

  

    

      

    

  




  About the Author




  James Bowen is a street musician in London. He found Bob the cat in 2007 and the pair have been inseparable ever since.
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  To Garry, my mentor and teacher, Mary, my angel from Angel and Rowena and Kerry who took a chance on me. I love them all greatly. Also, special praise to my Kitty Belle, who has become essential to Bob and me.




  There is something about the presence of a cat . . . that seems to take the bite out of being alone.




  Louis Camuti
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  If man could be crossed with the cat, it would improve man but deteriorate the cat.




  Mark Twain




  Chapter 1




  A Bad Start
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  Our bad day began when my alarm failed to go off. I’d overslept.




  ‘Bob!’ I gasped. ‘We’re going to be late!’




  Bob looked at me with his big green eyes.




  Chill out, James, he seemed to say. We have this under control.




  I wrapped an extra-thick scarf around Bob’s neck to keep out the chill then I grabbed my stuff. We dashed out of my flat in Tottenham, north London, heading for the bus that would take us to Islington, where I sold the homeless magazine The Big Issue. Bob ran beside me. We leaped on to the bus with moments to spare.




  ‘We made it!’ I said in relief.




  But barely five minutes into our journey, things went from bad to worse.




  Bob was in his usual position, half asleep on the seat next to me, when he suddenly lifted his head, looking around suspiciously.




  I smell trouble, his body language said.




  In the two years since I’d met him, Bob was usually right. Today was no exception. Within moments the bus was filled with an acrid, burning smell.




  ‘This journey is terminating here,’ said the panicked driver over the speaker. ‘Everyone off the bus. Immediately!’




  It wasn’t quite the evacuation of the Titanic, but the bus was three quarters full so there was a lot of chaotic pushing and jostling. Bob didn’t seem in a rush. Deciding to trust him, I left the others to it. So Bob and I were among the last to get off. As it turned out, that was a wise decision. The bus may have smelled awful but at least it was warm.




  We had stopped opposite a new building site. Icy winds were whipping towards us through the site at a rate of knots. I was glad that I’d wrapped the extra-thick, woollen scarf around Bob’s neck that morning.




  ‘It’s just an overheated engine,’ the driver informed us after a few minutes. ‘We have to wait for a bus company mechanic to fix it.’




  So, amid much grumbling and com­plain­ing, about two dozen of us were left standing on the freezing cold pavement for almost half an hour while we waited for a replacement bus.




  By the time Bob and I hopped off at our destination, Islington Green, we had been on the road for more than an hour and a half. We were now seriously late. I was going to miss the lunchtime rush, one of the best times for selling the magazine.




  As usual, the five-minute walk to Angel tube station was a stop-start affair. It always was when I had Bob with me. Sometimes I walked with him on a leather lead, but more often than not he perched on my shoulders, gazing curiously out at the world, like the lookout on the prow of a ship. It wasn’t something people were used to seeing every day of the week, so we could never walk more than ten yards without someone wanting to say hello and stroke him, or take a photograph. That didn’t bother me at all. I knew Bob relished the attention.




  The first person to stop us today was a little Russian lady.




  ‘Oh, koschka, so pretty!’ she said.




  I stopped to let her say hello properly, but she immediately reached up to Bob and tried to touch him on the nose. Not a clever move.




  Bob lashed out with a wild wave of his paw and a very loud eeeeeeow. Fortunately he didn’t scratch the lady, but he did leave her a little shaken. I had to spend a few minutes making sure she was all right.




  ‘You should never do that to an animal, madam,’ I told her, smiling and being as polite as possible. ‘How would you react if someone tried to put their hands on your face? You’re lucky he didn’t scratch you.’




  ‘I no mean to upset him,’ she said. ‘I very sorry, very sorry.’




  I felt a bit sorry for her.




  ‘Come on, you two, let’s be friends,’ I said.




  Bob eventually allowed her to run her hand, very gently, along the back of his neck. The lady was very apologetic – and very hard to shake off.




  When we finally got to the tube station, I put my rucksack on the pavement so that Bob could lie down on it – our regular routine. Then I started laying out my stack of The Big Issue magazines. I had to sell at least a couple of dozen today because, as usual, I needed the money.




  But before I’d managed to sell a single magazine the heavens opened, raining down on me and Bob and forcing us to take shelter in an underpass near a bank and some office buildings.




