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Dedication


 


In loving memory of Graham Jenkins and Jane Marguerita Howden, and dedicated to everyone else who has given us their absolute continual support. Without all of you we wouldn’t be here now.










Chapter 1


Fellow Travellers
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There’s a famous quotation that says we are all given second chances every day of our lives, but we don’t usually take them. I spent a big chunk of my life proving those words. But all that changed in early spring 2007, when I befriended Bob.


I first met Bob on a gloomy Thursday evening in March. There had been a hint of frost in the air that night, which was why I’d arrived back home in north London a little earlier than usual after a day busking around Covent Garden. 


The lift to my flat wasn’t working, so my friend Belle and I headed towards the stairs. The light was broken and the hall was dark, but I couldn’t help noticing a pair of glowing eyes in the gloom. A ginger cat was curled up on a doormat outside one of the ground-floor flats. He was a tom – a male.


He fixed me with an intelligent stare. ‘So who are you and what brings you here?’ he seemed to say.


I knelt down. ‘Hello mate. I haven’t seen you before. Do you live here?’


He kept looking at me, weighing me up. I stroked his neck, partly to make friends and partly to see if he was wearing a collar. He wasn’t. 


He was enjoying the attention. His coat was patchy and bald and he was clearly hungry. From the way he was rubbing against me, I could tell that he needed a friend.


‘I think he’s a stray,’ I told Belle.


Belle knew that I loved cats. 


‘You can’t have him, James,’ she warned. She nodded at the doormat he was sitting on. ‘He probably belongs to whoever lives here.’


Belle was right. The last thing I needed in my life just then was a cat. It was hard enough taking care of myself. 
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The next morning the cat was still there. I stroked him again. He purred away, enjoying the attention.


In the daylight I could see that he was a gorgeous creature. He had a really striking face with piercing green eyes. Judging from the scratches on his face and legs, he must have been in a fight or an accident. His coat was thin and wiry and he was covered in bald patches. I was genuinely worried about him. 


Stop worrying about the cat and worry about yourself instead, I thought. Reluctantly I headed off to catch the bus to Covent Garden, where I was going to try and earn a few quid busking.


When I got home it was late – almost ten o’clock. I hurried to the corridor where I’d seen the ginger tom. He’d gone. Part of me was disappointed, but mostly I felt relieved.
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My heart sank the next day when I saw him back in the same position. He was weaker and more dishevelled than ever. He looked cold and hungry and he was shaking.


‘Still here then,’ I said, stroking him. ‘Not looking so good today.’


This had gone on long enough. I knocked on the door of the flat. 


‘Sorry to bother you, mate,’ I said to the unshaven guy who appeared at the door. ‘Is this your cat?’


‘No,’ he said, looking at the ginger tom without interest. ‘Nothing to do with me, mate.’


As he slammed the door, I made up my mind on the spot. 


‘You’re coming with me,’ I said.


I found the box of animal biscuits I carried specially to give treats to the cats and dogs that came up to me when I was busking. I rattled it at him and he followed me.


His back leg was injured and he was slow up the stairs. When we reached the flat, I found some milk in the fridge and mixed it with water before pouring it into a saucer. Despite what many people think, milk can be bad for cats in large amounts. He lapped it up in seconds.


I had some tuna in the fridge, so I mashed it up with some animal biscuits and gave that to him as well. Again, he wolfed it down.


Poor thing, he must be absolutely starving, I thought.


It looked like he had a nasty abscess on his back right leg. Perhaps he’d been bitten by a dog, or a fox. He let me check his injured leg as he curled up by the radiator, and even let me sterilise the wound. Most cats would have created havoc, but he was as good as gold.


He spent the rest of the day by the radiator. But he also roamed around the flat, jumping up and scratching at whatever he could find. He had lots of pent-up energy. Young male cats who haven’t been neutered can become extremely lively.


When I went to bed, he followed me into the bedroom, where he wrapped himself up into a ball by my feet. As I listened to his gentle purring in the dark, it felt good to have him there. He was company. 
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On Sunday morning I got up early to see if I could find his owner. There was almost always a ‘Lost Cat’ poster on noticeboards and bus stops. Just in case I found the owner quickly, I took the cat with me, attaching him to a lead I’d made out of a shoelace to keep him safe. He was happy to walk by my side as we went down the stairs.


Outside he began pulling on the lead. I guessed that he wanted to do his business. Sure enough he headed off into a patch of greenery to heed nature’s call. He then returned to me and happily slipped back into the lead.


He must really trust me, I thought to myself. I had to repay that trust and try and help him out.
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The lady across the street was known locally for looking after cats. Every cat for miles headed to her backyard knowing it was the best place to get some food. I didn’t know how she could afford to feed them all.


‘Isn’t he lovely!’ she said when she saw Bob. 


‘Do you recognise him?’ I asked as she gave him a treat.


