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        I wish to dedicate this book to the memory of my uncle, Captain John Watson of the Church Army, whose library of the classics was a reader’s treasure chest for me.


        
          

        


        This book is also for Catherine, my wife, without whose loving support it would not have been written.

      

    

  


  
    
      


      
        The heart has its reasons which reason does not know.


        Blaise Pascal, 1688
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        BEGINNINGS

      


      My extraordinary life with Toby Jug, the hybrid Maine Coon cat whose companionship and love gave me such happiness during my twenties and thirties, sadly came to an end in 1978 when he tragically died. We had enjoyed life together since I had rescued him as a tiny, sick kitten lying alongside his dying mother and brother. Owl Cottage, with its beautiful garden and rural setting, became our refuge and sanctuary over the eventful years we shared together. After his death the poignant memories of him were too sorrowful for me to carry on living there.


      In 1980 I moved to Newcastle where I already had been appointed to a lectureship at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne. Later I worked at Durham University tutoring students in Educational Studies until I retired in 2000. In 1998 Catherine and I were married and since we were both contemplating early retirement we began to look for properties in rural areas because of our attachment to North Northumberland. Fate took us in hand and I was able once more, with Catherine at my side, to return to Owl Cottage and revisit the home where in my younger life I had spent such happy and memorable years with the cat called Toby Jug, whose adventures inspired Paw Tracks in the Moonlight.


      Returning to live in Owl Cottage at West Thirston was for me the consummation of many years of longing to escape the city for life once more in the countryside. West Thirston is one of a group of hamlets, extending eastwards to the town of Amble and the North Sea, which lie astride a rocky ridge above the River Coquet. Owl Cottage is built on a site adjoining a minor road which leads westwards to Linden Hall, Rothbury and beyond. No doubt the area occupied by the cottage has witnessed many habitations throughout the ages but the present structure is built almost entirely of stone and dates from around the middle of the nineteenth century. The front of the cottage runs parallel to the road, leaving the back, which faces south, secluded and private.


      The garden is extensive and comprises over fifty trees of various kinds including oak, beech, whitebeam and birch. There is also a small orchard of apple, pear, plum and nut trees, and a meandering swathe of grass bordered by flowering shrubs and flower beds, giving an overall effect of a woodland glade. Wildlife is welcome here and thrives in the pesticide-free environment. My wife Catherine and I refer to the garden as our ‘Shangri-La’ because of its beauteous tranquillity and natural appeal. There are stories from local folk who say that it is enchanted and inhabited by fairies, although we cannot confirm this from our own experience. Yet on summer nights, whilst songbirds are singing their songs and slanting sunbeams create green-grassed areas of golden meadow, there is an enraptured feeling about the garden at Owl Cottage.


      It is certainly a wonderful place for cats and has been much loved by them, not least by our four Maine Coon cats respectively named, according to age, Pablo, Carlos, Luis and Max. These special and affectionate cats comprise our family and their unique and fascinating personalities and activities form the basis of this true to life account of our lives together with them at Owl Cottage. In many respects this book is the continuation of the story that began in Paw Tracks in the Moonlight because returning to the cottage and describing the adventures of our present cat family have revived the memory of some additional tales of the legendary hero of Owl Cottage. After all, Toby Jug’s spirit endures in every tree and stone there.
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        PABLO

      


      Pablo was the first kitten to live in Owl Cottage since the death of Toby Jug and we welcomed him, quite literally, with open arms. He was a pedigree Maine Coon. In appearance he was surprisingly large for such a young kitten, with a pointed face and extra large ears. His front paws were enormous and he had a long fluffy tail. His eyes were golden brown and his coat a cinnamon colour like oak leaves in autumn, with some darker markings which would become more distinctive and elaborate as he matured. Pablo had the build and markings of his ancestor, the Norwegian Forest cat.


      On his birth cum pedigree certificate he was formally named Pablo Picatsso, son of Billyboyblue and Huffenpuff, and was officially designated a brown tabby. He was born in October 1999 and given to me as a present by Catherine, my wife, who had lived at Owl Cottage with me since we had bought it in 1998. Pablo proved to be a wonderful cat, affectionate and lovable, and he provided us with many fascinating insights into cat behaviour. But perhaps first I should relate how it happened that we acquired Pablo in the first place and how I and Catherine came to be living once more at Owl Cottage. Despite my earlier protestations – at the time deeply felt and firmly held – at long last I had returned to the home where Toby Jug and I had been so happy in the past.


