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Willow
Once upon a time there was a special cat called Willow.
She lived under the sea off the coast of Cornwall, by a place called

Knobby Rock. 
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Willow was a mercat. Not a cat fish, for that is different, but a cat with a fish’s tail. Sometimes she wondered what her cousins on dry land got up to these days. One morning, she awoke with a start from a vivid dream about her old friend Tatty, who was a land cat.
 Willow had not been ashore for many years.

So, having a desire to see her friend once more, 
she decided to go ashore and see for herself if 
all the changes on land that her friends the seals 
told her about were true.

So she waited for the tide to go out, and then she
 leaped up onto a sandy spit at one end of the beach
 to dry off. Soon, her pretty scaly tail split into two furry 
back legs and a fluffy cat’s tail.
"Meoww" she purred, enjoying the warmth of the sun
that she had not felt for so long.
How could she have forgotten how nice it was just to lie in the sun
 and do nothing? After a refreshing nap, she got up and stretched.  
The fresh air was delicious, and she could smell and hear other things too 
that she had forgotten about;
Birds, mice, grass, flowers, insects, and new, strange scents of food that
she didn’t know. She climbed up a rocky slope to get off the beach, and came out onto the footpath that led along the top of the cliff overlooking the beach.
As she walked along the coastal path, smelling the flowers and looking at
everything, lots of land humans stopped to say hello, bend down and
stroke her. She knew that these were mainly visitors to Knobby rock, as
they were carrying things like chairs, cameras, beach mats and blow up things
that float on the water.

Some of the people smelled very funny. Some were eating food.

A lot of them looked very red like they had been in the sun too long.

Soon, Willow came to a place she remembered. It was the beach cafe.
She ignored the visitors who wanted to fuss her, and sauntered into the open
kitchen door at the back. She remembered always being offered a tasty snack 
and a friendly tickle. Her friend Tatty the tortoishell cat lived here too. 
Suddenly, a big ginger tom cat jumped out at her and growled
 "Who are you? Get out of my kitchen."  He hissed at her.   

"Oh! There’s no need to be rude" meowed Willow, 
"I'm looking for my friend Tatty. Is she still here?"
"You must mean mum. I will go and see if she’s awake, she is getting

on a bit now you know" replied the tomcat, "what’s your name?"

"I am Willow. Are you Tatty’s son Grouse? You were only a tiny kitten last time 

I saw you."  

"Yes I’m Grouse" he replied, embarrassed, and disappeared up the

back stairs to where the humans slept.  
 Willow sat and cleaned her coat while she waited. 
 After a minute, Grouse bounced back downstairs. 

"Come on up, mum cant wait to see you. You'll have to speak up,

she’s going deaf.”

Willow was surprised. Last time she saw Tatty, they had a whale of a time

chasing birds around the garden. Had she really been away that long?

Grouse led her to an upstairs bedroom. There in the middle of a pretty

counter paned bed lay Tatty. But, oh! how different her friend looked

to how Willow remembered her.    Now, Tatty really DID look like her name.

"Dear Willow, is that you? Yes, it is, I still smell the sea on you, even

 though my eyes are not so good any more" mewed Tatty.    

  "Oh, Tatty. What has happened to you?   Come on, come into the garden

 and we can play at chasing the gulls, you always enjoy that" Willow said.   

"Yes, I remember” sighed Tatty. “I loved to chase the gulls with you. But now, all I can do is sit in the sun and watch the birds. Indeed it is all I can do to

climb down the stairs now; and my pet human Sally has to carry me back upstairs, for my bones are old and stiff. Oh Willow, why have you been away for so long?”  
Poor Willow! She had forgotten that time passes much faster on land than at sea.

“Darling Tatty! I am so sorry” mewed Willow, “I always forget that we live

 much longer in the sea. What can we do together now that you can enjoy? 
I know!”

She jumped up on the bed beside Tatty, and began to clean Tatty’s ears

for her. Tatty purred with pleasure. At that moment, Tatty’s pet human

 Sally came into the bedroom - and stopped in surprise as she saw

 Willow grooming her beloved Tatty.

“Oh! Hello there, puss. You must be a friend of Tattys? “ 

She bent over the bed and stroked Tatty. 
“Would your friend like to share some cream with you? Yes, I think she would!”
 as Willows ears twitched at the mention of the word ‘cream’. 
“I’ll just pop down and get ‘ee some.”

Soon, all three cats were on the floor beside the bed, drinking a saucer of cream.
 Afterwards, they lay stretched out on the thick Persian rug, enjoying the warm sun streaming through the windows.

Willow felt saddened to see her friend so old and frail, and felt moved to do
something about it. She knew now why she’d had that dream.
“Grouse, my fine lad” she said, “would you be alright if I take your

 Mum off for a holiday?”

Grouse looked surprised, but nodded.

