
Children’s books come in all shapes and
sizes, and serve a variety of purposes. Some
are good, some are not so good. Some try
very hard to convey a message or a moral;
some just try very hard. There are fiction
books for kids, non-fiction books and then
there’s that wonderful category not widely
targeted to adults: the illustrated picture
book. As the nursery rhyme says, when it’s
good it’s very, very good …

My Cat, the Silliest Cat in the World is
very, very good.

Originally published in France two years
ago, this English edition from Harry N.
Abrams deserves to be read by more than
just the very young.

Written and illustrated by Gilles
Bachelet, it’s a totally tongue-in-cheek trea-
tise about his not-so-feline companion. The
fun starts with the cover, which shows a
corpulent grey critter perched on a basket
that’s clearly much too small for him.
Dwarfed by the title of the book (which is
printed in a Barnum and Bailey Circus-
type font), he elicits the same response from
viewers of all ages: “But that’s not a cat! It’s
an elephant!”

Right.
You know it (whether you’re 3 or 83); I

know it; but try telling the author-illustra-

tor. Or, for that matter, the critter himself.
He’ll never believe it.

Silly is the right word for this book. Silly,
and sly. Silly and pure fun.

The opening page shows our hero in all
his glory, looking a bit dubious about the
puny basket, but willing to make the best of
it. Judging from the assortment of cat toys
that surround him, he is much loved by his
owner.

“My cat is very fat, very sweet, and very,
very silly,” the reader is told.

Turn the page, and there are a dozen im-
ages of this elephantine pet in various fe-
line poses – blissfully asleep on a favourite
cushion, stretching languidly, eating from a
bright-red food dish. “When my cat’s not
eating, he’s sleeping,” we’re told. And vice
versa.

But sometimes – like any cat prone to un-
predictability – he suddenly gets active,
and the image before us is of a rambunc-
tious elephant careening off walls, playing
with a ball of string, racing up and down
stairs.

Cat lovers will recognize the accuracy of
these scenes. Except, of course, for the fact
that this is a decidedly unfeline feline.

Turn the page again and he has collapsed
on the couch, where the author-illustrator
says he has to “warn guests that he’s not
just another cushion.” The long grey trunk
draped over the arm of the couch is a nice
touch.

There are others in this book. The way
Bachelet’s pet curls up on his drawing table,
for example, basking in the heat of a lamp.
Or the way he misses the litterbox every
time he poops, but deftly cleans up after
himself with a brush and dustpan. (And air
freshener!)

There are scenes in which he licks him-

self clean, and hoses himself down with
water sucked up from the toilet. It’s the
kind of humour that appeals to the very
young, but there’s a sophistication in these
illustrations that will also resonate with
adults.

There’s no denying the silliness of this
book; at the same time, it’s hard not to laugh
and get caught up in the fun.

The human, meanwhile, is completely
straightfaced about the nature of his pet.
He does, however, admit to some confusion
about friends and acquaintances who seem
determined to tell him his cat isn’t a cat.

And he’s equally nonplussed by the fact
that the portraits he has painted of his cat

just don’t sell. (Adults will appreciate the
sly humour Bachelet displays in these por-
traits – his homage to a group of artists
ranging from Norman Rockwell to Botticel-
li and Picasso.)

In the end, it’s clear that Bachelet and his
cat understand each other perfectly. Theirs
is a relationship that works.

What more could anyone want?

Ages 3 to 83.

MMyy  CCaatt,,  tthhee  SSiilllliieesstt  CCaatt  iinn  tthhee  WWoorrlldd
By Gilles Bachelet
Abrams, 24 pages, $23.95
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VACATIONS OFF THE BEATEN PATH
MMIICCHHEELLLLEE  LLAALLOONNDDEE THE GAZETTE 

Sometimes parents who fantasize
about vacations “off the beaten
track” happen to have kids who
yearn for good old-fashioned
tourist traps like Disney World,
the midway or the zoo.

In this quirky, illustrated chap-
ter book for kids age 7 to 10,
Marie-Louise Gay and David
Homel, two established Montreal
authors who are also a couple,
team up to bring us the story of a
kid with annoyingly adventurous
parents who never seem to choose
that easy, well-travelled road to a

cookie-cutter vacation.
Told from the point of view of a

sardonic older brother who has to
contend with his parents’ uncon-
ventional destination choices,
this book relates tall tales of vaca-
tion disasters.

On wacky vacation No. 1, the
family narrowly escapes calamity
when Hurricane Bob swings by
their rented cottage in Maine.
Next, on Little Tybee Island in
Georgia, the tide comes in and
nearly drowns the narrator’s
younger brother. The family con-
tends with real alligators in Oke-
fenokee Swamp in Florida and

then a crazy, trigger-happy farmer
and some overly friendly sheep on
Saltspring Island in British 
Columbia.

Each new chapter is a more
bizarre and disastrous vacation
misadventure, but ultimately, the
narrator comes to appreciate his
parents’ off-beat tastes. Some
may find this plot device repeti-
tive, but there are enough in-
triguing animals, odd customs
and bizarre real-life places, that
most kids will want to keep turn-
ing the pages.

Homel and Gay have created a
comical character in the un-

named narrator, with whom a lot
of parent-weary kids will identify,
and Gay’s cartoon-like illustra-
tions are, as in her many award-
winning works, beautifully com-
posed and highly amusing.

This is fun, get-ready-for-sum-
mer reading, but don’t be sur-
prised if your child gets inspired
and demands a car trip to the very
heart of nowhere this summer.

TTrraavveellss  wwiitthh  MMyy  FFaammiillyy  
By Marie-Louise Gay 
and David Homel 
Illustrated by Marie-Louise Gay 
Groundwood, 128 pages, $15.95

for kids BERNIE GOEDHART

DECIDEDLY UNFELINE PET SEEMS SURE HE’S A CAT

HARRY N. ABRAMS

There’s no denying the silliness of this book, but it’s hard not to get caught up in the fun.

TUESDAY
Stanley Coren reads, signs and answers questions
about his new book,Why Do Dogs Have Wet Noses?,
at Babar en ville bookstore,1235A Greene Ave., at
6 p.m.Call (514) 931-0606.
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DDRR..  JJOOEE  SSCCHHWWAARRCCZZ HARMLESS CHEMICALS CAN BE DEADLY WHEN COMBINED WITH

ANOTHER CHEMICAL. WHICH ONES? SCIENTISTS DON’T HAVE ALL THE ANSWERS, SCIENCE, PAGE 11

Sex, death and human cloning
Michel Houellebecq’s latest novel is fiercely honest,  Page 3
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