      It all began in the spring of 1997 when Catherine and I decided to take a holiday in the north of Crete. One beautiful sun-filled morning, as we sat on the veranda of our apartment looking out over the azure blue Mediterranean, we heard a cat calling. It was not a distress call, just the kind of cat-talk that some felines make when they see something interesting or wish to express their feelings. I looked over the grey rocks and scrub that extended away from the holiday chalets. In the distance was the mountain known locally as Zorba’s Rock, which reputedly was the location for the famous Greek dance sequence performed by Anthony Quinn in Zorba the Greek.


      Suddenly, I spotted a small figure scurrying straight towards us. In a moment a neat and very petite charcoal-grey, short-haired she-cat introduced herself to us. She was obviously accustomed to people, since she immediately commenced purring and brushed herself against us in the most affectionate manner. I realized at once that she was focused on an agenda which was meant to manipulate us. No doubt she was in the habit of exploiting the charity of kind-hearted holiday-makers. This greeting display by the cat undoubtedly served her purpose which was to remind us of our obligations as hosts. And so it was that a late breakfast of corned beef and boiled ham was served up to her and very well received. I admired her social skills and wondered just how many other tourists had fallen under her spell and been cajoled into offering handouts.


      My assumptions about her motives were soon confirmed because she came to visit us every day for the rest of our stay and we became quite fond of this dainty little beach cat. Each time we fed her we were, of course, rewarding her friendly behaviour and so, in terms of psychological theory, reinforcing her activities. Likewise she, this clever little cat, was reinforcing my act of feeding her by jumping on my knee and purring her thanks as a reward for me. Cats are great manipulators of humans and our guest cat proved no exception to this rule. She would arrive either mid-morning or teatime and, having been fed, she would linger next to us, sometimes gracing one of our laps as we relaxed and watched the sun go down. For the moment she had adopted us.


      I really liked her, but then I always find it hard to resist a friendly cat. Catherine was not so sure. She is concerned about stray cats when we are abroad in case they carry disease. I tend to fuss the cats I meet on our travels and usually they respond well to me, and so I attributed nothing out of the ordinary to our visiting cat and simply enjoyed the contact for what it was worth until something extraordinary happened on the last day of our stay which gave me pause for thought.


      Since our flight departure time was at some unearthly hour during the night we spent the early morning packing and then went for one last trip around the north of Crete in our hire car. We drove first to Maleme and the site of the German War Cemetery. We found it to be a peaceful and poignant place covered in an abundance of deep-red wild flowers which outlined the precisely placed granite-grey headstones stretching out of sight in regimented rows. All was kept in perfect order and obviously tended with great care and reverence for those who had given their lives in the Second World War. We then decided we would just about have time to go on to Agios Stefanos for a brief visit before returning to the apartment. We drove south through the countryside to this tiny tenth-century church which is reached by following a narrow track shaded by oak trees. En route Catherine, to her great pleasure, discovered on the bankside a rare white cyclamen for which this place is famous. Cyclamen creticum is found nowhere else in the world. The delicate white flower quivered slightly in the gentle breeze from the sea as we walked by. We were even more pleased we had made the decision to visit the church when we saw its thirteenth-century frescos of the Nativity and Pentecost which were still showing clearly after all this time.


      Too soon we had to leave for Chania and make our final preparations for home. This last trip, however, had filled us with special memories of Crete to carry home with us and dwell on at our leisure. We were not back in our apartment until late afternoon and therefore I did not expect to see our feline friend again. But, just as evening was settling in, a frantic scratching at the balcony door roused me from a restful doze. I slid back the door and there she was, anxiously greeting me, tail up and mewing her request for a late supper. After feeding her I sat out on the balcony to keep her company. Together we watched the remains of the day, the last of the deep red sunset over the sea. Soon she showed her gratitude by slipping on to my knee from where she treated me to a resonant purring session. I was at pains to explain to her that I was leaving and would not see her ever again but I would always think of her as a friend. Since I was talking to her in English and the language of her country was Greek I couldn’t be sure if she understood me at all, but then I have heard tales of cats having the ability to read minds and I suspect it might be true. As the last glow of the setting sun changed to a darkening pink, she rose and, without a backward glance, disappeared amongst the rocks. I retired inside the apartment to snatch a couple of hours of sleep.


