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It was a gorgeous summer’s day when Conrad walked into the life of Lulu Lewis. The sky was a cloudless blue, birds were singing in the distance and the water of the canal was just starting to turn green from the warm-weather algal bloom.

Lulu was about to go out and cut some fresh mint from the small strip of land on the other side of the towpath. The mooring was hers, courtesy of the Canal and River Trust, but she had squatter’s rights on the narrow piece of land between the towpath and the hedge, where she grew a selection of herbs including mint, rosemary, chives and thyme. She had just started experimenting with garlic, but hadn’t been having much luck.

As she looked out of the galley window she saw a cat heading her way, walking in the middle of the towpath as if he owned it. Lulu could tell it was a tom, just from the way he strutted along with his tail in the air, but she knew right away that he was special because he was a calico – a mixture of black, white and orangey brown – and most calicos were female.

The cat stopped in his tracks and began sniffing the air, his ears up. The right side of his head was mainly black with a white patch around the nose and mouth, and the left side was brown and white. His eyes were a vibrant green. He seemed to be looking right at Lulu and she felt a slight shiver run down her spine. He started walking again. 

Lulu leaned forward over the double gas hob to get a better view. His front legs and chest were white, his body and tail were thick stripes of black and brown, and his rear legs had white socks. He reached the prow of the boat. The Lark. She hadn’t named it; the boat had been ten years old when she had taken it on. The previous owner, a retired teacher, had owned it from new and had bought it as a lark, he’d said. Lulu had quite liked the name, and anyway it would have been bad luck to change it. It was a traditional narrowboat, painted dark green with black trim and with THE LARK in gold capital letters over a painting of the bird.

The cat walked slowly along the towpath. Past the double cabin, past the toilet, and then he drew level with the galley. He stopped and looked up at her, moving his head slightly and sniffing. His tail was upright like an antenna. 

‘Well, good morning,’ whispered Lulu. ‘What a handsome boy you are.’

The cat’s ears flicked forward as if he had heard her, and he made a soft mewing sound. He wasn’t wearing a collar but he looked too well fed and clean to be a stray. He started walking once more and reached the rear of the boat. He stopped again, then jumped smoothly onto the back deck.

Lulu turned away from the window. The cat appeared at the doorway and sat down.

‘Welcome aboard,’ said Lulu. The cat stared at her for several seconds and then mewed. ‘You’re welcome to come in,’ said Lulu. ‘You’ll be my first visitor.’

The cat stayed where he was at the top of the four wooden steps that led down into the cabin.

‘Well now, Mr Calico Cat, I’ll get you something to drink – let’s see if that tempts you to come in.’ Lulu bent down and opened the small fridge that was barely big enough to hold a carton of milk and half a dozen bottles of wine and water. She took out the milk and picked up a white saucer from the tiny draining board. 

She was just about to pour milk into it when the cat coughed politely. ‘Actually, I’m not much of a milk drinker.’

Lulu gaped at the cat in astonishment. ‘What?’

‘Most cats are lactose intolerant. They don’t have the enzyme that digests the lactose in milk. No enzyme, so no digestion, so the lactose just passes through our system. It can be messy. So best avoided.’

‘What?’ repeated Lulu.

‘So maybe pour me a nice, crisp Chardonnay instead.’

‘What?’

The saucer slipped between her fingers and seemed to fall in slow motion to the floor, where it shattered. She stared at the cat, her mind whirling as she tried to come to terms with what had just happened.

‘Well, that wasn’t the reaction I expected,’ said the cat.

‘What?’

The cat put his head on one side. There was an amused look in his piercing green eyes. ‘You do speak English, don’t you? You can say something other than “what”, or am I wasting my time?’

‘What? Yes. Of course. English. What?’

‘I think you should pick up the bits of the saucer before someone gets hurt,’ said the cat.

‘What? Right. Yes. Okay.’ Lulu shook her head in bewilderment. She put the milk carton back in the fridge and then went slowly down on one knee and carefully picked up the pieces, placing them in a pedal bin to the side of the fridge. Her knee cracked as she stood up again. ‘How did you know I had Chardonnay?’ she asked.

‘I won’t lie, that was a guess. I did see the wine bottles, but it could have just as easily been Pinot Grigio. I didn’t really want wine to drink, obviously. It was just a joke, I didn’t think you’d go all Greek on me.’

‘Greek? What?’

‘They smash plates, right? The Greeks. It’s what they do.’

‘Right, yes, okay. I’m sorry, I’m a bit confused here.’

‘I can see that. Could I have some water?’

‘Water?’

‘Water. H2O. Tap water is okay. Do these boats have tap water or do they have tanks?’

‘I have a mains water supply,’ said Lulu. ‘It’s a residential mooring. Electricity, too.’

‘Excellent,’ said the cat. He looked expectantly at Lulu. 

‘So, water?’ Lulu said.

‘Perfect.’

‘I have Evian.’

‘Well, that will be a treat,’ said the cat.

Lulu opened the fridge again and took out a bottle of Evian. She opened an eye-level cupboard, took out a Wedgwood saucer and poured water into it. She put the saucer at the bottom of the steps, then replaced the bottle of water in the fridge. She went and sat on the sofa as the cat padded down the steps. He sniffed the water cautiously and then began to lap.

Lulu watched as the cat drank, then she sighed. ‘This is a dream, right?’

The cat looked up from the saucer. ‘Are you asking me, or telling me?’

Lulu pinched her own arm, so hard that she winced.

‘What are you doing?’ asked the cat.

Lulu shook her head. ‘If it’s a dream, why can’t I wake up?’

The cat finished drinking and jumped gracefully up onto the sofa and sat looking up at her. ‘You need to relax.’

