
 

 

A MOGGY FOR MICHAEL 

 
 

 

RS. BENTWHISTLE WAS ONE OF THE PEOPLE that I 

would have written off a few years ago as just 

another animal nut. Every neighborhood 

seems to have one. Kindly or cantankerous, garrulous or 

reclusive, sometimes wealthy but more often just 

scraping along—they have in common a soft spot for 

animals that, to the outside world at least, seems to 

have destroyed their better judgment. I’m thinking of 

one woman I know who got herself arrested for 

breaking and entering when she climbed in the window 

of a neighbor’s apartment to rescue a cat that had been 

crying for thirty-six hours straight. And Mr. Simms, who 

lived in a one-room apartment on meager Social 

Security payments but still managed to rescue one or 

two puppies a week from the pound, have them checked 

over by a vet, and then place them in homes that he 

carefully screened. Had people like these always 
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listened to their better judgment, a lot of pets wouldn’t 

be around today. To my way of thinking, some of these 

“nutty” men and women are the unsung heroes of the 

animal-welfare world and, when it comes to Mrs. 

Bentwhistle, the human-welfare world as well. I know 

that’s what Mike Cunningham would say.  

This case began one summer evening when I was 

doing my laundry. It was about eight o’clock, and I was 

heading across the street to check the dryer in the 

Laundromat when the phone rang.  

“Are you the man that looks for lost cats?” a small 

voice asked. It sounded like a kid, maybe ten or twelve 

years old.  

“That’s right,” I replied. “What can I do for you?”  

“I want you to help me find Sam.”  

“Sam’s your cat?”  

“Yeah. He’s a one year old, and he’s gray with black 

stripes.”  

“I see. He sounds like a nice cat.”  

“My mom gave him to me. Do you know where he 

might be?”  

“Well, that’s a little hard to say,” I said with a grin. 

“Tell me, what’s your name?”  

“Michael Cunningham. He’s been gone four days. He 

went out after dinner, and now I can’t find him.”  

“I see. Mike, could I talk to your mom for a minute?”  

“My mom?” he hesitated. “She’s... why do you want to 

talk to her?”  

“Oh, that’s just one of my policies,” I replied.  



I heard him put the phone down. I’ve learned in this 

business, whenever kids call me, to make sure I talk to 

their parents first and let them know what’s going on 

since they’re usually the ones that control the family 

purse strings.  

I could hear voices in the background, first Mike’s 

and then a man’s. It sounded like they were arguing. In a 

minute the man came to the phone.  

“I’m Mike’s father,” he said. “I’m sorry if he’s 

bothered you.  

“No, bother,” I replied, “I just wanted to make sure 

you knew what he was….”  

“Look, I can’t talk now. I’m already late for my other 

job. I told Mike not to call you.”  

He sounded harassed.  

“That’s okay,” I said. “I won’t keep you. Maybe I 

could talk to your wife.”  

“My wife?” he said brusquely. “You can’t talk to my 

wife. She’s passed away. Look, I’ve got to get going. We 

already put an ad in the paper. I told Mike we couldn’t 

afford anything else, but ever since he saw you on 

television, that’s all he’s been talking about.” 

“I understand,” I said. “Could I talk to Mike again? 

Maybe I could just give him a few little tips.”  

“You can talk to him all night if you want to,” he 

replied impatiently, “but I’ve got to pick up my cab and 

get to work. Just make sure it doesn’t cost me anything. 

That kid’s annoying the daylights out of me over that 

damned cat. It’s not normal if you ask me.”  



“Well, kids get attached to their pets,” I said. 

“Especially since his mom gave him Sam, he’s 

probably….”  

“That’s just it,” he replied. “When she died, he was a 

regular little soldier—no crying… nothing. I was so 

proud of him. It’s been almost six months now, and he’s 

been doing fine—until this business with the cat. It’s 

just not normal, and I told him. Look, I’ve got to go. 

Maybe you can talk some sense into his head.”  

It sounded like Mike needed more than a few little 

tips.  

When he got back on the phone, I asked him where 

he lived. “That’s good,” I said. “It just so happens I’m 

going to be in that neighborhood tomorrow morning. 

Why don’t I stop by, and we can talk some more about 

Sam?”  

“Okay,” he said eagerly. “And about what my dad 

said….  well, I’ve got some money saved up almost 

twelve dollars. Is that enough?”  

In my career, people have offered me hundreds and 

even thousands of dollars to find their missing pets, but 

no one had ever promised me everything he had.  

“Let’s talk about that tomorrow,” I told him. “I’ll see 

you at about ten o’clock.”  