      Some few hours later as we prepared to leave I realized that I had left my sunglasses on the balcony. As I opened the glass door and walked on to the balcony I almost trod on something. In the darkness I couldn’t at first see what it was. Stooping to retrieve it I was amazed to find myself holding a short length of vine on the end of which was a single, ripe, red tomato. My wife’s urgent call for me to hurry up or we’d miss our flight startled me out of a whole range of emotions that suddenly surged through my mind. Covertly I placed the find inside my jacket pocket. Thinking about the incident during our flight home I felt confused and uncertain. What was this about and why had it happened?


      On our local walks I had spotted miniature tomato plants in cultivation on the outside walls of some of the houses in the surrounding residential area, but there were none near our holiday apartment. Part of me felt that I had been given a coded message. Had the cat put the tomato there as a goodbye gift? Why a tomato? In the subdued lighting of the aircraft, whilst most of the passengers, including my wife, were sleeping, I carefully retrieved the fruit from my pocket. The little glistening object lay in the palm of my hand, undamaged in any way. It reminded me so much of a tiny red ball. A cat I had known a long time ago had loved to play with red balls and had stolen some tomatoes from a neighbour’s greenhouse to supplement his supply. His name, of course, was Toby Jug. I began to conjure up a scenario that this was a message of some kind, the significance of which was about to unfold. Weary with thinking about it I fell asleep with the thought that only time would tell.


      One of the most irritating things about returning from holiday is to find the space behind the front door jammed with a bulk of mail, most of it of the junk variety. Searching through the accumulation, a postcard caught my attention. It was from Carol, one of our friends, and it simply said, ‘Have you seen that Owl Cottage is up for sale?’


      The feeling that raced through me at that moment was electric. Was this a coincidence? Or did it herald tidings of a change in the air? Was this related to the present of a tomato from a cat in Crete? I began to feel that somehow, in a way unclear to me, destiny was nudging me towards a reunion with the past. Such a return was not now out of the question since both Catherine and I were contemplating a move away from Newcastle upon Tyne. With this move in mind, since we both loved the countryside, we had been looking at properties for sale in Northumberland but had not searched the locality where I had previously lived. We discussed the news about my old cottage at length and then decided, on impulse, at least to have a look at the place and agreed to view Owl Cottage as soon as it could be arranged.


      Then something else occurred which resonated with everything that was currently happening. One night I dreamed that I was living back at Owl Cottage as it had once been. Everything was extremely vivid and real. I was taking a walk along a path between the River Coquet and a line of oak trees where Toby Jug and I often went during a summer evening. Suddenly, he was there before me looking resplendent and radiant with glossy black-and-white fur and sparkling green eyes. ‘There you are!’ I exclaimed, almost as if our meeting had been arranged and I was expecting him. He ran to me and greeted me in his familiar fulsome manner by leaping on to my shoulder and rubbing his face and whiskers against my cheeks. After a short while he jumped down and ran a few yards ahead, turned and stopped to face me. Then a voice spoke clearly in my head: ‘When can we be together again?’ Startled, I realized the question was somehow coming from Toby Jug. Taken aback with surprise I stuttered helplessly to find an answer. ‘I don’t know.’


      Then came the next question: ‘Will it be soon?’ Feeling the shock of disbelief at what was happening I groped again in my mind for an answer as best I could. ‘I don’t know when, Toby Jug, but whenever it is it will fill me with joy to be with you again.’


      Finally, the voice said, ‘I’ll be there waiting for you.’ And with a flick of his bushy tail he disappeared. I looked around searchingly but he was nowhere to be seen.


      When I awoke the dream was fresh in my mind as if it had really happened. The memory of it was so surreal it bothered me all day. I couldn’t dismiss the thought that perhaps the dream was somehow related to some of the other things which had recently happened, stirring up reminders of the past. A further consideration was that the dream happened to coincide with the initial launch of my book, Paw Tracks in the Moonlight, and overwhelming feelings of nostalgia at considering a return to Owl Cottage.


      The estate agent made an appointment for us to view the cottage. As we drove back to the place that was filled with so many memories for me I could not stop wondering how the cottage had fared without me and Toby Jug. When we arrived and I gazed once more at Owl Cottage my heart missed a beat and floods of emotion and an overwhelming feeling of yearning for what had been swept through my mind.