‘What?’

‘Let’s not start that whole “what” thing again.’ He rubbed his head against her arm. ‘I’m real. This isn’t a dream. Deal with it.’

‘But cats can’t talk,’ sighed Lulu.

‘Says the lady who is talking to one.’ He gently headbutted her. ‘You can hear the lack of logic in your statement, right? If cats can’t talk, then we couldn’t be having this conversation, could we?’

‘Maybe I’m going crazy.’

‘Well, that’s a whole different conversation, isn’t it?’

‘If you can talk – and I’m not discounting that this is all a figment of my imagination – but if I’m not crazy and you are talking to me, then why?’

‘Why? I suppose that’s a step up from what.’

‘I mean, why me? Why are you talking to me?’

‘You mean of all the canal boats in Little Venice, why did I jump onto yours?’

‘If you like. Yes.’

The cat shrugged. ‘You seemed like a nice person. And you have a good aura. Lots of bright yellow and indigo.’

‘That’s good, is it?’

‘It’s perfect.’ The cat chuckled. ‘I suppose I should say purr-fect.’

‘So I suppose black is bad? For auras.’

The cat nodded. ‘It can mean there is anger that’s being held inside. Or it could be that the person is sick. Of course, sometimes it’s the anger that causes the sickness. Or the other way around. Dark blood red also points to a lot of anger. We tend to keep away from blood-red auras but with black auras we can sometimes help.’

‘We? Who’s we?’

‘Cats. We see auras. Cat auras and human auras. The auras of all living things, actually.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

The cat snorted softly. ‘Why would you? You’re a human.’

Lulu frowned. ‘You said you could help people whose auras are black.’

‘We can make it easier for them, when they pass.’

‘When they die, you mean?’

The cat gave the slightest twitch of its whiskers. ‘We prefer to say pass. But, yes, if we see someone with a black aura, we can sit with them and help calm them.’

‘That I have heard of,’ said Lulu. ‘There used to be a cat at a nursing home I visit. She was friendly enough but never got onto anyone’s bed. Unless they were dying. Then she would jump up and lie next to them.’ Her eyes widened and her hand flew up to cover her mouth. ‘Oh, my. Oh no. Is that why you’re here?’

The cat’s eyes narrowed. ‘What? No. Of course not. I told you already, your aura is fine. Better than fine.’ The cat purred. ‘What do I call you?’ 

‘My name? It’s Lulu. And you?’

‘Conrad.’

‘Conrad? Conrad the Cat? Conrad the Calico Cat?’

‘That’s my name, don’t wear it out.’

‘It’s unusual.’

Conrad snorted softly. ‘Says the lady called Lulu.’

Lulu chuckled. ‘My dad gave me the name Lulu. There was a singer, a little Scottish girl, who had the number one song when I was born – “Shout” – and Dad said I was shouting all the time from the moment I was born. Who gave you your name?’

‘I chose it myself.’

‘Good choice.’

‘That’s what I thought. It means brave counsel. It’s German. Originally.’

‘And are you brave?’

‘Fearless.’

‘And you give good advice?’

‘I try.’

Lulu turned to look at him. ‘Is that why you’re here? To give me advice?’

Conrad squinted at her quizzically. ‘You keep looking for a reason as to why I’m here,’ he said. 

‘Because it’s strange. It’s not every day I get approached by a talking cat.’

‘Don’t overthink it, Lulu. Sometimes paths just cross, that’s all there is to it.’

‘But why me, Conrad? Why talk to me?’

‘You seem like a nice person.’

Lulu couldn’t help but smile. ‘Well, thank you,’ she said. ‘You seem like a nice cat, too.’ She sighed. ‘I need a drink.’

‘A nice crisp Chardonnay?’

Lulu chuckled. ‘I was about to make myself a glass of fresh mint tea.’

‘That does sound rather good.’

‘I think that’s what I’m going to do,’ she said. She stood up, filled the kettle at the sink and then used a match to light one of the hobs. She put the kettle on the flames and went up the steps to the back deck. Conrad followed her. Lulu stepped carefully off the boat and onto the towpath. She heard a whirring sound off to her right and turned to see a young man in a grey hoodie and tight jeans hurtling towards them on an electric scooter. She stood back, as the man clearly had no intention of slowing. ‘Idiot,’ she muttered under her breath as the man whizzed by. An increasing number of people were using electric scooters along the towpath and several people had been injured. The main problem was that they were practically silent so you couldn’t hear them coming. Lulu smiled. Actually the main problem was that they were driven by morons who cared nothing for their fellow man – or cats.

‘Aren’t you just so tempted to push them into the canal?’ said Conrad from the safety of the deck.

Lulu laughed. ‘Definitely,’ she said. She looked right and left again and walked over to her tiny vegetable plot. Conrad jumped off the boat and joined her. He sniffed the plants, one by one.

‘How long have you lived on the boat?’ he asked.

‘Just two months.’

‘I thought you’d been here for years, you seem so comfortable on her.’

‘I am, I love it.’ She pointed across the road. ‘I used to live down there, on Warrington Crescent.’

Conrad nodded. ‘Warrington Crescent is nice.’

‘It’s lovely, but . . .’ She shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ She bent down and ran her hand through the mint plants, then sniffed her fingers. The aroma took her back to her childhood, when she would pick fresh mint from the garden whenever her mother cooked roast lamb. Half a century vanished in a flash and she was a child again.

‘Smells always take you back, don’t they?’ said Conrad. ‘More than any of the other senses. Smell just goes straight to the olfactory cortex in the temporal lobe and triggers memories that you never thought you had.’

Lulu looked across at him. ‘Did you just read my mind?’