She shook her head. ‘I’ve never seen him before. I bet he’s come from somewhere else in London. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s been dumped, poor thing.’


I had a feeling she was right about him being from somewhere else.


Back on the street, I took his lead off to see if he knew where to go. He looked at me with his big green eyes. ‘I don’t know where I am,’ he seemed to say. ‘Can’t I stay with you?’


What was his story? Was he a family pet? Maybe he’d belonged to an elderly person who’d died. Or maybe he’d been a Christmas or birthday present for a family that couldn’t handle him as he’d grown bigger and more boisterous. Ginger cats can be a bit bonkers and worse if not neutered. 


‘Enough is enough!’ I imagined his previous owners saying as they dumped him on the side of the road.


Cats have a great sense of direction, but Bob hadn’t tried to find his way home. Perhaps he knew that his old home was no good, and it was time to find a new owner.


The biggest clue to his identity was his nasty injury. The wound was a few days old, and it looked like he’d got it in a fight. This suggested that he was a stray.


London has always had lots of street cats who wander the streets living off scraps and the comfort of strangers. These strays were the flotsam and jetsam of the city, fighting for survival every day. A lot of them were like this ginger tom: slightly battered, broken creatures.


Maybe he’d spotted a kindred spirit in me.










Chapter 2


Road To Recovery
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When I was growing up in Australia, we had a lovely white fluffy kitten. Wherever it had come from, most probably an unlicensed pet shop, it hadn’t been checked by the vet before we got it. The poor little thing was flea-ridden.


We didn’t spot it at first. The kitten had such thick white fur that the fleas were festering in there and nobody knew. By the time we realised, it was too late and it died from blood loss. I was five or six at the time and was devastated. So was my mother.


I’d thought about the kitten often over the years. He was on my mind that weekend as I spent time with the ginger tom. His coat was in a terrible state. I had an awful feeling that he might suffer the same fate as the white kitten.


Sitting in the flat with him that Sunday evening, I made a decision.


‘That’s not going to happen to you,’ I said. ‘I’m taking you to a vet.’


I got up early the next morning and gave him a bowl of mashed biscuits and tuna. His leg was so bad that I knew he wouldn’t be up to the ninety-minute walk, so I decided to carry him in a green recycling box. No sooner had we set off than it was clear that he didn’t like it. He kept sticking his paw over the top of the box and trying to climb out. So eventually I gave up.


‘Come on, I’ll carry you,’ I said. 


He scrambled up on to my shoulders where he settled. I let him sit there while I carried the empty box with me all the way to the RSPCA centre.


The centre was packed, mostly with angry and injured dogs and their angry owners. The cat sat on my lap or on my shoulder. He was nervous, and I couldn’t blame him. He was getting snarled at by most of the waiting room. 


It took us four and a half hours to be seen.


‘Mr Bowen?’ said the nurse at last. ‘The vet will see you now.’


The vet had that world-weary, seen-it-all expression you see on some people’s faces. 


‘What seems to be the problem?’ he asked me.


I told him about finding the cat in my hallway and pointed out the abscess on the back of his leg.


‘I can see that he’s in pain,’ said the vet. ‘I’ll give him some painkillers and a prescription of antibiotics. Come back and see me again if things haven’t improved in a fortnight.’


‘Could you check him for fleas?’ I asked.


The vet had a quick look around his coat but said he could find nothing. ‘But it’s probably worth you giving him a treatment for that. It can be a problem in young cats,’ he said.


I know, I thought, remembering the white kitten. 


‘Let’s see if he’s microchipped, shall we?’ said the vet.


He wasn’t. Again, I wondered if he was a stray. 


‘Get that done when you have a chance,’ the vet advised. ‘He should be neutered quite soon as well. We offer a free neutering scheme for strays.’ 


Given the way the tom tore around the flat and was so lively with me, I nodded in agreement. ‘Good idea,’ I smiled.


The vet typed up his notes and printed out a prescription. Within a few minutes we were finished. Leaving the vet’s surgery, I went to the dispensary and handed over the prescription.


‘He’s a lovely-looking fellow,’ said the white-coated lady in the dispensary. ‘My mum had a ginger tom once. Best companion she ever had. Amazing temperament. Used to sit there at her feet watching the world go by. A bomb could have gone off and he wouldn’t have left her. That will be twenty-two pounds please, love.’ 


My heart sank.


‘Twenty-two pounds? Really?’ I had just over thirty pounds in the whole world.


‘Afraid so, love,’ the nurse said.


I handed over the thirty pounds in cash and took the change. It was a lot of money for me. A day’s wages. But I had no choice. I couldn’t let my new friend down.


‘Looks like we’re stuck with each other for a while,’ I said to the tom as we headed out of the door and began the long walk back to the flat. ‘There’s no way I’m letting you go anywhere for at least a fortnight, not until you finish your course of medicine. No one else is going to make sure you take your tablets, are they?’


