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The curious 
incident of the 
stray cat in 
the night-time 
M

y children long 
to have a pet. My 
wife believes no 
family is com-
plete without a 
dog. I oppose 

the idea because, once 
the novelty fades, caring for 
the creature will become my 
responsibility. 

Explaining this to my boys is diffi-
cult. Like all youngsters, they imag-
ine life with a pet to be one of end-
less frolics. They forget that domestic 
animals must be fed, exercised and 
groomed.  

When I tell them this requires com-
plete dedication, that you can’t take 
time off from an animal, they exclaim: 
‘Don’t worry, Dad, we’ll look after it.’ 

It is hard to stand firm when their 
imploring eyes look longingly into 
yours. However, despite the pressure, 
I have not yet relented. 

It is not that I disagree with Mrs 
Dooley, for I also believe it beneficial 
for children to spend time around 
animals.

That is why, each year, we holiday 
on their granddad’s farm, and why 
they are currently learning to ride on 
a little pony. 

Keeping a pet is another story. I 
have seen too many situations where 
enthusiasm eventually gives way to 
neglect. And, with three young boys 
to look after, I simply can’t be left 
holding the puppy.

Having made my point, I felt the 
matter had finally been laid to rest. 

That was until the other night, 
when I heard what sounded suspi-
ciously like a crying baby. We rushed 
to our three-year-old’s room, think-
ing he might be in distress. He was 
fast asleep.

It was then we noticed it was a 
black cat howling at our front door. It 
had followed our eldest home and 
was now determined to join the fam-
ily. Wherever we went, there it was. 

The howling was so loud we were 
convinced it would wake the younger 
children. Our eldest, who had led the 
campaign for a pet, was delirious 
with joy.

‘We can’t leave it out there to starve,’ 
he insisted, before contemptuously 
scowling at me when I said we could 
not encourage a stray. 

It was well past midnight when the 
howling ceased. Shortly after sunrise, 
our eldest was frantically pursuing 
his new feline friend. When it was 
nowhere to be seen, excitement gave 
way to despair.

I, on the other hand, was thrilled. 
This is not to say I dislike cats. As 
someone who detests rodents, their 
presence is somewhat comforting.

I have even cared for a couple of 

cats in my time. A former colleague 
asked me to mind his felines for six 
months while he was on sabbatical in 
America. I enjoyed the experience 
until, as a sign of its appreciation, one 
of them presented me with a recently 
ravaged rat.

That said, I could never counte-
nance bringing a stray cat into a 
house full of children. When I listed 
all the reasons why this would be a 
bad idea, my nine-year-old simply 
turned and said: ‘Why do you dislike 
animals so much?’

How can a father respond to that?
There was little I could say, except 

that I must put my children’s welfare 
before that of a cat.

Much to my surprise, our five-year-
old sided with his father. He ran to his 
room and arrived back with a ‘no cats 
allowed’ sign, which he proceeded to 
stick on the back door. 

There ensued a war of words in 
which our eldest dismissed the sign 
as a silly stunt, his brother respond-
ing that the cat would definitely get 
the message and stay away. By lunch-
time, there was still no evidence of 
the cat. Then, just as I began to relax, 
it reappeared, its howls even more 
ear-splitting than the previous night. 

I
 
 
 TrIED in vain to shoo it away, 
but it was no use. ‘The reason it 
won’t leave,’ announced my 
five-year-old, ‘is because mum 
gave it some milk’. Our eldest 

flew into a fit of apoplectic rage. ‘Why 
did you tell him?’ he screamed at his 
little brother, who now resembled the 
cat who got the proverbial cream. 

Mrs Dooley confessed she had 
indeed given the cat a saucer of milk, 
believing it was starving. Naturally, 
that humane act only served to 
encourage the creature. Despite our 
son’s sign, and all my best efforts, it 
simply refused to go.  

For so long, I steadfastly resisted 
getting a pet. Then, quite suddenly, 
an animal entered our lives with the 
intention of becoming the family pet. 
So overjoyed was our eldest, that he 
himself could have been mistaken for 
the Cheshire Cat. 

I will say it again: for the sake of 
my family’s health, I cannot adopt a 
stray. That said, the mysterious 
creature who recently showed up at 
our door has taught me an important 
lesson. 

What does it matter if, in time, I end 
up looking after a family pet? If a 
little animal can give so much happi-
ness to those I love, then I can think 
of no good reason to persist in my 
opposition. 

Strangely, since arriving at that 
momentous conclusion, the black cat 
has vanished.
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