Conrad chuckled. ‘Mind-reading isn’t in my skill set,’ he said. ‘You smelt the mint and then you had a faraway look in your eyes as if you were remembering something.’ He tilted his head to one side and blinked. ‘Elementary, dear Lulu.’

Lulu picked four stems, one from each mint plant. She took them back to the boat. This time Conrad ran ahead of her and jumped onto the deck first. There was a grace to his movements that reminded her of a cheetah she’d once seen on safari in Botswana, many years ago. He turned to watch her walk to the boat. ‘Do you ever take her out, along the canal?’ he asked.

‘Not yet, but I will do,’ she said. She stepped onto the deck. ‘The engine has been serviced and there’s fuel on board. But so far I’m just enjoying living on her. But one day, I plan to go travelling.’ She went down the steps. The kettle was already boiling and Lulu turned off the gas. She washed the mint under the tap, placed it into a glass and poured on the hot water. The minty aroma filled the galley. Lulu took the glass over to the sofa and sat down. Conrad gracefully jumped up and sat next to her. She sniffed at the glass, then held it out for Conrad to smell. He nodded his appreciation. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘But I prefer catnip.’

‘What is it about cats and catnip?’ asked Lulu.

‘We love it,’ said Conrad. ‘You know how you like Chardonnay? I guess it’s the same. The leaves contain an oil called nepetalactone and it stimulates the pheromone receptors.’

‘So you get high?’

‘We feel euphoric, yes. Happy.’

‘So probably more like cannabis than alcohol.’

‘Do you smoke cannabis?’

Lulu shook her head. ‘No.’

‘I didn’t think so. I would have smelt it.’

Lulu sipped her tea and looked at the cat over the top of her glass. A talking cat? It had to be a dream. There was no other explanation. Cats didn’t talk. End of. But she was clearly hearing this one speak and the only way that made any sense was if she was asleep. At some point she would wake up and everything would be back to normal. She had been having some strange dreams recently. They were often about her husband and, under the circumstances, that was to be expected, she knew. But the chances of her ever having a conversation with Simon again were on a par with her meeting a talking cat. Dreams were dreams, and that was the end of it.

‘Penny for your thoughts?’ asked Conrad.

Lulu just laughed and shook her head.
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Lulu finished her mint tea and washed the glass. Conrad sat on the sofa, grooming himself. She turned to look at him, wondering when exactly the dream would end and she would wake up. It was a detailed dream, no doubt about that – probably the most realistic she had ever had – but there was no way any of this could be real. Cats did not talk. They simply didn’t.

Conrad stopped grooming and sat up. ‘You look as if you want to say something,’ he said.

Lulu looked at her watch. It was a gold Rolex. Simon had bought it for her on their tenth wedding anniversary and she had worn it every day since he’d died. ‘I should be going.’ She wondered if now was the time for her to wake up.

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Conrad. ‘Is that okay?’

‘Yes, sure, I guess. But there are quite a few roads to cross. Are you okay with roads?’

‘I can ride on your shoulders.’

‘What?’

‘And we’re back to “what” already,’ said Conrad. ‘I thought we’d moved past that.’

Lulu laughed. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that I’ve never heard of that before.’

‘It’s quite common,’ he said.

‘I’ve heard of parrots on shoulders. Long John Silver and all.’

‘Same principle,’ said Conrad. ‘Sit down. I’ll show you.’

Lulu walked over to the sofa and sat down. Conrad arched his back and stretched his legs, then smoothly jumped up onto her shoulders. He wrapped his tail around her neck and sat on her left shoulder. ‘This is the side position,’ he said. ‘It’s fairly comfortable but it’s slightly less secure. He moved slowly, until he had wrapped himself around the back of her neck, his head on her right shoulder, his back legs on her left. ‘I call this the scarf position,’ he said.

‘I can see why,’ said Lulu. She was surprised at how little he weighed; it was almost identical to wearing a fur scarf. Not that she would wear anything made of fur, of course. Not these days.

‘Try standing up,’ said Conrad.

She did. He was perfectly balanced and within seconds it felt completely natural. ‘I love this,’ she said.

‘Walk up and down.’

She walked past the shower to the main cabin door, then slowly turned. ‘This is amazing,’ she said. She walked back through the galley and did a twirl. ‘You’re so light.’

‘Why, thank you.’

‘And you feel so warm against my neck. Seriously, we can walk around like this? You won’t fall off?’

‘Not unless you decide to spin around suddenly,’ said Conrad. ‘So, where exactly are we going?’

‘To see my mother-in-law. She’s in a nursing home.’

‘Is she sick?’

‘Actually she’s quite strong. But she has a few issues with her memory, so she has to be in a place where she can be looked after.’ She picked up her handbag and walked carefully up the steps, then onto the towpath.

The nursing home was close to Lord’s Cricket Ground, just over a mile from the canal. There were two ways to get there: along Warrington Crescent or down Clifton Road. Warrington Crescent was slightly shorter but Lulu tended to go the longer way.

Walking with a cat on her shoulders was a novel experience. She walked slightly slower than normal, but there was never any sense that Conrad was uncomfortable or about to fall off. Most of the time he purred softly in her ear.

She got a lot of smiles from passers-by as she walked, especially from children. She headed down Clifton Road, past Tesco and the Venice Patisserie, and walked by Raoul’s Deli, a Maida Vale institution that had long been one of Lulu’s favourite food shops. Their duck eggs were out of this world. She smiled to herself. Talking cats were also out of this world.

She stopped at the traffic lights at the top of Clifton Road. A postman pushing a cart of letters and parcels stopped and grinned at the cat. ‘Did it take a lot of training to do that?’ he asked.

