; this means they need never remain imprisoned in one room or, if they are truly skilful, even touch the ground. But, as she adds wryly: ‘Could make resale of the property a tad difficult.’ I realise I am only just beginning and it could be a long road ahead of me.


In frustration I have combed every garden centre and DIY place I can think of and finally I’ve purchased a combination of two sorts of wooden trellis fencing, which I have turned into a six-foot-high fence with a narrow gate which opens into the outer garden, which, by utilising our neighbour’s side wall, has now transformed an area outside the back door into a small contained suntrap the size of a large room. We have furnished it with our wooden garden table and chairs, a small tiled Moroccan stand, a cat scratching post and platform, the hanging baskets containing our fuchsias and tubs of scarlet geraniums, and a dramatic purple bougainvillea to remind us of France. At last we can have the back door open and eat outside and the cats can come and go.


When the moment arrives to let the cats outside I thrill to their evident tension and sense of excitement as they cross the threshold of the door with great nervousness. By the time they reach the centre of the yard their confidence visibly increases. Their noses work overtime as they are assailed by a multitude of new smells and their ears twitch in harmony with the whole host of fresh sounds they are experiencing. They quickly gain self-assurance. Within minutes they have both jumped up on to the cat platform and from there to the little Moroccan table in order to watch assorted birds and bees and butterflies through the fencing. From time to time, all three, birds, bees and butterflies, venture into the inner yard to the unutterable delight of the cats, although the birds alone learn quickly to avoid repeating this behaviour.


For the next few weeks it is rewarding to observe the two cats relishing the sunshine when we get it; they lie stretched out on the garden table, tails twitching gently. Watching, really watching, cats lie prone in the sunshine is both cathartic and a potent lesson in the true art of sensual relaxation. However, I know that many cats can suffer quite severe sunburn to their ears, so initially I am mildly wary, but so long as the kitchen door remains open they seem to come inside if it really does get too hot. I am experiencing a new liberation in being able to open the kitchen door and let out the cooking smells and heat.
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