  Bob really hates the rain, especially when it’s freezing cold. This day he almost seemed to shrink in it. His bright marmalade-coloured coat also seemed to turn a little bit greyer and less noticeable. Unsurprisingly, fewer people than usual stopped to make a fuss over him, so I sold fewer magazines than usual too.




  Bob was soon making it clear that he didn’t want to hang around. He kept shooting me withering looks and, like some kind of ginger hedgehog, scrunched himself up into a ball.




  ‘I get the message, Bob,’ I sighed. ‘But it’s nearly the weekend and I need to make enough money to keep us both going. My stack of magazines is still as thick as when we arrived. We have to sell some!’




  Chapter 2




  The Night Watchman
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  The weather wasn’t improving. Then, midway through the afternoon, a young, uniformed police officer approached us.




  ‘Are you supposed to be selling those magazines here, sir?’ he said.




  ‘I am perfectly entitled to sell magazines here, officer,’ I said politely. ‘I have my registered vendor ID and, unless I am causing a public nuisance, I can sell magazines at this spot from dawn ’til dusk.’




  He looked unconvinced. ‘Turn out your pockets, sir,’ he said. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got.’




  I had no idea what he was frisking me for but he didn’t find anything.




  ‘This cat yours, sir?’ he asked, turning his attention to Bob now.




  ‘Yes, officer,’ I said. ‘He is legally registered to me and microchipped.’




  That seemed to worsen his mood. He walked off with a look almost as grim as the weather.




  By early evening, I decided to call it quits. I felt deflated. I’d barely sold ten magazines and made only a fraction of what I’d normally expect to make. I’d spent long enough living off tins of reduced price beans and even cheaper loaves of bread to know that I wouldn’t starve. I had enough money to top up the gas and electric meters and buy a meal or two for Bob as well. But it meant I’d probably need to head out to work again over the weekend. I really didn’t want to do that. More rain was forecast, and I was starting to feel under the weather myself.




  On the bus home, I could feel the first signs of flu seeping into my bones. I was aching and having hot flushes.




  That’s all I need, I thought, easing myself deep into my bus seat and settling down for a nap.




  By now the sky had turned an inky black and the streetlights were on full blaze. There was something about London at night that fascinated Bob. As I drifted in and out of sleep, he sat beside me staring out of the bus window, lost in his own world.




  Somewhere past Newington Green, I must have dropped off to sleep completely. I was woken by something lightly tapping me on the leg and the feeling of whiskers brushing against my cheek. I opened my eyes to see Bob with his face close to mine, patting me on the knee with his paw.




  ‘What is it?’ I said, slightly grumpily.




  He started making a move off the seat towards the aisle, throwing me slightly concerned glances as he did so.




  Are you coming or not? he seemed to say.




  I looked out on to the street and realised where we were – right by where we needed to get off! Grabbing my rucksack, I hit the stop button just in the nick of time. If it hadn’t been for my little night watchman, we’d have flown past our bus stop.




  On the way home I popped into the convenience store on the corner of our road and bought myself some cheap flu remedy tablets. I also got Bob some nibbles and a pouch of his favourite chicken dinner. It was the least I could do. It had been a miserable day and it would have been easy to feel sorry for myself. But, back in the warmth of my little, one-bedroomed flat, I realised something.




  ‘I have no real cause to complain, do I, Bob?’ I said, watching him wolfing down his food. ‘If I’d stayed asleep on the bus much longer I could easily have ended up miles away.’




  Looking out of the window, I could see that the weather was getting worse. If I’d been out in this rain, I could easily have developed something a lot worse than mild flu. I’d had a fortunate escape.




  I was lucky in more ways than one. There’s an old saying I know: A wise man doesn’t grieve for the things he doesn’t have, but is grateful for the good things that he does have.




  After dinner, I sat on the sofa, wrapped in a blanket and sipping a hot drink. I looked at Bob snoozing contentedly in his favourite spot near the radiator. To him, our earlier troubles were long forgotten. In that moment he couldn’t have been happier.




  ‘I should view the world the same way,’ I told myself. After all, there were so many good things I was grateful for at this moment in my life. Not least of them, Bob himself.
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  It was now a little over two years since I had found Bob, lying injured on the ground floor of this same block of flats. When I spotted him in the dingy light of the hallway, he looked like he’d been attacked by another animal. He had wounds on the back of his legs and on his body.




  At first I thought he belonged to someone else. But after seeing him in the same place for a few days, I took him up to my flat and nursed him back to health. I had to fork out almost every penny I had to buy him medicine, but it was worth it. We formed an instant bond.