‘No, he taught me in a couple of minutes,’ said Lulu.

The postman frowned, then opened his mouth to reply, but then the lights changed and Lulu walked across the road, chuckling to herself.

‘That was funny,’ said Conrad.

‘Yes, I thought so,’ said Lulu. Their route took them from Maida Vale into St John’s Wood. St John’s Wood was usually regarded as being slightly more posh than Maida Vale, with its high street chock-a-block with trendy cafes and overpriced delis, and its whitewashed villas with Bentleys and BMWs parked outside. It was where The Beatles had made many of their albums in the Abbey Road recording studio, and where Sir Paul McCartney still lived.

Lulu had always preferred the edgier Maida Vale, where three-quarters of the homes were mansion block flats and houses were owned by the likes of Paul Weller and Ronnie Wood. Earl Spencer used to live there, but he had moved.

It took another five minutes to reach the nursing home, a four-storey block built around a central courtyard with a small lawn and shrubs and rockeries, with benches for the residents to sit on and paved areas where wheelchairs could be parked.

The main reception area was small but functional, with two low sofas and an armchair around a glass coffee table. There were two employees behind a teak counter, a young man in his twenties with blue-framed spectacles and curly hair whom Lulu knew only as Gary, and an older woman in a dark blue suit who was one of the home’s duty managers, Mrs Fitzgerald. The area was overseen by two domed CCTV cameras and all visitors had to be signed in and given a stick-on badge.

Mrs Fitzgerald smiled brightly when she saw Lulu, but then her eyes widened in surprise when she saw the cat lying across her shoulders. ‘Oh my goodness,’ she said. ‘Will you look at that?’

Gary peered through his glasses. ‘Is it real?’

Lulu laughed. ‘Yes, of course it’s real. Do you think I’d walk around with a fake cat around my neck?’

Gary’s cheeks reddened and he shrugged. 

‘Is it yours?’ asked Mrs Fitzgerald.

‘He’s sort of adopted me. Is it okay if I take him in to see Emily?’

‘Of course. We’re animal friendly here. We always have been. Animals have a calming influence. Well, most of them. We had one of our residents who wanted to bring his venomous snake collection with him; we had to draw the line there.’

She handed Lulu a paper badge with the date and LULU LEWIS on it. Lulu stuck it on her jacket. ‘Does Conrad need a badge?’

‘I think he probably does,’ said Mrs Fitzgerald. She wrote CONRAD on another badge and gave it to Lulu, who stuck it onto her shoulder, just below Conrad’s head.

There were glass doors to the left and right; Lulu went through the ones on the right. The door slid open electronically and she walked down a corridor and then up a flight of stairs to the first floor. There was a lift but Lulu always preferred to use the stairs.

‘These places always smell the same,’ said Conrad. ‘Pee and disinfectant. I’m told that prisons smell the same.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘A cat who had been into a prison, obviously,’ said Conrad.

They reached the first floor and Lulu walked along another corridor to Emily’s room. To the left of the door was a small frame and inside it was a typed card. EMILY LEWIS. The typed card and the frame always worried Lulu. It was nice that everyone would know who was inside, but there was a lack of permanence about it: it would be all too easy to slide out the card and slip in another one.

She knocked quietly on the door and then slowly turned the handle. Emily was sitting in the high-backed armchair next to her bed. Her eyes were closed and they stayed closed as Lulu walked over and stood next to the bed. It was a hospital bed with sides that could be raised. Emily had fallen out of bed four months earlier. Luckily she hadn’t broken anything but she had been badly bruised so the home had brought in the special bed for her. The cost – an extra hundred pounds a week – had been added to Emily’s monthly bill. That seemed a little steep to Lulu; when she had googled the model she’d found similar beds available online for less than seven hundred pounds.

The staff had dressed Emily, probably after giving her a bath or at least a good wash, and brushed her hair. They usually took her down to the restaurant on the ground floor for breakfast. After breakfast she either returned to her room or went to sit out in the garden. Then she’d have lunch.

‘Is she okay?’ asked Conrad.

‘She’s sleeping. She often has a nap after lunch.’

Conrad jumped off Lulu’s shoulders and landed on the bed. He sat there looking at Emily. 

The room was pleasant enough, with a window overlooking a strip of grass and the car park. There was a beech tree in the distance. Other than the bed and the chair, there was a modern teak wardrobe, a matching dressing table and mirror, and a chest of drawers. On top of the chest were a dozen framed photographs of a younger Emily and her family members. Among the pictures was a wedding photograph of Lulu, standing arm in arm with Simon. They had been one hell of a good-looking couple, no doubt about that. Her hair was long and blonde, her skin flawless with high cheekbones and a delicate chin. She’d had a great figure back then and had always had her fair share of wolf whistles when she walked by a building site. The days of being whistled at were long gone – attitudes had changed and she had grown older – and the once-blonde hair had turned a steely grey, but she was proud of the way her skin had remained pretty much flawless. And her eyes had stayed a brilliant green. Simon looked dashing in the photograph. Like Timothy Dalton when he had played James Bond. Simon had the actor’s hair and his smile.

Other than the bed, there was no medical equipment in the room. Physically, Emily was in good shape. Her blood pressure was slightly high and she had arthritis in her knees, but the doctors always said she could easily live to be a hundred.

Emily’s eyes fluttered open, then she frowned as she saw Lulu. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.

‘You know who I am,’ said Lulu, smiling. ‘It’s Lulu.’ She walked over and stood in front of her.

Emily frowned. ‘Lulu?’ she repeated. ‘Are you a doctor?’

‘I’m Lulu. Your daughter-in-law.’

Emily smiled. ‘Oh, that’s nice.’

