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I have wanted (and not wanted) to tell this story for a while – for years, really. Get it off my chest, as you might say. But I never did. And the reason is (I have lately come to realize), the reason is… I didn’t know it. I mean, I couldn’t tell it all; there was one bit missing. Y’see, something happens in this story which I can’t account for. Something crazy – impossible – horrific. And there really is no explanation, none I can think of anyway. No dark lord or magic wardrobe, for instance; no mad scientist either. Nothing like that, it just… happened.

There again, as I get older (I’m at university now), I begin to think, well, what’s normal anyway? What’s ordinary? Is a boiled egg ordinary, a mobile phone – a planet? I can remember years ago we did this project on probability in Mrs Miller’s class. For five minutes in pairs (George and I were a pair) we tossed coins and recorded how they fell: heads, tails, tails, heads.

Towards the end there was a commotion. A couple of girls were leaping about and yelling, ‘Look, Miss!’ There on the floor, their coin between the boards was stood on end. They had cheated, of course, but that’s it, isn’t it – or it could be. I mean, for instance, most kittens become cats (if they live long enough), don’t they? The odds on a kitten not becoming a cat are huge, but not impossible maybe. Sometimes… sometimes, unaided, the coin will stand on end.

So here we go. My name is David Burrell and when this story begins (I think I can tell it now) I am twelve years old and getting on with my life, alive and kicking… in the ordinary world.
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How It Started

MY FAMILY WERE A soft lot, Dad included. They hardly knew what hit them. There they all were that summer’s afternoon clearing up after Josie’s party. Mum and Dad carrying left-overs back into the house, Josie collecting paper plates, Luke half-asleep in his bouncer.

All of a sudden, the prettiest little smoky grey kitten that any of them had ever seen came limping out of the hedge and stood miaowing before them. Like a bunch of sheep – ‘Ah!’ – the three of them went rushing forward. Even Lukey bounced into life. Yes, that little cat had captured their attention right enough. Fact is, they were in love with it in an instant.

Anyway, that was how it started. There was the cat, there was my besotted family, and there was I at my bedroom window, watching it all. I had retreated hours earlier to escape a houseful of screaming seven-year-old girls. Billy was beside me, dozing on the bed, yet ready for a walk if one was offered.

When I came down later, Dad was still in the garden. Mum and Josie had the kitten between them on the sofa. They did not look up as I entered the room. A fast-asleep Lukey was lolling unnoticed in his carrycot. Out in the kitchen a pan of baby food was simmering itself dry on the hob. There was a hint of burning in the air.
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In the next day or so we made efforts to find the owner of this kitten. Dad knocked on a few doors. Mum and Josie put a postcard in the newsagent’s window. I asked around. Nothing. This kitten was entirely unconnected, had popped up out of nowhere, was nobody’s. Only now, of course, he was ours.

It was August, halfway through the summer holidays. Dad left for work each day; he was a librarian. Mum was a teacher. She and Josie spent much of their time making a banner for the ‘BAN THE LORRIES’ campaign. These huge things, juggernauts really, were using Crompton Street and Cavendish Road as a cut-through to the motorway. There was a protest planned for this coming Saturday.

Meanwhile, the kitten was continuing to infiltrate our lives, wanting ever to be made a fuss of, wanting ever to be fed. Food. I didn’t notice it at first, but Mum wasn’t buying any of the usual brands of cat food. No, it was more like sardines and pilchards, salmon even. Salmon – for a cat!

Truth is, I was keeping clear of this animal. I was allergic to cats, well, some of them. Nothing serious, just sneezing and that sort of thing. Besides, it was the holidays, the sun was out and George and I had stuff to do. So it was a little while before I realized just how well this kitten was thriving on his de luxe diet.

It was the Saturday. The ‘BAN THE LORRIES’ banner was propped up in the hall. Mum was yelling instructions to Josie from upstairs, to brush her hair, put her shoes on, and so on. Josie made no reply and eventually I got involved.

Josie was in the sitting-room on the sofa, the kitten stretched out across her lap having its ears rubbed. ‘Kitten’ – it was bigger than Billy! (How could I not have noticed?) It gave me a look as I put my head round the door. Josie ignored me. Her face was flushed, her eyes heavy and glazed, which was the state she often got into when watching TV. But the TV was off.
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