Michael and his father lived in the bottom half of a 

house in a mixed-bag neighborhood in the western part 

of San Francisco. Some houses had been restored to 

their former Victorian grandeur; others, like the 

Cunninghams, showed the neglect that comes with 



tenants who have better things to do than put time and 

money into maintaining other people’s property.  

Mike answered the door. He was a small, dark-

haired kid, maybe ten years old, with pale skin and big 

brown eyes. He had the look of an altar boy. The inside 

of the house was neat enough, but it smelled dusty as if 

it hadn’t had a good cleaning in months.  

It wasn’t hard to put the picture together: mother 

recently dead, father working at two jobs, and Mike was 

on his own most of the time. Sam had been given to him 

by his mother. No wonder the kid was so anxious to get 

him back, even to the point of driving his father crazy, 

whatever that meant. His father hadn’t sounded like a 

bad guy over the phone, just frantic from trying to keep 

his head above water and provide a home for his son. 

He was probably still too emotionally fragile to deal 

with Mike’s feelings about Sam. Fortunately, I’d had a 

good month, because I could see this was a case I was 

going to have to take, money or no money.  

“Okay, Mike,” I said. “I’ve checked my schedule, and 

it looks like I’m going to have some time to help you find 

Sam.”  

“Oh boy,” he replied, eyes lighting up. “Do you think 

we’ll find him today?”  

“Not so fast, my friend,” I said. “First, we’ve got some 

work to do.” I took out a blank poster from my 

briefcase. In response to my question, Mike told me Sam 

hadn’t been wearing a collar, but he did have a 

distinguishing feature: a white spot under his chest, 

between his two front legs.  



“It looks just like an egg,” he said.  

“Then that’s what we’ll put on the poster. See?”  

He watched with wide-eyed fascination as I printed 

the words. I explained about putting up posters and 

checking the animal shelters.  

“And then we wait and see what turns up,” I said, 

walking to the door. “I’ll let you know as soon as I hear 

anything.”  

I could tell he was disappointed. Like a lot of kids, he 

was sure Sherlock Bones had magical powers.  

“But how long before we get him back?” he asked.  

“Well, it might take some time,” I said. “And I can’t 

make any promises. You can understand that, can’t 

you?”  

“I guess so,” he said hesitantly.  

He looked so forlorn standing in the doorway that I 

said, “Hey, Mike, I tell you what. Would you like to come 

with me today? Maybe you could be my assistant, and 

then I could give you a reduced rate.”  

He jumped at the chance, and we spent the rest of 

the day together. By six o’clock, we had visited the 

animal shelters—with no luck—and begun the task of 

putting up posters in his neighborhood. I enjoyed 

having him with me. Mike was a very intense ten-year-

old who was being pushed by circumstances to grow up 

faster than he was ready to. Losing first his mother and 

now his pet was more than most boys his age had to go 

through. Perhaps that’s why he kept his feelings to 

himself. Had he let them out, they might have 

overwhelmed him. I knew he cared. For a boy to call me 



up against his father’s wishes and then spend the entire 

day in what was not very exciting work meant he cared 

a lot. I wished there was some way I could help him 

open up, but the most I could do was show him that I 

took his feelings seriously. It’s tough enough, after all, to 

lose someone close to you without also being told, it’s 

not normal to feel bad.  

By six o’clock, we had grabbed a quick bite to eat 

and were back in front of his house. I’d tried to steer the 

conversation around to his mother, but he had avoided 

it. The most he told me was that she had gotten sick and 

spent a lot of time in hospitals. She had given him a 

kitten and told him to take good care of it just before 

she had gone into the hospital for the last time. 

“I’ll bet you miss your mom, don’t you?” I asked as 

we sat together in the van.  

“Yeah,” he said quickly, looking out the window. 

“Dad’s car is here. I have to go now. See you.” Before I 

could say anything else, he raced for the house.  

Now that was pretty ham-handed, I thought to myself 

as I headed back to Oakland. Better leave therapy to the 

therapists and concentrate on getting Sam back. That 

would be the best therapy possible, anyway.  

I hoped Mike didn’t have yet another loss in store for 

him, but I wasn’t very optimistic. Cats are much harder 

to find than dogs. They tend to hide out and avoid 

people, and therefore you don’t get many good leads—

lots of false alarms, but not much reliable information. 

Often, cats will revert to a semi-wild state, living on 

garbage and scraps they scavenge at the edges of settled 



areas—if they live, that is. Many are hit by cars, and 

many others perish in boxes, closets, sheds, and garages 

they find their way into and then can’t get out of, often 

because someone unwittingly locks them in. No one had 

answered the ad in the paper. The most optimistic 

conclusion I could draw was that Sam had been found 

by someone who wasn’t eager to give him back.  