Lulu picked up the wedding photograph and showed it to her. ‘That’s me. With Simon. On our wedding day.’

‘Simon?’ she repeated, as if hearing the name for the first time.

‘Yes, Simon. Your son.’

Emily peered at the door. ‘Is Simon with you?’

Lulu forced a smile. Emily had been told more than a dozen times that her eldest son was dead, but she never remembered. Each time she learned of his death she broke down in hysterics, so the home’s doctor had suggested that they simply stopped telling her. ‘He’s busy at the office,’ said Lulu.

‘Oh, that’s nice,’ she said again. She looked over at the bed and her eyes widened when she saw Conrad. ‘Oh. Is that a cat?’

‘Yes it is. That’s Conrad.’

‘Is he my cat?’

‘No. He’s just come to visit you.’

‘He’s lovely.’

‘Do you want to hold him?’

‘Oh, yes.’

Lulu smiled at Conrad. ‘Would that be okay, Conrad?’

Conrad meowed and stood up. Lulu went over and picked him up. She took him over to Emily and gently placed him in her lap. Conrad began to purr loudly as Emily stroked his back.

‘Conrad is a very special cat,’ said Lulu.

‘I can see that. His colour is very unusual.’

‘No, it’s something else. Conrad is super special. He can talk.’

Emily frowned. ‘A talking cat?’

‘Yes.’

Emily nodded. ‘Now that is special.’ Conrad continued to purr as Emily stroked him.

There was a bowl of fruit on the bedside table, a box of chocolates and a John Grisham novel. Lulu picked up the book. ‘Is this good?’

Emily looked over at it and frowned. ‘I think so,’ she said.

‘Have you read it?’

‘I think I have, but every time I pick it up I don’t remember any of it so I start from the beginning. But yes, he’s a good storyteller, isn’t he? Like that Jeffrey Archer. He’s a wonderful writer, Jeffrey. Frank and I met him once. We went to one of his parties. Champagne and shepherd’s pie. John Major was there and so was that Edwina Currie. They were having an affair, you know?’

‘Yes, Emily, I know.’ Emily told the Jeffrey Archer story at least once every three visits. It was one of a dozen anecdotes that she would repeat word for word whenever it occurred to her.

As Lulu put the book back on the table, the door opened. It was one of the home’s nurses, a young Hungarian girl called Ildi. ‘Oh good, you’ve got a visitor,’ she said. She grinned when she saw the cat in Emily’s lap. ‘That’s a beautiful cat. What do they call that pattern?’

‘Calico,’ said Lulu.

‘A calico cat.’ She knelt down and stroked him. ‘So smooth.’

‘His name is Conrad and he’s very special,’ said Emily. ‘He’s a talking cat.’

‘Is he now?’ Ildi tickled Conrad behind the ears and he purred with pleasure. ‘That is very special indeed. There aren’t many talking cats, that’s for sure.’

‘Go on, Conrad,’ said Emily. ‘Say something.’

Conrad looked up at Ildi and put his head on one side. ‘Meow,’ he said.

Ildi laughed. ‘He is talkative, isn’t he?’

‘Meow,’ Conrad repeated.

‘He’s adorable,’ said Ildi. She smiled at Emily and pointed at the box of chocolates. ‘Is it okay if I have another, Emily? They are the best chocolates I’ve ever tasted.’

‘Of course you can,’ said Emily, still stroking Conrad.

Ildi picked up the box, opened it and selected a chocolate, which she ate slowly. She offered the box to Lulu. ‘They do look lovely,’ said Lulu.

‘They’re handmade. They melt in your mouth. Can Lulu have one, Emily?’

‘Of course. When is she coming?’

Lulu smiled and shook her head. ‘Emily, I’m Lulu. Remember?’

‘Of course I do. I’m not senile.’

Lulu looked down at the chocolates. It was a large box with two layers of six chocolates – a mixture of plain and milk. There were only two left on the top layer; she took one and popped it into her mouth. The chocolate melted almost immediately and a warm caramel flavour filled her mouth.

‘Good, right?’ said Ildi, putting the box back on the bedside table.

Lulu nodded. It was amazing. She swallowed and licked her lips. ‘Who gave you the chocolates, Emily? They’re delicious.’

Emily looked up from stroking Conrad. ‘Simon, of course.’

‘Simon?’

‘Yes. Simon.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m not senile, dear.’

Ildi looked across at Lulu. ‘Who is Simon?’

‘My husband,’ she said. ‘Emily’s son.’ She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘He passed away three months ago.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.’ Ildi gestured at Emily. ‘And Emily . . .?’

Lulu nodded. ‘Yes. She forgets. Dr Khan said it’s best not to correct her.’

‘I understand,’ Ildi said. She smiled at Emily. ‘So, do you want a chocolate, Emily?’

‘Oh, no,’ replied Emily. ‘I don’t want to spoil my appetite. I have just one, before I go to sleep.’

‘Why don’t I take a photograph of you with Conrad and Lulu?’ suggested Ildi.

Emily looked around. ‘Is Lulu coming?’

‘I’m Lulu, Emily,’ said Lulu, putting her hand on her mother-in-law’s shoulder. She looked at Ildi. ‘You want to take a photograph?’

‘It’s something we’ve started doing with our more forgetful guests,’ said Ildi. ‘We take pictures of visitors and we print them out and put them on the wall. We’ve only just started the programme, and it makes sense. It means that when you’re not here they’ve got something to look at to remind them.’ She took out her phone and motioned for Lulu to stand next to Emily’s chair. Emily and Lulu smiled and Conrad lifted his head and looked directly at the phone, as if he was posing.

Ildi showed the screen to Lulu. ‘Oh, that is a lovely picture,’ Lulu said.