I don’t know why, but the responsibility of having him to look after gave me a rush of energy. I had something positive to do for someone other than myself.


I got him a supply of cat food that afternoon. It cost me around nine pounds, which really was the last money I had. That night I had to leave him on his own and head to Covent Garden with my guitar. I now had two mouths to feed.
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I got to know him better over the next few days, as I nursed him back to health. By now I’d given him a name: Bob. I got the idea while watching a DVD of one of my old favourite TV series, Twin Peaks. There was a character in that called Killer Bob. One minute Killer Bob would be a normal, sane guy; the next he would be crazy and out of control. The tom was a bit like that. When he was happy and content he was the calmest, kindest cat you ever saw. But when the mood took him he could be an absolute maniac. So Bob it was.


It was pretty clear to me now that Bob had lived outdoors. When it came to toilet time, he absolutely refused to go in the litter tray that I’d bought for him. Instead I had to take him downstairs and let him do his business in the gardens that surrounded the flats. He’d dash off into a bit of overgrowth and do whatever was needed, then scratch up the ground to cover up the evidence.


Our life settled into a routine. I’d leave Bob in the flat in the morning and head to Covent Garden where I’d play until I got enough cash. When I got home he’d be waiting for me at the front door. He would then follow me to the sofa in the front room and watch telly with me. When I patted the sofa and invited him to come and sit next to me, he did.


‘Come on, mate,’ I would coax when it was time for him to take his medicine.


‘Do I have to?’ he seemed to say. 


But he never struggled when I put a tablet in his mouth and rubbed his throat gently until he swallowed it. Most cats go mad if you try to open their mouths. But he already trusted me.


There was something rather special about him. I’d certainly never met a cat quite like Bob.


He wasn’t perfect, by any means. He regularly crashed around the kitchen, knocking over pots and pans as he searched for food. The cupboards and fridge door were covered with claw marks. 


But all I had to do was say, ‘No, get away from there, Bob,’ and he’d slink off. It showed how intelligent he was. And again it raised all sorts of questions about his background. Would a street cat ever listen to a human? I doubted it.


I really enjoyed Bob’s company, but I knew that sooner or later he would want to return to the streets. He wasn’t a house cat. But for the short term I was determined to look after him as best I could. 


The next morning I took Bob down to do his business outside again. He headed for the same spot in the bushes adjoining the neighbouring houses – most likely marking his territory, which cats like to do. As usual, he was in there for a minute or two then spent some time afterwards clearing up after himself. 


He was making his way out when he suddenly froze, as if he’d seen something. Then he lunged forward at lightning speed. Before I knew it, Bob had grabbed at something in the grass near the hedge. 


It was a little grey mouse, no more than five centimetres long.


The little fellow hadn’t stood a chance. 


‘You’re not eating that,’ I said. ‘Mice are full of diseases.’


I knelt down and attempted to pick it up. Bob wasn’t too happy about it. He made a little noise that was part growl and part hiss. I refused to back down.


‘Give it to me, Bob,’ I said.


He gave me a look as if to say: ‘Why should I?’


I fished around in my coat and found a nibble. ‘Take this instead, Bob,’ I said, offering it to him. ‘It will be much better for you.’


After a few more moments, he gave in. As soon as he stepped away from the mouse, I picked it up by its tail and got rid of it.


Cats are lethal predators. A lot of people don’t like to think of their cute little kitty as a mass murderer, but that’s what cats are, given half a chance. In some parts of the world, they have strict rules on cats being let out at night because they destroy the local bird and rodent population.


Bob had proved it. His coolness, his speed and his skill as a killer was amazing. He knew exactly what to do and how to do it.


Before he met me, had Bob relied on finding and eating prey like this every day? Had he been raised in a home or had he always lived off the land? How had he become the cat he was today? I was sure my street cat friend had tales to tell.


In many ways, this was something else that Bob and I had in common. 










Chapter 3


My Life So Far
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Because I’d lived rough on the streets, people wondered about me too. How had I ended up like this?


Everyone loves to hear about how people like me fall through the cracks. I’m sure it makes them feel better about their own lives. ‘Well, I may think my life is bad, but it could be worse,’ they think. ‘I could be that poor guy.’


People like me end up on the streets in many different ways, but there are usually some similarities. Drugs, alcohol and family problems often play a big part in the story. They certainly did for me.


I was born in Surrey, but my parents separated and my mother and I moved to Melbourne in Australia when I was three. Mum got a job working for a big photocopying company there, and was one of the company’s top saleswomen.


After two years we moved to Western Australia, where we stayed until I was nine or so. Life in Australia was pretty good. I had all the space a boy could want to play in and explore the world. 


The trouble was, it was very difficult to make friends at school because we moved around so much. My mother was always buying and selling houses, moving all the time. I never had a family home and never grew up in one place. 
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