      As soon as Catherine and I stepped into the hallway I was saddened to see how neglected the place had become. Everything was in a pitiful state inside and also outside in the garden. But as we looked around my distress was suddenly lifted by a wave of good vibrations which, as we both recollected later, we felt at about the same time. Intuitively, I could feel the cottage crying out for us to take care of it and make it whole again. It was a cry from an old friend and it touched my heart.


      That night in a pub in Newcastle upon Tyne we talked it over and I discovered that Catherine felt as I did and we decided to sleep on it before coming to a decision. The next morning after breakfast we were still both of the same mind and determined to go ahead and make an offer which hopefully would secure Owl Cottage for us.


      When at last the sale was completed and I had the keys in my hand it was October and the countryside was bathed in vivid autumnal colours. As I turned the corner into the quiet village lane I stopped the car by the thick wooded copse on the side of the road. Ahead lay Owl Cottage, bathed in bright sunlight. My eyes were drawn to the gate pillar at the entrance to the driveway where a pink floribunda rose I had planted in the 1960s still bloomed robustly. Something had brought me back here – call it nostalgia or just a longing to recapture the sentiments of happy times past. I felt my mind whirling with a multitude of images. For a moment I was overcome with blissful remembrances: I was home again at last.


      One of my first duties would be to pay homage to the old apple tree where Toby Jug had been buried. I stood near his grave for a long while to tune back into the ambience of the cottage garden and how everything used to be. When I previously lived at Owl Cottage I had often sensed good feelings in the surroundings, in the very walls as well as the garden. Possibly these were emotional resonances of the lives of people who had spent fulfilling times here in the past. Now I simply longed to renew my relationship with the cottage.


      When we took possession it was like I had never been away and I rejoiced in my heart at the homecoming. Happily for both Catherine and for me the cottage seemed the right place for us to be, although there was much to do to make it comfortable. My thoughts turned to remembered times with Toby Jug. He was by now a distant memory yet his image was always with me, couched somewhere in the back of my mind. It was because Toby was so very dear to me that the shocking experience of his death led me to have to leave the cottage. At that time I felt that I could no longer bear to live there without him. He had been such an important part of my life. Although kind friends and neighbours had offered me kittens to replace Toby I could never bring myself to accept any of them. In the light of my feelings at that time it wouldn’t have been fair to the kitten, however desirable, because I would have constantly compared him to Toby Jug who was, to my mind, irreplaceable.


      By the time Catherine and I were more or less settled in, with all the essential repairs and improvements to Owl Cottage having been carried out and the interior painting and decorating finished as well, it was the beginning of July the following year.


      Now July is the time when the Felton and Thirston Fair is held and I must confess that going to the fair to witness all that enthusiasm for the egg-and-spoon, three-legged and running-backwards races, amongst other events like crockery-breaking and chucking-the-welly, does nothing for me. I just want to slink away and hide. In this respect I am not at all the socially minded person that, by nature, my wife is. I therefore really did not want to attend the fair at all. Catherine had other ideas. She had entered one of the flower competitions in the spirit of joining in and also because that year she was particularly proud of her roses. She thought her Rosa Remember Me with its bronze, yellowish orange petals, stood a good chance of winning a prize. So despite my protestations I was prevailed upon to go and I am indebted to Catherine for evermore for dragging me there against my will.


      As my wife was enjoying herself making the rounds of the local stall-holders, I managed to slip away to a remote corner of the field to examine a vintage bus. With its elongated bonnet and bulbous headlights perched on top of huge wide mudguards which protected the wheels, it was just the type of bus Catherine and I travelled to school in during the 1940s and early 1950s. Fully occupied in having an in-depth discussion with the enthusiast who owned the bus, I failed to notice the figure of my wife tearing across the field towards me with a look of ‘I told you so’ on her face. She wasted no time in breathlessly telling me that there was an exhibition tent with a range of pedigree cats on show. Then she triumphantly told me that one of the booths was reserved for Maine Coon cats.


      With my mind in a whirl of expectation I duly arrived at the tent. It almost defies description to give an account of the exhilaration I felt as I entered and gazed upon the most beautiful cats I had ever seen. In a corner was a bench on which lay a creamy white and red she-cat that looked to have been fashioned by the Walt Disney Studios. She was the first purebred Maine Coon cat I had ever seen outside the pages of a book, apart from the severely injured mother cat I had rescued on the night that I found the half-dead kitten who survived to become Toby Jug. I was totally overwhelmed and entranced at the same time.