‘I’ll get it printed in the office and give it to Emily later. I have some others I can give you, too.’

Lulu took out her phone. ‘Would you send them to me? I’d love copies.’

‘Of course,’ said the nurse.

Lulu gave her the number and Ildi sent it through to her phone. Ildi left the room and Lulu knelt down next to Emily’s chair. Conrad was rubbing his head against Emily’s hand and purring loudly. ‘He likes you,’ said Lulu.

‘I like him,’ said Emily. ‘What was his name again?’

‘Conrad,’ said Lulu. ‘It means brave counsel.’

‘Oh that’s nice,’ said Emily. She smiled as she continued to stroke him, from the top of his head to the base of his tail. He was pushing up against her hand with every stroke and was clearly enjoying it. ‘He’s such a lovely boy.’ She looked at Lulu and blinked her eyes. ‘What did you say your name was again, dear?’
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Lulu walked out of the nursing home and stood for a few seconds to gather her thoughts. It was always stressful spending time with Emily because her fading memory made conversations difficult at best. At times she clearly knew who Lulu was and would chat away as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Lulu would bring her up to date on what was happening in Maida Vale and Emily would tell her about the visitors she’d had. Emily had a lot of friends and every day at least two or three would pop in to say hello and keep her company. But at other times, Emily appeared to have no idea who Lulu was, or why she was in the home. Those were the worst times, when she cried and begged to be allowed to go home. It was the unpredictability that made it so stressful. One moment she might be in full flow, telling Lulu in great detail about something that happened during the war, the next she would be screwing up her face and asking who Lulu was.

‘So what’s wrong with your mother-in-law?’ asked Conrad, who was on her shoulders and wrapped around her neck.

‘It’s Alzheimer’s and probably a bit of senility thrown in,’ said Lulu.

‘Will she get better?’

Lulu shook her head. ‘No. She’s been in the home for six months or so and she won’t be leaving.’

‘She has a good aura. She’s a nice person.’

‘Yes. Yes, she is. What else can you tell from her aura?’

‘About her illness, you mean?’

Lulu nodded.

‘She’s healthy and she’s strong. You can see the confusion in her aura, but she’s in no pain and she is at peace with herself. She doesn’t have the aura of a sick person. There are a lot of pinks in her aura, which shows that she is happy and in harmony with the people around her. But there are traces of lemony yellow, which is fear of loss. I think she’s a little bit scared of what’s happening to her but she doesn’t want to show it. There’s plenty of deep red, which is the sign of a warrior spirit. People with deep red in their auras can survive anything. They’re tough. They’re fighters. You have a lot of deep red in your aura.’

‘Thank you for that,’ said Lulu.

‘I’m not flattering you, I’m telling you what I see.’

‘And I appreciate that,’ said Lulu. ‘So, why did you suddenly stop talking when you were in the home?’

‘Seriously? If I talk to everyone, then my life changes for ever.’

‘You’d be famous,’ said Lulu. ‘You’d be on the breakfast TV sofa. Or more likely the evening news.’

‘It would end badly,’ said Conrad. ‘Very badly. Believe me.’

‘So you’ll only ever talk to me?’

‘I’m not saying that. But I am very selective. It’s a matter of trust.’

‘And you trust me?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you.’ 

‘You’re welcome.’

Lulu began to walk back to Maida Vale. ‘Where did Emily used to live?’ Conrad asked her.

‘Warrington Crescent.’

‘That’s near here. On the way back to the boat.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Can we walk that way? I’d like to see where she lived.’

Lulu sighed. She usually tried to avoid the house, unless she had to go round and collect mail or do a meter reading. But she didn’t want to explain to a cat why she preferred to avoid the place, so she just nodded. ‘Sure, why not?’

She walked to Hall Road, and followed it to Maida Vale, passing the Everyman Cinema on the left. She and Simon had been regulars there, drinking red wine and eating pizza as they sat on a sofa watching the latest Hollywood movie. She doubted that she would ever go back, now she was alone.

‘Do you like movies?’ asked Conrad.

Lulu stopped. ‘You can read my mind, can’t you?’

Conrad laughed. ‘You slowed down and you were staring at the Everyman. I put two and two together, that’s all.’

‘It’s very disconcerting, the way you’re able to tell what I’m thinking.’

‘Cats are good at body language. They have to be. That and auras tell us pretty much everything we need to know about a person.’

‘What do you do if you see a bad person? Someone with a bad aura?’

‘Just move away, that’s all you can do,’ he said.

Lulu started walking again. They went by the Warrington, a white-painted Victorian boutique hotel with an opulent bar that Simon had loved. The hotel had opened in 1857 and it had kept almost all of its original features, including mosaic floors, pillared porticos and a huge marble fireplace. At one point there had been a Gordon Ramsay restaurant on the first floor but the food had always been mediocre and the great man had never been seen in person. Before that, the first floor had been home to a Thai restaurant that Emily had loved, and she had never forgiven Ramsay for replacing it with what she saw as overpriced pub food.

Warrington Crescent was one of the prettiest thoroughfares in Maida Vale, a wide road that curved from the Warrington in the north to Warwick Avenue Tube station in the south. The terraced house where Lulu had lived – Emily’s house – was halfway down the crescent on the left-hand side. Like most of the houses in the road, it was five storeys tall, with a basement with its own entrance and a low-ceilinged top floor in the eaves. Most of the houses had been split up into individual flats and duplexes; only a handful remained in their original state. She stopped outside Emily’s house. Conrad craned his neck to look up at the building. ‘It’s huge,’ he said.

‘Yes. You’re always going up and down stairs.’

‘Did you live there?’ 