When I got home, there were several messages from 

my service about cats that people thought might be 

Sam. One woman said she had spotted a cat matching 

Sam’s description about five blocks from the 

Cunninghams’ house. Someone else reported seeing a 

cat in the same vicinity—probably the same cat, I 

thought, but not necessarily Sam. There were the usual 

calls from people who see the poster, don’t read any 

further than “lost cat,” and call in to report any stray 

animal they happen to see, whether it matches the 

description or not.  

The next day I checked out the leads and finished 

putting up the posters. I left Mike at home.  I didn’t want 

to get his hopes up with all the wild-goose chases I 

anticipated. I was putting up a poster in the window of a 

small supermarket when I noticed it had an honest-to-

goodness meat counter—the old-fashioned kind with a 

butcher who waits on customers. When I was a kid, our 

butcher knew the name of every pet in our 

neighborhood, so I took a little ticket from the machine 

and waited for my number to come up.  



“Excuse me,” I said when it was my turn, “have you 

heard of anyone finding a cat recently? Gray with black 

stripes, white spot on its chest?”  

“A cat?” the butcher repeated. He was a massive guy 

with gray hair parted in the middle, and an apron tied 

so high it was almost under his arms. “No. No cat. I hear 

more about dogs, you know. People come in for dog 

bones. I can’t recall anything about a cat. You lose one?”  

I handed him a poster and explained who I was. He 

read it and laughed. “Sorry, Sherlock, can’t help you. But 

if I hear of anything, I’ll… say, have you talked to the cat 

lady?”  

“The cat lady?”  

“Well, that’s what we call her. Old English gal comes 

in once a week and loads up on fish scraps and bones. 

Says she boils them down for her cats. She’s real nice, 

but I don’t think she’s playing with a full deck if you 

know what I mean.”  

“Do you, by any chance, know her name?”  

“No, but she’ll be in later this week. I can give her 

one of your posters if you like. She must live around 

here. She’s always complaining about having trouble 

walking to the store. It seems to me she’s got a limp.”  

“I guess it’s worth a poster,” I said, handing him one. 

“Thanks for the tip.”  

“I should tell you one more thing, though,” he 

cautioned. “Lots of old people come in here asking for 

food for their pets, but they’re buying it for themselves. 

It’s all they can afford, you see, but they’re too proud to 

admit it.”  



“You mean she might not have any cats?”  

“Well, let me put it this way. With the amount she 

buys, either she eats like a horse, or she’s got a houseful 

of cats. And I mean a houseful.”  

Sometime that afternoon, I was driving along a 

street when a couple of cats caught my eye. Thinking 

one of them might be Sam, I turned off to get a closer 

look. Even without getting out of my van, I could see the 

markings were all wrong. But then I spotted another cat 

and another, and another, lounging in various graceful 

feline poses in the front yard and up the front steps. 

Could I have been lucky enough to have found the cat 

lady’s house?  

There was only one way to find out. So I parked the 

van, walked up the front steps, and rang the doorbell. 

No one answered. I walked back down the steps and 

looked up to see if anyone was home. It was a 

dilapidated old house with at least two stories, of a 

color that had probably once been white but now was a 

mottled gray. Thick vines had overtaken most of the 

first floor and appeared to bear much of the 

responsibility for keeping the house upright.  

I was just about ready to give up when the door 

opened a crack, and from behind the safety chain 

stretched across the narrow opening, a voice called out 

in a strong English accent, “Yes, ducks, what is it?”  

“Excuse me, ma’am,” I said, dashing back up the 

steps, “I’m….”  

“Speak up, Luv. Can’t hear you.”  



I handed her one of my cards, which she 

scrutinized.  

“Bones?” she said. “You’ve got it wrong, dear. It’s 

Holmes. Sherlock Holmes.”  

“No, ma’am,” I shouted. “That’s my business name. I 

help people find missing pets.”  

“Do ya, now?” she said amiably. “My, that’s unusual, 

ain’t it?”  

“Yes, ma’am,” I shouted, feeling my frustration level 

rise, “I suppose it is. The reason I’m here is….”  

“Well,” she pronounced, as if I hadn’t spoken, “don’t 

stand on the doorstep. Come on in and have a cuppa 

tea.”  

With that, she started to close the door to unfasten 

the chain. Then she stopped and, fixing me with a beady 

eye, said, “Here now, ya wouldn’t be the law, would ya?”  

