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To Bryn Fox . . . 


and anyone who has lost a friend










Chapter 1


Fellow Travellers


There’s a famous quote I read somewhere. It says we are all given second chances every day of our lives. They are there for the taking. It’s just that we don’t usually take them.


I spent a big chunk of my life proving the truth of that quote. But then, in the early spring of 2007, that finally began to change. It was then that I made friends with Bob. Looking back on it, I see that it might have been his second chance too.


I first met him on a gloomy Thursday evening in March. There was a hint of frost in the air that night when me and my friend Belle arrived back at my new flat in Tottenham, north London, after a day busking around Covent Garden.


The strip lighting in the hallway was broken, but as we made our way to the stair well I noticed a pair of glowing eyes in the gloom. When I heard a gentle meow I realised what it was.


Edging closer, I could see a ginger cat curled up on a doormat outside one of the ground-floor flats in the corridor that led off the hallway.


I hadn’t seen him around the flats before, but even in the darkness I could tell there was something about him. He wasn’t at all nervous; in fact, there was a quiet, calm confidence about him. From the shadows he fixed me with a steady, curious, intelligent stare. It was as if he was saying: ‘So who are you and what brings you here?’


I couldn’t resist kneeling down and greeting him.


‘Hello mate. I’ve not seen you before. Do you live here?’


He just looked at me, as if he was still checking me out.


I stroked his neck, but couldn’t feel a collar. Perhaps he was a stray. London had plenty of those.


I could feel that his coat was in a poor state. From the way he was rubbing against me, he was also clearly in need of a bit of tender loving care, or TLC.


‘Poor chap. He’s really thin,’ I said, looking up at Belle, who was waiting by the foot of the stairs.


She sighed, knowing I had a weakness for cats.


‘James, he must belong to whoever lives there,’ she said, nodding towards the door of the nearest flat. ‘He’s probably just waiting for them to come home and let him in. Let’s go.’


Reluctantly, I followed her up the stairs. I knew I couldn’t just pick up the cat and take it home with me. What if it did belong to the person living in that flat? 


Besides, the last thing I needed right now was a pet that needed care. I was a recovering drug addict and failed musician living a hand-to-mouth life in sheltered housing. Taking care of myself was hard enough.
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The next morning, I headed downstairs and found the ginger tom still sitting in the hallway. 


In the daylight I could see that he was a gorgeous creature. He had a really striking face with piercing green eyes. Looking closer, though, I could tell that he had been in a fight because there were scratches on his face and legs. His coat was very thin and wiry in places with bald patches where you could see the skin. I was now feeling truly concerned about him, but again I told myself that I had more than enough to worry about getting myself sorted out. So, reluctantly, I headed off to catch the bus to Covent Garden to try and earn a few quid busking.


By the time I got back that night it was pretty late. This time there was no sign of the ginger tom. Part of me was disappointed. I’d taken a bit of a shine to him. But mostly I felt relieved. He must have gone home to his owners.
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My heart sank when I went down the next day and saw him back in the same place. He looked cold and hungry, and he was shaking a little.


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


I decided that this had gone on for long enough, so I knocked on the door of the flat.


A guy appeared. He was unshaven, wearing a T-shirt and a pair of track-suit bottoms.


‘Sorry to bother you, mate. Is this your cat?’ I asked him.


For a second he looked at me as if I was slightly mad. Then he spotted the ginger tom on his doormat.


‘No,’ he said, with a bored shrug. ‘Nothing to do with me.’


Then he slammed the door shut.


I made my mind up there and then.


‘OK mate, you’re coming with me,’ I said.


A few minutes later we were safely settled in my flat. It was pretty threadbare, but after the cold and dark of the corridor it was five-star luxury for the ginger tom.


I got some milk from the fridge, poured it into a saucer and mixed it with a bit of water. He lapped it up in seconds.


I had a bit of tuna, so I mixed it with some mashed up biscuits and gave that to him as well. Again, he ate it fast. Poor thing, he must be absolutely starving, I thought.


When I sat down next to him, I saw that he had a big wound on the back of his leg. It looked like he’d been attacked by a dog, or perhaps a fox, that had stuck its teeth into his leg and clung on to him as he’d tried to escape. 


I washed the wound as best as I could. A lot of cats would have created havoc, but he was as good as gold as I cleaned it out. He really must have had a hard time of it.


I spent the evening watching my old black and white television, with the tom cat curled up by the radiator. He only moved when I went to bed, picking himself up and following 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, I guess. I’d not had a lot of that lately.
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On Sunday morning I got up quite early and walked the streets to see if anyone had stuck up a ‘Lost Cat’ poster.


I took the cat with me, on a lead I’d made out of a shoelace. It might have looked a little strange, but he seemed happy to walk by my side as we took the five flights of stairs to the ground floor.


Outside the block of flats the cat began pulling on the string lead as if he wanted to head off. I guessed that he wanted to do his business. Sure enough he went off for a minute or two, then returned to me and happily slipped back into the lead.


He must really trust me, I thought to myself. 


It was obvious that he didn’t want to leave me. As we wandered around, I couldn’t help wondering about his story: where had he come from and what sort of life had he led before he’d come and sat on the mat downstairs?


Cats have a great sense of direction, but maybe he’d been dumped far from home. Or maybe he’d known that it wasn’t really home at all and had decided to find a new one.


My other theory was that he’d belonged to an old person who had passed away.
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Then again, London has always had a large population of street cats, strays who wander the streets living off scraps and the kindness of strangers. Years ago, places like Gresham Street in the City, Clerkenwell Green and Drury Lane were known as ‘cat streets’ and were overrun with them. These strays run around fighting for survival every day. They are the rejects of the city, like flotsam and jetsam on the beach. 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


I’d been around cats since I was a child. While I was growing up, my family had several Siamese. At one stage a gorgeous white kitten came to us sick and infested with fleas, but sadly died before we could save it. 


I’d thought about that kitten often over the years. She was on my mind a lot that weekend as I spent time with the tom. I could tell he was in a bad state. In fact, I had an awful feeling that he would suffer the same fate as the poor white kitten.


Sitting in the flat with him that Sunday evening, I decided I must take him to a vet.


I set my alarm early and got up to give the cat a bowl of mashed biscuits and tuna. Given the state of his leg, I knew he couldn’t manage the ninety-minute walk to the nearest RSPCA centre. So I decided to carry him there in a green recycling box. It wasn’t ideal but I couldn’t find anything else. As soon as we set off 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. Eventually I gave up.


‘Come on, I’ll carry you,’ I said, picking him up with my spare arm. He was soon scrambling up on to my shoulders. I let him sit there while I carried the empty box all the way to the RSPCA centre. 


The centre was packed, mostly with dogs and their owners – young teenage blokes with skinhead haircuts and macho tattoos. Most of the dogs were Staffordshire Bull Terriers, many of which looked like they’d been in a fight.


People always talk about Britain as a ‘nation of animal lovers’. There wasn’t much love on display there, that’s for sure. 


The cat sat on my shoulder. I could tell he was nervous and I couldn’t blame him. 


One by one, the snarling dogs were called into the treatment room. In the end it took us four and a half hours to be seen.


Eventually the nurse said, ‘Mr Bowen, the vet will see you now.’


He was a middle-aged vet, with a world-weary expression.


I told him how I’d found the cat in the hallway of my building and pointed out the wound on the back of his leg.


‘OK, let’s have a quick look at him,’ he said.


He could tell the cat was in pain and gave him a small dose of pain killer to help relieve it. He then said that he was going to issue a prescription for a two-week course of cat-strength antibiotics.
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