Lulu nodded. Conrad jumped off her shoulders and landed on the pavement with a soft thud. He walked over to the white balustrades and peered down at the basement entrance. ‘Why did you move out?’

‘It’s not important.’

‘I was just asking. Something happened, right?’ He looked over his shoulder at her, waiting for an answer.

Lulu snorted softly. ‘Yes, Conrad. Something happened.’

He sat down and looked up at her. ‘Is it to do with your late husband? Tell me. Please.’

Lulu bit down on her lower lip as she stared down at him. ‘I had to move out,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t stay there any longer.’

‘Why not?’

Lulu sighed. ‘Because after Simon passed away I just couldn’t bear living here.’

‘Oh, Lulu, I’m sorry.’ Conrad padded over and rubbed himself against her legs. ‘So you and your husband stayed here with Emily, right?’

Lulu nodded. ‘Simon and I used to live in Islington and Emily lived here alone. But when she started to have problems, we sold our house and moved in. She lived in the basement, which has a door out to the garden, and we lived in the upper floors. That way she had her independence but we were close by if she needed anything.’ She forced a smile. ‘Then she got so bad that she had to move into the home and Simon . . .’ She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence and just forced a smile. ‘It’s a lovely house, it really is. But at the moment I can’t live there, I just can’t.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m just taking it one step at a time.’

‘What happened to Simon? Is it okay to ask?’

‘Yes, it’s okay. He was run over. A hit and run. A stupid accident. He had just left a pub. He was coming home and he crossed a road and a car hit him. They never even stopped. Just kept on going. He died in the street. His blood was there for almost a week.’ She shuddered.

‘I can’t tell you how often that’s happened to friends of mine,’ said Conrad. ‘If it was up to me, no one would drive cars.’

‘The world would be a safer place, that’s true.’

‘Canals are the answer,’ said Conrad. ‘No one ever got run over by a barge.’

‘Now, that is most certainly true,’ said Lulu.

‘Do you think you’ll sell the house?’ he asked.

‘It’s not actually mine to sell,’ said Lulu. ‘It belongs to Emily.’ Lulu bent down, scooped him up and held him tightly. She buried her face in his fur as she fought to keep from crying. She held him for almost a minute, then took a deep breath to calm herself. ‘I tried staying there on my own, but I couldn’t. It was too painful. Every time I woke up it was as if I’d lost him again. I’d be in the kitchen and I’d call to his study to see if he wanted a cup of tea. If I was making tea I’d put out two cups without thinking about it.’

‘Three months isn’t long.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But I couldn’t stay there. I was walking on the towpath and there was a “For Sale” sign on The Lark. The owner was sitting there on a deckchair and we got to talking and he showed me around and I put the money in his bank that afternoon. He moved out the next morning and I moved in.’

‘And did it work? Do you feel better now?’

Lulu nodded. ‘I feel a bit better. But only a bit.’ She forced a smile. ‘At least now, when I open my eyes in the morning I don’t expect Simon to be lying next to me. So that’s progress, I suppose.’ She frowned. ‘I know this is going to sound crazy, but you’re not channelling Simon, are you?’

Conrad opened his eyes very wide. ‘Say what now?’

‘Well, Simon is on my mind all the time, obviously. Are you his way of contacting me?’

The cat stared at her and wrinkled his nose. ‘You’re right,’ he said eventually.

‘I am?’

‘Yes. It does sound crazy.’

Lulu’s jaw dropped and, despite herself, she burst into laughter. ‘But no crazier than talking to a cat in the street, right?’ She ran her hands through her hair. ‘When am I going to wake up?’

‘Think about this logically, Lulu,’ said Conrad. ‘If I was Simon, I’d tell you I was Simon – there’d be no point in pretending to be someone else, would there?’

‘I suppose not.’ She bent down and placed him on the ground.

‘And then there’s the timing. Simon passed three months ago and you can see I’m not a kitten.’

‘I thought maybe his soul might have moved into your body.’

‘Does that happen?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It sounds unlikely.’

Lulu chuckled. ‘I can’t believe I’m having a conversation about logic with a cat.’

‘Well, I can’t believe I’m having a conversation with a lady who thinks her husband might have parked his soul in my body.’

‘Maybe I am crazy, after all.’ She started walking again.

‘I think you’re under a lot of pressure,’ said Conrad, as he strolled next to her. ‘Maybe I can help.’

‘They do say that cats are great stress-relievers,’ said Lulu.

‘Because it’s true.’

Lulu took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. ‘I need a drink.’

‘A nice crisp Chardonnay?’

Lulu laughed. ‘You are definitely a mind-reader,’ she said. She held out her arm. ‘Do you want a shoulder ride?’

‘I’m happy to walk,’ said Conrad.

‘Maybe I should get you a lead,’ she said.

‘And maybe you shouldn’t.’

‘You’re not one for leads?’

‘No, Lulu. I’m not.’

They headed back to the canal, then turned right along Blomfield Road. At the far end, where the road turned a sharp right and became Formosa Street, there was a modern brick pub with a terrace overlooking the canal. The Waterway had always been one of Simon’s favourite places. He probably preferred it to the Warrington. Many an evening they would sit and share a bottle of wine and watch the narrowboats go by. He’d always talked about buying one and taking time off to explore the canal system with Lulu. It had never happened; he’d always had too much work to be able to take more than a couple of weeks off.

‘Penny for them?’ asked Conrad, as they walked onto the terrace.

‘I thought you were a mind-reader.’

‘That’s what you keep saying. I just read body language and you had that faraway look in your eyes again.’

‘Sorry. I was thinking about Simon. You’ll have to get used to that, it probably happens a thousand times a day.’