“No, ma’am, I’m not.” She took another squint at me 

and, apparently reassured, opened the door. “Well, 

come on along, then,” she said. “I just put the kettle on 

the cooker.” She turned and walked toward the back of 

the house. I noticed she had a definite limp. “And mind 

me moggies, she warned.  

I had no sooner stepped into the house than 

unassailable olfactory evidence of cat hit my nose. Then 

I saw on the stairs, on the table, on the floor, on the 

chairs, going about their business in the corners, 

scampering out of my way, walking stiff-legged, 

crouching watchfully, languidly lounging—there were 

cats everywhere. The butcher was right. She had a 

houseful. No wonder she had been afraid I was the law.  



In the city of San Francisco, you are allowed to have 

four small animals. Although this ordinance is not 

enforced unless neighbors complain or unsanitary 

conditions appear to exist, this woman had good reason 

to be wary. Given the number of cats, the house didn’t 

smell as bad as it might have, but there was no getting 

around the fact that she was way over the legal limit.  

She led me into the kitchen, a large room in the back 

of the house designed in the days when kitchens were 

for servants who kept out of sight and not for mothers 

who run busy households and cook at the same time. 

Against one wall was a stove, with a kettle and an 

enormous pot cooking away. On the other side of the 

room was a long counter with glass cabinets that 

reached up to the high ceiling. In the center stood a 

large wooden table and two chairs. Every available 

surface was covered with bottles, cans, old magazines—

and more cats. The overall effect was one of an 

incredibly cluttered but cozy lair.  

“Have a seat, Luv,” she said. “I’m Mrs. Bentwhistle, 

and I’m goin’ to make us a nice cuppa.”  

“My,” I said, unable to avoid commenting on the 

obvious, “you certainly have a lot of cats.”  

“You like me moggies, do ya?” she said with a bright 

smile.  

“Moggies?”  

“That’s right, moggies. Me mum come from 

Lancashire, and that’s what she called em, and so do I. 

Now, where’s me tin of tea?”  



I watched as she rummaged through the jars and 

cans on the table. She was a short, wide woman 

somewhere in her late sixties, I judged. Over a faded 

housedress with an uneven hem, she wore a man’s 

cardigan sweater that she tugged across her ample 

bosom from time to time. On her feet were old house 

slippers and white socks. Her gray hair was caught in 

the back with a couple of combs in a loose 

approximation of a hairdo she had probably affected 

when she was much younger and had never bothered to 

change. Bright pink lipstick and rouge, enthusiastically, 

if erratically applied, kept her from fitting my image of a 

grandmother. In fact, despite her appearance, there was 

something decidedly youthful about Mrs. Bentwhistle.  

“There you are,” she said to the tin of tea she had 

been looking for and began the ceremony. First, she 

warmed the teapot with hot water from the kettle, 

which she then threw out into the sink. With a metal 

scoop, she carefully measured out the tea. “One, two, 

and one for the pot,” and added more boiling water 

from the kettle. She gave the pot a good stir with a 

spoon, set the lid on, and put it aside.  

“There, let that stew for a bit,” she said to herself. 

She took two mugs from the cupboard and without 

asking put milk and sugar in both, poured in the tea, and 

handed me mine. “Now that’s a proper cuppa English 

tea,” she pronounced as she settled herself into the 

chair.  

The liquid inside the mug looked black. I took a sip 

and almost gagged. It was both sweet and strong, and I 



was sure the proverbial spoon would easily have stood 

upright in the pungent brew.  

“How do ya like it, then?” she asked brightly.  

“Oh,” I replied weakly. “It’s… tasty. Very unusual.”  

“Nothin ’like it,” she agreed, taking a good swallow.  

Fortified by her brew, she fixed her attention on me 

for the first time since I had gotten there. “Now then,” 

she said, “what can we do for ya, Luv? It’s lost pets ya 

find, is that it?”  

“That’s right. Right now, I’m looking for a cat that 

belongs to a young boy.”  

“Is that so? And what kinda moggy would that be?”  

“A gray with black stripes and….”  

“Gaw!” she exclaimed, “I got millions of ‘em.”  

“This one had an egg-shaped white spot on his chest. 

He was lost about four days ago. I thought perhaps you 

might have seen him.”  

“Let me think,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “A 

striped moggy... I did pick up a coupla moggies a time 

ago. Weren’t no striped one, though. Gaw! You shoulda 

seen ‘em, poor little devils. Thin and dirty and fulla 

fleas, they was. You could tell they was strays. I don’t 

know why people have these moggies when they don’t 

care for ‘em proper. It’s not bloomin’ right; it’s not.”  