  Bob appeared to be a stray so I assumed that he’d return to the streets. But he refused to leave my side. Each day I’d put him outside and try to send him on his way, and each day he’d follow me down the road or pop up in the hallway in the evening, inviting himself in for the night.




  They say that cats choose you, not the other way round. I realised Bob had chosen me when he followed me to the bus stop a mile from home. When I shooed him away and watched him disappear into the busy crowds, I thought that was the last I’d see of him. But as the bus was pulling away, Bob appeared out of nowhere, leaping on board in a blur of ginger, plonking himself down on the seat next to me. And that had been that.




  Bob and I were kindred spirits, helping each other to heal the wounds of our troubled pasts. I gave Bob companionship, food and somewhere warm to lay his head at night. In return he gave me a new hope and purpose in life. He gave me loyalty, love and humour, and a sense of responsibility I’d never felt before. He also gave me some goals and helped me see the world more clearly than I had done for a long, long time.




  For more than a decade I’d been a drug addict, sleeping rough around London, oblivious to the world around me.




  As a homeless person, I was invisible. I forgot how to function and how to interact with people. In a way I was dead to the world. But now, with Bob’s help, I was slowly coming back to life. I was still on medication, but could see the light at the end of the tunnel. I hoped to be completely drug-free soon.




  It wasn’t easy. It never is for a recovering addict. Working on the streets didn’t help. Trouble was always around the corner, and I had a knack for attracting it. I longed to get off the streets and put that life behind me. I had no idea when or how that was going to be pos­sible but, with Bob beside me, I was determined to try.
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  By most people’s standards, I still didn’t have much. I never had a lot of money and I didn’t live in a flashy apartment or have a car. But I had my flat and my job selling The Big Issue. For the first time in years, I was heading in the right direction – with Bob to offer me friendship and to guide me on my way.




  As I picked myself up and headed to bed for an early night, I leaned over and gave Bob a gentle ruffle on the back of his neck.




  ‘Where would I be without you, little fella?’
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  Chapter 3




  New Tricks
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  Some people start their mornings listening to the radio, others with their exercises or a cup of tea or coffee. Bob and I start ours by playing games together.




  The moment I wake up, Bob shuffles out of his bed in the corner of the bedroom, walks over and starts staring at me. Soon after that he starts making a chirruping noise, a bit like a phone.




  Brr, brr.




  If that doesn’t get my full attention, he starts making another noise, slightly more plaintive and pleading.




  Waaaah. Waaaah!




  Sometimes he places his paws on the side of the mattress and hauls himself up so that he is almost at eye-level with me. He then dabs a paw in my direction.




  Don’t ignore me! he seems to say. I’ve been awake for ages and I’m hungry, so where’s my breakfast?




  If I am too slow to respond, he steps up the charm offensive and does what I call a ‘Puss in Boots’, like the character in the Shrek movies, and stares wide-eyed at me with his piercing green eyes. It is heartbreakingly cute and totally irresistible. It always makes me smile. And it always works.




  I always keep a packet of Bob’s favourite snacks in a drawer by the side of the bed. Depending on how I am feeling, I might let him come up on the bed for a cuddle and a couple of treats. Or, if I am in a more playful mood, I’ll throw them around the room for him to chase. Bob often catches the treats in mid-flight, like a cricketer or baseball player fielding a ball. He leaps up and catches them in his paws. He has even caught them in his mouth a couple of times. It’s amazing to watch.




  On other occasions, he’ll entertain himself. One hot summer’s morning, for instance, Bob was curled up in a shady spot in the bedroom fast asleep. Or so I thought.




  Suddenly he sat up and jumped on the bed. Using it as a trampoline, he bounced himself at the wall behind my head, hitting it quite hard with his paws.




  ‘Bob, what the—?’ I said, gob­smacked.




  I looked at the duvet and saw a little millipede lying there. Bob was eyeing it, clearly ready to crunch it in his mouth.




  ‘Oh no you don’t, mate,’ I said, knowing that insects can be poisonous to cats. ‘You don’t know where that’s been.’




  He shot me a look. Spoilsport, he seemed to say.




  I have always been amazed at Bob’s speed, strength and athleticism. Someone suggested to me once that he must be related to a lynx or some kind of wild cat. It is entirely possible. Bob’s past is a complete mystery to me. I don’t know how old he is and I know nothing about the life he led before I found him. Unless I do a DNA test on him, I’ll never know where he comes from or who his parents were. To be honest though, I don’t really care. Bob is Bob. And that is all I need to know.
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  I am not the only one who’s learned to love Bob for being his colourful, unpredictable self.