“Of course! I don’t need me Mum to look after me anymore you know.”

“A holiday? Whatever do you mean?” Tatty asked, sleepily. 
The cream had made her dozy.

“I mean a holiday, Tatty. Come and stay with me – you will feel so

 much better for it, dear. I will look after you, and there’s plenty to see

 and do where I live in Barnacle Town. “

“But, my dearest Willow, how can I stay with you under the sea?

 I will drown!” wailed Tatty in dismay.  
Grouse looked angry and muttered in his throat.

“Don’t worry, Tatty, you will be alright. Believe me, you will feel much younger. You will be safe with me, I promise. Grouse, stop growling like that. Your Mum is one of my dearest friends, and I would not have her come to any harm, ever. Which would you prefer? To see your Mum grow old and blind, and tormented by human vets? Or young and happy again?”

“I want my Mum to be happy, of course” muttered Grouse, sulkily.

“Then we are settled then. Tatty? How about it? Are you up for a big adventure?”

Tatty sat up and groomed herself carefully, thinking it through. 

At last, she decided.

“Yes. Yes dearest Willow, I will come with you. I am tired of not

 being able to walk myself up stairs, not being able to see Grouse clearly, 

and not hearing properly anymore. I am tired of having Sally fuss over

 me all the time, and mushing up my food because my teeth are all gone.

 I sit out in the garden and the gulls laugh at me and drop things on

 my head because they know I can no longer get them. When can we go?”

“We can go now, if you are ready” Willow replied, “will Sally miss you a lot?”

“I suppose she will to start with, but humans are quite strong. 

She will soon get over it” Tatty said, “and there are plenty of young

 kittens waiting to take my place. Grouse, my dear son, will you escort us down to the beach? I will miss you.”

“Yes Mum. Willow, will I see Mum again?”

“Your Mum will be able to come and visit you, don’t worry. You may not recognise her at first the next time you see her, though.”
The three cats began their journey down to the beach together. It took

 a long time, as Tatty could only climb very slowly down the stairs, one at a time. She stopped at the bottom, huffing and puffing and quite out of breath. 
Sally happened to come into the hall just then.

“Good heavens, you three rascals, what are you up to? Tatty, I am not carrying you upstairs again till bedtime now!” 

She bent down to stroke Tatty. Tatty mewed, purred, and rubbed her self 

around Sally’s legs, licking her hand. 

“Thank you for being so kind to me all these years, Sally. I must go now, 

I will miss sitting on your lap in the evening.”

Of course, Sally could not understand what Tatty was saying to her.

She stood up, and opened the door for the cats. “Be careful you three, now.

 Don’t be late for tea!”  Willow and Grouse walked out, followed by Tatty,

 but she ran back in again for a final tickle under the chin by Sally,

 mewing loudly “Oh dear, I will miss you Sally!”

Sally laughed. “Go on, you silly old puss! Look, Grouse and your friend

 are waiting. See you later, poo. Go and enjoy the sunshine. ” 

And as Tatty reluctantly followed Willow down the garden path, Sally shut

 the door behind them.

 “Good bye, Sally” Tatty mewed.

When they got to the garden gate, Tatty sat down for a while and looked at her old home, her garden. Her grass, with the long fringes she always hid in and loved to nibble. Her favourite rosemary bush, with the wonderful smell. Her favourite fence post for scratching. The stone wall, where she had once jumped off onto Sally’s head one evening and frightened her human silly. 
“Are you ready to go Tatty? I can always come back again” Willow said.

“No, I am ready” Tatty said,  “I am just catching the old place in my head. Now, I am ready. Oh dear” as they all squeezed out of the garden gate and onto the narrow path outside, “it is a very long time since I have tried to cross this road!”

The three cats sat in a row outside by the garden wall. There seemed to be an endless stream of humans, walking past and talking, carrying bags and balls and buckets and surf boards and mewling human kittens who were too lazy to walk.

There was also an endless stream of smelly noisy human cars it seemed, in between the cats and the path on the other side which lead down onto the beach. At last there was a lull in the traffic. 

“Let’s go!” Grouse meowed. ”Quick as you can, mum!” 
They padded across the hard, hot road, Grouse leading the way, followed by Tatty and then Willow. Tatty was just reaching the path on the other side, when a human car came belting round the bend. Willow had to sprint for her life and just made it to the other side beside Tatty in time.  As it was the human hooted and shouted angrily out of the car window at them.
“My paws and whiskers! That was too close. But we’ve made it. Come along, Tatty. Follow me, this way to the beach” Willow said, panting.

The humans had built a long flight of concrete steps down onto the beach, but these were too many and too steep for Tatty, so Willow took her down the steep grassy rocky slope, onto the rocks at one end of the beach away from the crowds of people. Here there were deep pools, leading out into the sea between the rocks.  It was a perfectly calm sunny day, and the water was as clear as glass. Grouse peered over the side of a rock, watching the shrimps darting about and hiding in the sea weed.
“Lets sunbath for a bit” Willow suggested, stretching out on the flat rock. 