“But none that might be the one I’m looking for?”  

“No… wait a minute, wait a minute! I did pick up a 

striped moggy, but I don’t mind exactly when. I think he 

took off up the stairs when I brung him home. Why 

don’t ya go up and have yourself a look?”  

I started to rise.  



“Here,” she said sternly, “you’ll not move from that 

chair till you finish your tea. The moggies can wait.”  

“Well,” I replied, looking at my watch, “I don’t have 

too much time.”  

“Suit yourself,” she said, heaving herself up and 

shuffling to the stove. “It’s almost feedin’ time anyway.” 

She lifted the lid on the enormous pot, and a terrible 

aroma escaped. “Food for me moggies,” she said. “Bones 

and fish heads and lovely potatoes. I feed ‘em well, I do. 

Well, go on now. I ain’t comin’with you, ducks, because 

of me bum leg. Mind the steps now, and don’t hold on 

the banister. It’s none too sturdy, not anymore, it ain’t.”  

I carved a path through the cats and carefully picked 

my way up the stairs, where I found what appeared to 

be a totally different feline population. I started after 

the ones that looked like Sam, picked them up and 

turned them over to find the egg-shaped spot. It took a 

long time; I had no way to separate the ones I’d already 

inspected. Besides, some were less willing to be handled 

than others. What I needed, I decided, was a pair of 

gloves to protect my hands.  

I was on my way downstairs to find some when the 

noise began—a dull, clanging sound that grew louder 

and louder. It was Mrs. Bentwhistle banging on a pot 

with what sounded like a metal spoon.  

“Here, you moggies, come on, grub’s up,” she yelled.  

At the first sound, the cats upstairs moved en masse 

for the first floor, running and diving around my feet on 

their way to their food. The stairs were alive with furry 

bodies. I hugged the wall and picked my way down, 



trying to remember which were the treacherous steps. 

One false move, and I was afraid I might fall through to 

the basement.  

When I got to the kitchen, Mrs. Bentwhistle was 

ladling the foul-smelling brew into two large sheet-

metal troughs, and the cats were frantically lapping it 

up. Within five minutes, the food was gone, and so were 

the cats, retired to parts unknown to clean up and take 

an after-dinner snooze.  

“There,” she said with satisfaction, “that’s over for 

another day.”  

“I didn’t know cats ate so fast,” I said.  

“Oh, my yes, ducks. Around here they’ve got to, 

haven’t they? Did ya find the one ya were lookin’ for, 

then?”  

“I’m afraid I didn’t,” I said. I explained about Mike, 

and his mother’s giving him Sam right before she died. 

“He was very brave,” I said. “At least his father thinks so. 

I think he was a little too brave.”  

“Oh, it’s a shame, a crying shame,” Mrs. Bentwhistle 

said sympathetically. “And he’s only ten, did you say?” 

She shook her head sadly. “Here, why don’t ya come 

back tomorrow and have another look? Sam might turn 

up by then. I get new ones every day. They come in the 

windows, ya know. I call ‘em me moggies, but they could 

be anybody’s. Come tomorrow then, and I’ll fix ya a 

cuppa that tea ya took such a fancy to, and a lovely 

cucumber sandwich besides.”  

“You’ve got a deal,” I said. “Is there anything I can 

pick up for you?”  



“Not a bloomin’ thing, Luv,” she said. “Course, if 

you’d like to make a small contribution for me moggies 

food, I wouldn’t turn it down.”  

I took out my wallet and gave her a five-dollar bill.  

“Oh, isn’t that grand of ya, lad,” she said. “Now, I can 

buy the moggies a treat.” She folded the money, stuffed 

it down the front of her dress, and gave a little wiggle. 

“There now,” she said with a wink, “safe as the old Bank 

of England, ain’t it?”  

By the time I got to Mrs. Bentwhistle’s the next day, I 

was almost looking forward to a cup of her tea. I had 

gotten many more reports on Sam, but none had proved 

out, and I was fast becoming frustrated and 

discouraged. This time I’d brought an old pair of gloves, 

but after half an hour, I’d checked every gray-and-black-

striped “moggy” I could get my hands on and still hadn’t 

found Sam. Once again, I joined Mrs. Bentwhistle at the 

table and watched as she went through the ritual of the 

tea.  

“Tell me, Mrs. Bentwhistle,” I said, “have you always 

had so many cats?”  