      On meeting the breeders, a couple called Jane and Dave who subsequently became our friends, I immediately placed an order for a male kitten. We agreed that both Owl Cottage and ourselves had waited long enough without a cat with which to share our lives. Perhaps with a new cat in my life here at Owl Cottage I would be able to lay to rest the ghost of Toby Jug. Time has a way of healing sorrows and now I felt it was the right moment to allow another cat into my life. We decided to call our new kitten Pablo because, after an eventful short holiday in Madrid, we were imbued with an affection for things Spanish. I recall the first time we were invited to visit Jane’s house and to choose a kitten from the litter of six.


      Catherine was somewhat shocked as she preceded me along the hallway of Jane’s house to be confronted by the largest domestic cat she had ever seen. His name was Hamish and he was the alpha male Maine Coon of the household. He was most definitely inspecting us in case we posed any threat. With his large head and intelligent eyes I thought he was marvellous. Catherine was rather more uncertain. When we knelt to peer into the cushion-lined box which housed the squirming kittens I could feel Hamish scrutinizing us and as I turned two fierce golden eyes met my gaze as if to warn us that that these kittens were under his protection. By now, much to my amusement, Hamish was circling the box housing the kittens and glaring at me for daring to handle one. ‘It’s alright, fellow,’ I said to him affectionately. ‘Your kitten will be safe and much loved by us.’


      Over a cup of tea and a pleasant chat we discussed some details with Jane about caring for a pedigree Maine Coon cat. Then Catherine insisted that I do the choosing and so I hand-picked a burly kitten who appeared to be already asserting himself over the rest of the litter by standing in a biscuit tray and making unmistakeable kitten growls to prevent the others from eating until he had his fill. I picked him up and had a good look at him. I was impressed by the firmness of his chunky little body. After paying a deposit to secure the sale we were told to expect him in the regulation three months’ time. And that is how we chose Pablo and subsequently took him into our home and into our hearts.


      Now that we had chosen a new kitten I felt that the yawning gap in my life, brought about by the demise of my exceptional Toby Jug, had been satisfactorily bridged at last. With it I felt a sense of relief, as if I was making a new start. Once again, what ever I was doing day-by-day would be enhanced by the company of a cat, just as it had been for the greater part of my life. Even as a baby I remember the silky and furry presence of a cat called Fluffy, a kitten given to my parents as a wedding present. The company of cats has always been a source of comfort to me and throughout my childhood they served as playmates and as imaginary confidants who would listen to my problems and, by doing so, help me to sort out what I should do.


      I have always talked to my cats and I always believed that they understood me. The Ancient Egyptians apparently ascribed divine powers to their cats in the conviction that they possessed supernatural powers and many people have noted their mysterious air of awareness of things that mere humans cannot perceive. A notable example of this was an article in the New England Journal of Medicine in 2005 which reported on a very special ability which a cat living in a care home for the elderly displayed. He could predict when an inmate was about to die and would visit that person and stay with them, presumably trying to comfort them, until they passed. How the cat named Oscar was able to identify in advance with remarkable accuracy the particular patient who was about to die mystified the medical and care staff at the unit.


      The doctor in charge of the nursing home, David Dosa, who was not especially fond of cats, came to realize that Oscar, just an ordinary black-and-white tabby, had an almost psychic sensitivity to human beings. Dr Dosa wrote a book called Making the Rounds with Oscar about life at the nursing home and about how Oscar the cat helps staff and inmates there.


      Most certainly, from my own experience, I have noted how sensitive my pet cats have been to my mood states, especially when I have been upset. On such occasions I have become aware that my cat has attempted to soothe and succour me by a friendly presence on my knee and the balm of a session of vibrant purring. I must admit, despite my lifelong exposure to cats, I remain at a loss to understand fully what a cat is all about.


      A cat, Sigmund Freud might have said, is just a cat, but William Shakespeare might well have added: ‘What a piece of work is a cat.’ Coupling these two statements together highlights the ambiguities with which cats are perceived. To me, they are extra special animals, not least because, by tradition, they have the most prodigious capacity for survival against the odds. Hence the popular saying: ‘Cats have nine lives.’


      As the tales I tell in this book reveal, even if many cats look alike, they are not the same by any means. Just like people, each individual cat has a unique personality of its own. But this personality is only likely to reveal itself to humans where the relationship is a close one.


