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[bookmark: _1ktlllazfww7]Objectives
When you have successfully completed this lesson, you will be able to
· compare this story to the common elements of the detective story,
· compare the characters in this story to the common characteristics of detectives and their sidekicks,
· decide who the detective is and who the sidekick is in this novel,
· transform the novel into a play.
[bookmark: _yq3fbfbjmay7]Reading Assignment
· The Cat Who Talked to Ghosts by Lilian Jackson Braun
[bookmark: _fwr0s7s6wshc]Overview - Detectives and Their Sidekicks
As you know from reading the last mystery, the detective often has a sidekick who narrates the story. Holmes has Dr. Watson; Poirot has Hastings. Since the detective is usually a lot smarter and more eccentric than we are, he’s a bit hard to identify with. A sidekick-narrator, like Dr. Waston or Hastings, is someone we can identify with, a regular person of average intelligence. Often the sidekick is as bewildered as we are about some of the detective’s methods and ideas. So when the detective solves the mystery before us, we don’t feel so bad about being one step behind because we can relate to the sidekick. The sidekick often has to do the “leg work” for the detective—he runs the errands, while the detective sits in his study thinking and coming up with brilliant insights. Consider, for example, Dr. Watson in the Sherlock Holmes mysteries. Watson narrates the stories, so we get his point of view on the action; he’s not as smart as Holmes, but he’s likeable (maybe even more likeable than Holmes because he’s not as brilliant), he has to carry his “trusty service revolver” and often he has to look after the person who is in danger. He’s a generally nice guy in contrast to the moody and sometimes abrupt Holmes. Hastings plays a similar role in the Poirot mysteries.
[bookmark: _2iisivdi5kqz]Overview - The Cat Who . . .
As you know, many sidekicks become as famous as their companion detectives. And most people like animals, so what could be a more natural sidekick companion for a detective than an animal, especially a cat! Cats have long been associated with magic and unusual, mysterious happenings in folklore. Cats themselves are mysterious creatures—always landing feet first, supposedly having more than nine lives, being able to take us or leave us as their moods dictate. You will find cats to be the companion of many a detective, but in one series the cat is so intelligent that he actually gives his owner clues—important clues that are often not totally understood at the time. This cat is so much a detective in his own right with his own sidekick that the series is titled The Cat Who . . .
How did a cat get his own mystery series? Well, it’s an interesting “tail” if I ever heard one. In the 1930s, Lilian Jackson Braun was a freelance writer of sports articles, using the pseudonym Ward Braun. She was afraid that if she wrote under her own name she wouldn’t be taken seriously because she was a woman. She was also a poet, an ad copywriter, a director of public relations for a department store, and a journalist for the Detroit Free Press for many years.
Koko, the star of The Cat Who . . . , is a fictional Siamese cat named after Braun’s own beloved Siamese cat, who was named after a character from Gilbert and Sullivan’s operetta The Mikado. Unfortunately, the real Koko fell to his demise from a tenth-floor window. The neighbors suspected foul play, telling Braun that Koko had been pushed. To cope with her grief, Braun wrote a short story “The Sin of Madam Phloi.” That story was published in Ellery Queen Magazine (remember that name?). The magazine editors asked for more cat mysteries. The next thing Braun knew, a book publisher wanted her to write a mystery novel involving a cat. What followed was The Cat Who . . . series, a collection of twenty-five books written between 1966 and 2003, plus a collection of short stories, The Cat Who Had 14 Tales.
There is a human involved in helping to solve the mysteries in this series. In fact, there are several human characters who continue to reappear. The one I want to introduce you to before you start reading is Merlin James Mackintosh Qwilleran, known to us as Jim, James, or most often as “Qwill,” his nickname. Qwill is a journalist, writing about the same topics Braun wrote about for the Detroit Free Press. Qwill was a top journalist, a famed war correspondent, an overseas reporter, and a crime reporter. He married, but life took a downswing—he became addicted to alcohol, got divorced, slid deeper into the grip of alcohol, fell in front of a train and was rescued by onlookers, and finally decided to get his life back together. He is hired by a childhood friend who is a newspaper editor. At this point the series starts with The Cat Who Read Backwards (1966). Qwill takes a vacation to Moose County and visits his “Aunt Fanny,” an old friend of his mother’s. She is murdered (not by Qwill!) and leaves her considerable fortune to him. To keep the fortune, he has to live in Moose County for five years, which he does. He keeps enough money to live very nicely, but puts the rest of the fortune into the Klingenschoen Foundation, named for Aunt Fanny, an organization to help better Moose County. He establishes a newspaper (guess who the editor is—you’re right! his old school friend editor), and he writes a column and solves an inordinate number of murder mysteries.
Where is Moose County and Down Under, places referred to in the book? Braun never tells us directly. The only thing she says is that they are imaginary locations based on many different real places. Braun lived in Michigan and many fans believe that Moose County is in the upper peninsula of Michigan, with Down Under being Michigan below the peninsula.
With the above background, you should be able to read the book for pleasure. Curl up with your cat, if you have one. If you don’t, you might want to borrow or buy a “toy cat” just for the fun of reading this book with someone who understands Koko and Yum Yum. Who’s Yum Yum? You’ll find out!
Why are we starting with the tenth book of the series? Hopefully, it will entice you to read the books before this one to find out early information about Qwill and the cats and to read the books after this one because you’re hooked—and because I like this one especially.
“Meow.” “Meow.” Oh, Koko and Yum Yum, go back to the book so my students can see you in action!