‘I think that’s likely to be an exaggeration,’ he said. ‘Assuming you sleep for eight hours a night, that’d mean thinking about him once every minute throughout the day.’

‘That sounds about right, actually,’ said Lulu.

A young blonde waitress came out with two menus. She grinned at the cat and smiled at Lulu. ‘Table for two?’

‘Perfect,’ said Lulu. She pointed at a table next to the towpath. It was the one that she and Simon always chose. ‘Can we sit there?’

‘Of course you can.’ She bent down and stroked Conrad. ‘What a lovely cat. Does he go everywhere with you?’

‘It certainly seems that way,’ said Lulu.

‘You’re so lucky.’

‘Yes, I rather think I am.’ 

The waitress led them across the terrace to the table. Lulu sat down and Conrad jumped up onto the chair facing her. ‘Oh, my God,’ said the waitress. ‘How cute is that? It’s like he’s on a date.’

‘Thank the young lady, Conrad,’ said Lulu.

Conrad looked at the waitress and nodded. ‘Meow,’ he said.

‘That is adorable. Would he like a drink?’

‘Meow,’ said Conrad.

‘He does like Evian, so a bottle of that and a saucer would be wonderful. And a glass of Chardonnay for me. A large one.’

‘I could bring you the bottle. Any you don’t finish you can take with you.’

Lulu smiled. ‘You’ve talked me into it.’
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The Lark began to rock from side to side and Lulu opened her eyes. A narrowboat was passing at faster than the approved speed on the canal; probably tourists in a rental. She sighed and squinted at her wristwatch. It was just after eight. She sat up and ran a hand through her hair. She’d finished off most of the bottle of wine that she’d brought back with her, sitting at the back of the boat, watching the sun go down with Conrad. She frowned at the thought of the talking cat. It had to have been a dream, surely? And yet the memory of taking him to see Emily was clear enough. And she could still picture him lapping his water on the terrace of the Waterway. A beautiful afternoon had turned into a wonderful evening and Lulu had ended up ordering a grilled tuna steak which she had shared with Conrad. Had she imagined all that? She shook her head to clear her mind. Cats didn’t talk, but the dream had been so vivid.

She sat up. The cabin door was open so she could see the full length of the boat. There was no sign of a calico cat. She rolled out of bed and padded along to the galley to put the kettle on to boil, then went back to clean her teeth. She pulled on a pair of jeans and a baggy sweater. The kettle had boiled by the time she had dressed and she made herself a cup of instant coffee and added a splash of milk.

She bent down and opened the door of the cast-iron stove. The embers were still glowing. She didn’t need the stove burning during the day, but at night the temperature dropped so she usually lit the fire each evening and let it burn through the night. 

She closed the stove door, walked slowly up the steps and opened the twin doors.

‘Good morning,’ said Conrad. He was stretched out on the back deck, basking in the morning sun.

‘Oh, good Lord,’ said Lulu. ‘I thought I dreamed you.’

Conrad lifted his head to look at her. ‘You mean you had a dream about me? That’s sweet.’

‘No, I mean I thought that I had imagined you.’

Conrad sighed. ‘Oh no, we’re not starting that again, are we? Any moment now you’ll be back on that whole “what?” thing.’

‘What?’

Conrad sighed theatrically. ‘And so it begins.’ He sat up and scratched behind his ear with his hind leg. ‘I’m real, Lulu. As real as this boat and as real as that mug of coffee you’re holding.’

Lulu climbed out onto the deck and sat down. ‘But cats can’t talk.’

‘I’m getting an awful feeling of déjà vu here, Lulu,’ he said. He walked over and rubbed himself against her legs. She reached down to stroke his soft fur and he purred loudly.

‘So, have you adopted me, is that it?’ she said.

‘Exactly.’

‘But you’ll come and go, right? I’m guessing you have a girl in every port.’

‘At the moment I’m very happy here,’ he said. ‘There’s not many places that have Evian water on tap.’

‘Would you like a drink?’

‘It’s uncanny how you seem to be able to read my mind,’ he said. He jumped up onto the seat as Lulu went down into the galley to fetch a saucer and the Evian. She poured water into the saucer and carried it up the steps. She placed it on the seat next to him and he started lapping. Lulu sat down and sipped her coffee as she watched him drink. Was she still sleeping? She had to fight the urge to pinch herself.

Eventually Conrad finished drinking. He sat down and looked up at her. ‘So what’s your plan today?’

Lulu looked at her watch. ‘I’m going to see Emily this morning. She has a doctor’s visit this afternoon and there’s a lady coming in to do her hair after that. So I’ll pop in, say hello and then go for breakfast. And after that I’ll probably wash down the boat. And what about you?’

‘No plans,’ said Conrad. ‘Would you like some company?’

‘Actually, I would,’ she said. She finished her coffee, washed the mug and then stepped off the boat onto the towpath. She bent down so that Conrad could jump onto her shoulders, and the pair headed towards St John’s Wood. It was a warm day and the sky was pretty much cloudless. She kept receiving smiles from passers-by when they saw Conrad around her neck, and the occasional car would slow so that the driver could get a better look.

She reached the nursing home and pushed open the door to the reception area. There was no one behind the counter. There was an old-fashioned chrome service bell next to the signing-in ledger but Lulu had always resisted using it. It smacked of a Victorian lady of the house summoning a maid, so she just stood and waited. Conrad dropped down off Lulu’s shoulders and landed on the counter. He sniffed at the bell. Lulu picked up a pen and wrote down her name, the date and time, and scrawled her signature.

Eventually Gary appeared from the side office, carrying a manila file and a mug of tea. He squinted at her. ‘Ah. Hello. Good morning.’
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