“Oh no, ducks,” she laughed. “Me Ernie wouldn’t 

have put up with ‘em, not at all. ‘Course, he’s been gone 

now almost ten years, rest his soul. Oh no, Ernie, with all 

me moggies? But I just can’t see havin’ em all killed, 

though.’ That’s what they do, ya know, just blow ‘em up, 

so there’s nothin’ to be done but take ‘em in, is there? 

Here now, eat your cucumber sandwich I just made, all 

lovely and refreshing. Keeps your bowels in an uproar, 

it will. That’s what me mum said, and it’s true.”  



The sandwich was delicious, and even though I 

knew I should be getting back to work, I found myself 

lingering at Mrs. Bentwhistle’s kitchen table. The more I 

got to know her, the better I liked her. Behind her 

eccentric facade was a warm, rather shy woman whose 

existence was now bound up in her “moggies,” but who 

had once led a very different life. She and her husband 

had come to this country toward the end of World War 

II from the bombed-out part of East London where they 

had made their home.  

“Them was terrible days, terrible,” she said 

solemnly. “We had nothin’but the bloody clothes on our 

backs. Thank the Lord me cousin was here to sponsor 

us, like, and get Ernie a job with the old Cunard Lines. 

They’re gone now, too.” She sighed, lost in momentary 

reverie. “Still, I can’t complain. We had a good life here, 

Ernie and me, a good life. Do miss the pubs, though, 

miss the pubs, and the beer’s not the same as back 

home. Gives you the gas, it does. And too bleedin’cold. 

Still, now I’ve got me moggies to look after. Life goes on, 

ain’t that right? And poor Mikey. It’s a shame, ain’t it, all 

these moggies, and none of ‘em Sam? What’re ya gonna 

do?”  

“I guess I’ll get back to work,” I said, and with her 

permission, called in for messages. One message hit me 

in the pit of my stomach. Someone had seen the body of 

a cat matching Sam’s description right down to the egg-

shaped spot on his chest. It was lying in some bushes 

not far from Mike’s house, where it was just beginning 

to decompose. The person calling in had said the cat 



looked as if it had been hit by a car. Some sixth sense 

told me this was Sam.  

I hung up and told Mrs. Bentwhistle I was afraid I 

had come to the end of my search.  

“I’ve got to check, of course, to be sure,” I said. “If it’s 

Sam, I don’t know what Mike will do. He thinks he’s 

supposed to be brave, but I know he’s not ready for 

this.”  

“Oh, the poor lad,” she said, shaking her head sadly. 

“It just don’t seem right. Well, off you go, then, and do 

what you must.”  

I moved toward the door. “Here,” she said suddenly, 

“wait just a minute.” She disappeared back down the 

hall and emerged with a shoebox. “If it’s Mikey’s moggy, 

you’ll need somethin’ to bury it in proper-like.” 

I found the cat in the bushes just where I had been 

told to look, and its markings matched Sam’s exactly. 

Using my pair of gloves, I gingerly placed the body in 

the shoe box, doing my best to make it look as natural as 

possible. With a heavy heart, I drove to Mike’s house, 

hoping his father would be there to help me break the 

news.  

Mike answered the door. “Hi,” he said eagerly. “Did 

you find Sam?”  

“Hi, Mike,” I replied carefully. “Is your father home?”  

“No, not till dinnertime.”  

“Oh,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Well, maybe I’ll 

come back then.”  



“Why?” His face had assumed a set expression, and I 

suddenly had the distinct impression he knew why I 

had come.  

“Well, I wanted to… look, Mike, I’m afraid I have 

some bad news for you.”  

Mike just stared at me. “It’s Sam. I think he may have 

been hit by a car. He’s dead, Mike.”  

“Where is he?” he asked. His expression hadn’t 

changed, but the blood had drained from his face.  

“Out in the van,” I replied. Before I could stop him, he 

ran down the steps. He was opening the door when I 

grabbed him.  

“He doesn’t look too good, Mike. Are you sure you 

want to see him? Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have 

me bury him for you?” 

“No,” he said with a firm voice, “I want to see him.”  

I took the shoebox and lifted a corner of the lid, just 

enough so he could see the body inside. He looked in, 

grabbed the box, and started for the house.  

“Wait a minute,” I shouted, catching up with him and 

taking hold of his arm. “Why don’t we bury Sam 

together? This is a bad time to be by yourself, don’t you 

think?” He stood in front of me, saying nothing. “Why 

don’t you get the shovel,” I said, gently removing the 

box from his hands, “and we’ll bury him right here by 

the front steps.”  

Mike said nothing as we went about laying Sam to 

rest. I was worried. He had been too quiet, too 

controlled. I didn’t want to leave him by himself until 

his father came home, and even then, I didn’t know how 



sympathetic his father would be. What Mike needed 

now, I didn’t think either his father or I could provide. 