  In the spring of 2009, we had been selling The Big Issue for a year or so, and Bob had built up a small but dedicated band of admirers at our pitch outside the Angel Islington tube station.




  As far as I knew, we were the only human/feline team selling The Big Issue in London. But even if there was another one, I suspected the feline part of the partnership wasn’t much competition for Bob when it came to drawing – and pleasing – a crowd.




  During our early days together, when I had been a busker in Covent Garden playing the guitar and singing, Bob had just sat there, Buddha-like, watching the world going about its business. People were fascinated by him and would stop, stroke and talk to him.




  ‘What’s your story?’ they would ask. ‘How did you guys meet?’




  And I’d tell them. But that was about the extent of it.




  Since we’d been selling The Big Issue, however, we’d developed a few tricks.




  Bob loved to play, so I’d bring along little toys that he would toss around and chase. His favourite was a little grey mouse that had once been filled with catnip.




  The mouse had lost its catnip a long time ago. Its stitching was coming apart and, although it had always been grey, it had now become a really dirty shade of grey. Bob had loads of other toys but ‘Scraggedy Mouse’, as I called it, was his number one toy.




  He would hold it in his mouth, flicking it from side to side. Sometimes he’d whirl it around by its tail and release it so that it flew a couple of feet away. Then he’d pounce on it and start the whole process again. Bob loved hunting real mice, so he was obviously mimicking that. It always stopped people in their tracks. I’d known commuters to spend ten minutes standing there, hypnotised by Bob and his game.




  Soon I started playing too. To begin with, Bob and I just played at shaking hands. I’d stretch out my hand and Bob would extend his paw to hold it. We were only doing what we did at home in my flat but people seemed to find it sweet. If I had a pound for every time someone – usually a lady – stopped and said something like, ‘Aah, how sweet!’ or ‘That’s adorable!’ I’d be rich.




  My playtimes with Bob became more than simple entertainment for the passing crowds. It helped me to pass the time, to keep warm on the freezing street and to enjoy my days a little more too. It also encouraged people to buy copies of the magazine. It was another one of the blessings that Bob had bestowed on me.




  We began to develop our act a little further.




  Bob loved his little treats. For instance, if I held a cat biscuit three feet or so above him, he’d stand on his hind legs in an effort to snaffle the snack from my hand. He would wrap his paws around my wrist to steady himself, then let go with one paw and try to grab it.




  This went down a storm. So we developed the trick even more. Bob’s grip when he grabbed my arm to reach the treat was as strong as a vice. So every now and again I would slowly and very gently raise him in the air so that he was dangling a few inches above the ground. He would hang there for a few seconds until he let go, or I eased him back to earth. I always made sure he had a soft landing of course, and usually put my rucksack under him.




  The more of a show we put on, the more people seemed to respond to us. They became more generous too and not just in buying The Big Issue.




  Since our early days, people had been incredibly kind, giving us cat snacks and nibbles. They had also started giving us items of clothing, often hand-knitted or sewn by them. Bob now had a collection of scarves in all sorts of colours, and I was running out of space to keep them all. It was a little overwhelming at times to receive such warmth, support and love.




  But those who felt very differently about us were never very far away . . .




  Chapter 4




  A Tough Customer
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  It was the Friday evening rush hour, and the crowds passing in and out of Angel tube station were growing thicker by the minute. Bob was totally oblivious to the commotion, flapping his tail absent-mindedly from side to side as he lay on my rucksack on the pavement.




  I suddenly noticed a lady standing a few feet away from us. She was staring intently at Bob.




  From the way she was muttering and shaking her head, I sensed she disapproved of us. I didn’t plan on talking to her, mainly because I was too busy trying to sell the last few copies of the magazine before the weekend. Unfortunately, she had other ideas.




  ‘Young man. Can’t you see that this cat is in distress?’ she said, approaching us.




  She looked like a headmistress: middle-aged with a cut-glass English accent and wearing a tweed skirt and jacket. But she was much more aggressive than any teacher I remember.




  ‘I have been watching you for a while and I can see that your cat is wagging its tail,’ she said. ‘That means it’s not happy. You shouldn’t be exploiting it like this. You aren’t fit to look after it.’




  We’d heard this a lot since Bob and I had started working the streets together. I politely defended myself from the lady’s accusations.
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