Tatty did the same. 
“Grouse, son, it s time for us to say good bye” Tatty said, giving her son an affectionate lick on the ear. They all rubbed noses, then Grouse left.
 “I will look out for Sally, Mum, don’t worry” he called, padding back up the grassy slope. 
Tatty and Willow stretched out and enjoyed the sunshine.

The tide was coming in. Slowly, slowly, the water crept up closer to them.

Knobby Rock, in the centre of the bay, began to disappear under the water.

Willow sniffed the air. She dabbled her whiskers in the water. The sun beat down, almost overhead. Willow began to purr softly.

“It’s almost time, Tatty dear.”
Tatty looked down into the emerald green depth of the water. 

“I am a little scared, Willow” she mewed.
“It will be alright, you’ll see” Willow purred louder, “close your eyes and sleep now, dear Tatty.”

Tatty did so. Willow began to purr out a special song.

A song of time and tide, a song of between worlds, of earth and air, sun and sea, wind and calm, flowers and fishes, till Tatty’s head spun, and she fell into a deep purring sleep. 
Willow purred louder. And louder still. She slid off the rock into the pool and turned back into her mercat self. 
The tide rose up, up, over the rock Tatty was lying on. 
The water rose up, up, up, softly up, over Tattys paws, over her tail, over her tummy, and still she slept on, soothed by Willows purring song. 
The water rose up and closed over Tatty’s head. 
At that instant, a magic time, the tide turned. In that instant, Tatty’s old shabby outer furry skin floated lightly away, and she became as new, 
a mercat, sleek and silky and as silvery tailed as a mackerel.  

“Wake up, wake up Tatty!” Willow mewed, ”see your new world!”

Tatty woke up, shook herself, and to her delight found she was sliding and slipping and wriggling through the water beside Willow, as lithe and bright as a kitten again.

She found that breathing the water was no different to breathing the air, so that she didn’t notice at all. And oh, oh, the joy of feeling so light, floating through the water, no aching old bones, and her sight and hearing as clear and sharp as it ever was.

And so much new to see! All the colours and smells and tastes she could never have imagined were under the sea. Joyfully, the two friends swam off out into the bay, where Willow had so much to show Tatty.

Grouse, having made his way back up the slope, and across the road, back into the garden, sat on top of the stone wall and looked out across the bay. From his perch, he could see the tip of Knobby Rock, just re-appearing from under the water. For one moment, two little cat heads appeared just beside it and stared back at the land, then disappeared under the water again. 
“Goodbye, mum” he meowed. 

Then he set up a loud caterwauling, a song both of grieving, and of celebration of life renewed. Sally heard him, and came out in the garden. She walked down to the wall and stroked him.
 “What ever is the matter my handsome? Oh, now where’s Tatty got to? Surely now, she’s not left the garden? Tatty, Tatty” she called to no avail. “Where is that silly old puss? Where’s she to, Grouser?” 

 But Grouse just continued to caterwaul. 
When Tatty did not come back that evening, Sally, worried, went out looking for her, asking every one in the village if they’d seen her cat. But no one had. A week went by, a frantic week for Sally, of calls to pet centres, road sweepers, vets, and of sticking lost cat posters all over the village. Another week went by, and then another. Gradually, after many tears, Sally gave up and resigned herself that she wouldn’t see Tatty again. Grouse stuck by her and did all he could to make his mums pet human feel better. Over the months, Sally got better again and got on with life. Grouse got on with catching mice and rats and chasing the gulls.
One fine morning, a year and a day later, Sally went into the garden and found Grouse sitting on the grass and looking up at a strange cat that was perched on top of the stone wall. The oddest thing was, he was not growling as he would normally have done with any strange cat on his territory. 
Even stranger, the cat did not run off as Sally came up to it. 
Stranger still, it reminded her of Tatty in some way, although the tortishell colouring was much lighter, with silvery tones, and this cat was obviously a young cat. This cat even biffed Sally’s hand in the same way that Tatty used to do. When Sally came back out into the garden that evening, she found the strange cat still there, but curled up under the rosemary bush, in what used to be Tattys favourite place. 

“I guess you’ll be wanting some food then” Sally remarked, and bought out a saucer of fish which the cat devoured graciously. 
In a couple of days, the new cat had installed herself at home with Sally and Grouse. 
Sally decided to call the new cat Tasha.

And so, Tasha came to live with Sally and Grouse, and very happy they all were.

 Sometimes, Tasha would disappear off for a few days, but she always came back, and then Sally could swear that Tasha smelled of seaweed.

In loving memory of
Willow Kitty Witch Tabitha Twitchit,
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