Then I thought of something.  

“Tell you what, Mike,” I said, “there’s an awful nice 

lady not far from here. I was telling her about you and 

Sam. She’s got quite a few cats of her own. How’s about 

we visit her?”  

“I don’t know,” he said evasively. “I should wait for 

my dad.”  

“Come on,” I insisted. “it won’t take long. You don’t 

want to be all alone now, do you?”  

“Yeah, okay,” he replied passively, and without 

another word, he walked to the van and slid into the 

passenger seat. It was a sad, silent ride. I didn’t know 

what to say. Idle chitchat was out of the question, yet 

anything else seemed too explosive. Nor did I know 

exactly why I was taking him to Mrs. Bentwhistle’s 

unless it was to buy some time. She’d been open with 

me, but I knew she was a reclusive woman, and I 

couldn’t predict how she would react to Mike or he to 

her.  

“Mrs. Bentwhistle,” I said when she answered the 

door, “I hope it’s all right. I brought Mike with me. We 

just buried Sam.”  

“Come in, come in,” she said in the same absent-

minded tone she’d used when I’d first visited her. “I’ve 

got me kettle on the cooker. You’re just in time for a 

lovely cuppa tea.”  

I watched Mike’s face carefully as he took in Mrs. 

Bentwhistle’s cats, searching for some reaction. If he 



had any, he hid it well. While she went about preparing 

the tea, I tried to signal to her silently that Mike was in 

pretty bad shape, but she continued to bustle around, 

and I couldn’t tell if she had caught my message or not.  

“Now you just sit in that chair, Mikey,” she said, “and 

I’ll get the tea, and we’ll have a lovely chat.”  

As soon as he sat down, a small black cat jumped up 

on his lap, and he stroked it mechanically. I stood off to 

one side next to the door and wondered what was going 

to happen.  

“Now then,” she said affably, passing out the tea and 

settling into her chair, “you lost your moggy, is that it?” 

“That’s what Mrs. Bentwhistle calls cats, Mike,” I 

explained.  

“Yes,” he said in a frighteningly matter-of-fact tone. 

“He was hit by a car.”  

“Ain’t that a shame, just a shame.” She sighed, 

sipping her tea and shaking her head. “Somethin ’ya 

love done in like that. It’s not fair, is it? Not fair at all.” 

Mike wasn’t saying anything, but Mrs. Bentwhistle 

appeared not to notice. ‘“Course, it’s all part of life, ain’t 

it? Drink your tea lad; there’s nothin’ like a cuppa tea 

when you’re feelin’ down in the dumps.”  

Mike took a sip, betraying no reaction except for a 

glance in my direction.  

“And to think your mum gave Sam to you, God rest 

her soul. And now they’re both—ya know, lad, it 

reminds me of me own mum.”  

Mike looked up from the cat.  



“Oh yes, I had a mum, too, and right before she died, 

she gave me a set of dishes. Beautiful blue dishes, they 

was, me pride and joy, and I kept ‘em in the front room 

where everyone could see ‘em. Well, wouldn’t you 

know, one afternoon while we was out, one of Hitler’s 

bleedin’ buzz bombs up and smashed half the house. 

But all I cared about was them dishes. I just felt so bad 

because me mum give ‘em to me.”  

Mike had stopped stroking the cat.  

‘“Course it wasn’t me fault,” she continued, “but I still 

felt bad. It’s a bit like you and Sam, ain’t it? Your mum 

givin’ him to you and all, and now he’s been done in. 

Weren’t your fault neither, now were it? Your mum 

knows that, wherever she is, just like me mum does. 

Ain’t that right, Sherlock?”  

“That’s right, Mike,” I said. At some point, I’d stopped 

worrying about what would happen. Like Mike, I was 

caught up in Mrs. Bentwhistle’s story. This old woman, 

who the butcher said wasn’t playing with a full deck, 

knew exactly what she was doing.  

“Yes, and your mum still loves you, just like me mum 

loves me,” she said softly. “Well, that’s enough about me. 

Can’t hang your hat on the past, as ya might say. It’s you 

what’s in a pickle now, ain’t that right?”  

“I’m okay,” he said stiffly. “Well, of course, you are 

lad,” she agreed. “But I was just lookin’ at the moggy on 

your lap. Thinks you’re real special-like he does. Now, I 

was just thinkin.’” She paused for a moment, looked at 

me, and then said, “How would you like to have him? 



‘Course he’s not the same as your Sam, but he’s a nice 

moggy.”  