      For instance, cats who spend most of the day resting and sleeping, and are put out at night, sometimes have only the most superficial contact with the people they live with. In this environment the cat’s relationship with the people in the house might be very basic and consist merely of being fed, watered and given a place to sleep during the day. As a result the cats will tend not to show how interesting they can be because they need unconditional love and attention to bring that out. Put simply, it is necessary ‘to make something of them’ in the same way as one nurtures and encourages the development of a child. Given these conditions a whole new world of cat ‘personality’ is opened up as the cat feels secure enough to show its real self. The early days with our new Maine Coon cat reveal something of what I mean.


      It was a bitterly cold day in March 2000 when the kitten called Pablo arrived at Owl Cottage. No kitten could have had better preparations for his coming than he did. There was a pedestal with a fur-lined tunnel, two platforms and several scratching posts. There was a large cushion-bed for him, a warm blanket, feeding and drinking bowls, and an elaborate enclosed litter box since we were advised not to let him roam freely until he had been neutered at the age of six months. We had been informed that there was a rule affecting pedigree cats involving the necessity for a special licence in order to breed from them.


      When Pablo arrived at Owl Cottage we gently placed him on the top platform of the pedestal so that he could have a good look around and familiarize himself with his new home. He slowly looked about, stared hard at Catherine and then focused his huge amber eyes on me. And next, to my astonishment, he leapt up on to my left shoulder, the one always favoured by Toby Jug. I was naturally quite overwhelmed and somewhat nonplussed. I hoped that this would become a habit but regrettably it was not to be. That was the one and only time he jumped on my shoulder in all the nine years he was with us.


      The rest of that first day was spent in lots of play activities of the getting-to-know-you kind. True to his cat nature, Pablo immediately set about establishing his own agenda irrespective of any arrangements that we made. This state of affairs became abundantly clear at bedtime. Our idea was that he should spend the night in the heated conservatory where he had a choice of sleeping areas and where his loo-box was conveniently situated. Since cats are nocturnal creatures by nature we drew back the conservatory blinds so that, if he so wished, he could observe any wildlife going about outside.


      On that first night we put Plan A into action. We placed him on a cosy bed-cushion, gave him lots of strokes, left him biscuits and water, bade him a loving goodnight and closed the door. Hardly had we reached the upstairs landing leading to our bedroom than the whining, punctuated by howls, began. Obviously, Pablo had other ideas and was not prepared to fit in with ours. He was clearly indicating that he was not prepared to spend the night alone. Steadfastly, we decided it best to ignore these protestations as we did not wish to encourage our kitten to think that he was boss. However, as cat lovers the world over have come to realize, dogs may have masters but cats make servants of the humans with whom they live. So it was to be with Pablo. The uncertainty about the outcome was soon resolved totally in Pablo’s favour.


      After an agonizing twenty minutes spent trying to close our ears to the noise coming from the conservatory, we capitulated. When we opened the door we were heartily greeted by a diminutive figure who commenced a welcome dance around our legs and joyously followed us upstairs to confirm his right to sleep where he liked, which in this case was on our bed. After treading his ‘I’m getting ready to snuggle down’ war dance on our best duvet, he eventually lay above our heads against the headboard with his face resting on Catherine’s pillow near, and sometimes on, her long hair. During the night when either of us moved he began a loud husky purring sound which I referred to as the ‘Donkey Serenade’.


      We allowed him to sleep in our bedroom for a few weeks and then, as he grew accustomed to the house and became confident in our love, he decided that it would be more fun in the conservatory at bedtimes because he had posts to scratch and balls to chase, and sometimes there were exciting things to watch happening outside in the garden at night.


      As he grew bigger and matured over the next few months we became aware of his complex and dynamic personality. Pablo’s intelligence was remarkable and, short of speaking English, he had his own precise way of communicating with us through cat sounds and body language: he was, as many cat lovers will understand from their experiences, a ‘Talking Cat’.


      Sometimes when he was in full flow, conversing with us on some priority of his, jumping on our knees and rubbing his huge head against our legs and arms, we would wish he would shut up and give us a rest. But inevitably we would sooner or later realize what it was he wanted. Perhaps, as happened on several occasions, he had upset his water bowl and, fastidious cat as he was, wanted it put right. Or, as happened during his first encounter with springtime outside, there was a cock pheasant in HIS garden and it was bullying him. He wanted us to make it leave. In
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