Mike didn’t say anything. “Come on now, lad,” she 

insisted. “Do you want him, then?”  

Mike shook his head vehemently. “I don’t want him,” 

he said, his voice breaking. “I want Sam!”  

The black cat jumped off his lap, and Mike bolted for 

the door. I moved to intercept him, but he eluded my 

grasp and ran down the hall toward the back of the 

house. I started after him, but Mrs. Bentwhistle stopped 

me.  

“Leave him be,” she said. “He can’t go nowhere. 

There’s just the pantry, and the back door’s nailed 

shut.”  

“I guess it’s a little too soon for him to think about 

getting another cat,” I said. I could hear Mike sobbing. I 

was surprised by the insistence of her offer; she had 

seemed so tuned in to his feelings.  

‘“Course it is,” she replied firmly, “but he’s got to get 

it out somehow, ain’t that right? It’s just not natural to 

be so stiff-like, not when your moggy’s been done in, not 

when it’s such a special moggy. Just listen to him. He’s 

crying his heart out.”  

“I know,” I said. “Shouldn’t we do something?”  

“All in good time,” she said. “The boy needs a good 

cry, he does, and he won’t cry if we’re there, now will 

he? You just sit here and drink your tea, and in a bit, I’ll 

go see how he is. Lads has got to be on their own some 

when they cry. Oh yes, it’s not just moggies I know 

about. I know a thing or two about lads as well.”  



Before I could respond, Mrs. Bentwhistle got up, 

passed her hand over her face as if to close off a subject 

she hadn’t meant to bring up, and with her cup of tea 

limped down the back hall. In a few moments, Mike’s 

sobs had subsided, and all I could hear was Mrs. 

Bentwhistle’s low voice.  

After what seemed a long time they reappeared, 

Mike red-eyed and spent, Mrs. Bentwhistle with her arm 

around his shoulder.  

“Here now,” she said briskly. “Who’s for another 

cuppa? Sherlock, you ain’t touched a drop. Must be all 

the carrying on.”  

I saw Mike glance at me and almost smile.  

“You know what?” he said. “Mrs. Bentwhistle told me 

I could come over and help her feed the cats whenever I 

want to.”  

“Here now,” she said, not unkindly, “can’t have you 

underfoot all the time. Still, I could use a lad to help with 

the moggies. An assistant, as you might say.”  

“I think that’s a fine idea,” I said. I wondered what it 

was Mrs. Bentwhistle had said to Mike in the pantry. 

Whatever it was, it had transformed him from an 

unhappy, bottled-up person into a regular little boy who 

no longer seemed to be carrying a too-heavy burden on 

his young shoulders. Now it was Mrs. Bentwhistle who 

seemed shy and slightly uncomfortable.  

“Sherlock,” Mike said, “did you know Mrs. 

Bentwhistle had a little boy once? He got killed in the 

war.”  



“Hush now,” she interrupted quickly. “Sherlock don’t 

want to hear about that. You go along now, Sherlock. 

Mikey and me’s got to feed the moggies. He can get 

himself home.” 

I excused myself as quickly as I could. It was clear 

that whatever the nature of the bond that had sprung 

up so suddenly between them, there was no room at the 

moment for a third person. I drove home with my head 

full of awe at the unseen forces that had taken the 

tragedy of a boy’s dead pet and used it to bring two 

lonely people together at a time when each needed the 

other. Who could have predicted that an eccentric, 

reclusive “cat lady” would be the one to break through a 

young boy’s grief-impacted facade of bravery, or that he 

would strike a long-buried maternal chord within her? 

In the next few weeks, I forced myself to stay away 

and give them the privacy they needed to get 

acquainted with each other—and with the fragile parts 

of themselves they had revealed that afternoon in the 

pantry. I thought about them frequently, though, and 

wondered how they were getting on. One afternoon 

when I thought enough time had passed, I gave Mrs. 

Bentwhistle a call.  

“How’s everything?” I asked.  

“Couldn’t be better, luv,” she replied cheerily. 

“Mikey’s a lovely lad, just lovely. He helps with the 

moggies and goin’ to the store. Don’t know what I did 

without him. Oh, and he took that little black moggy 

home with him,” she laughed. “He said it was just for a 



bit, but he don’t fool me, not at all. He’s a stubborn one, 

he is.”  

“Mike, stubborn?” I said. “He never seemed stubborn 

to me.  

“Oh, yes!” she exclaimed. “He won’t drink me tea! Me 

good English tea! Did ya ever hear the like? But don’t 

you worry, he’ll come round. We’ll make a proper lad of 

him yet, just you see.” 

 



 


