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James Bowen is a street musician in London. He found Bob the cat in 2007 and the pair have been inseparable ever since.





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 10

Days Off
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The following day the weather was even worse. So I decided to spend some time on Bob rather than busking. If he was going to hang out with me on a regular basis then he needed better equipment. I couldn’t walk around with him attached to a leash made out of a shoelace. Apart from anything else, it was uncomfortable and dangerous.

Bob and I hopped on a bus and headed off in the direction of Archway. The north London branch of the Cats Protection charity was there.

Bob sensed immediately that this wasn’t the same route we’d taken the previous couple of days. Every now and again he would turn and look at me.

‘Where are you taking me today?’ he seemed to say. 

He wasn’t anxious, just curious.

The Cats Protection shop had all sorts of equipment, toys and books about cats. 

‘He’s a good-looking boy isn’t he?’ said one of the two ladies working there. Bob leaned his body into her as she smoothed his coat and cooed over him.

‘He wandered into my block of flats,’ I explained. ‘And he’s been following me around ever since. Even on the bus!’

‘A lot of cats like to go out with their owners,’ one of the ladies told me. ‘They like to go for a walk in the park or for a short stroll down the street. But I have to say Bob’s a bit unusual, isn’t he?’

‘He is,’ said the other lady. ‘You’ve got yourself a jewel there. He’s obviously decided to attach himself to you.’

Every now and again, I wondered whether I should try harder to put Bob back on the streets, and whether I was doing the right thing in keeping him in the flat with me. The words of the Cats Protection ladies were a real boost.

But I didn’t know how to look after Bob properly if he was going to be my constant companion on the streets of London. There were all sorts of potential threats and dangers out there.

‘The best thing you can do is to get a harness like this,’ one of the ladies said, unhooking a nice-looking blue, woven nylon harness, collar and matching lead. ‘It’s not a great idea just to fix a leash to a cat collar. The worst collars can harm your cat’s neck and even choke the cat. And the problem with the better quality collars is that they are made from elastic, or are what they call ‘breakaway’ collars, so that the cat can escape if the collar gets caught on something. There’s a good chance that at some point you’ll have an empty leash dangling in your hand.’

I certainly didn’t want that to happen in the middle of London.

‘I think you would be much better off with a cat harness and a leash, especially if you are out with Bob all the time,’ the lady said.

‘Isn’t it going to feel funny for him?’ I asked. 

‘You’ll need to ease him into it,’ she agreed. ‘It might take a week or so. Start him off wearing it for a few minutes a day before you are ready to go outside together. Then build it up from there.’ 

The harness, collar and leash cost about thirteen pounds. It was one of the most expensive they had, but I figured he was worth it.

I began just by letting Bob wear it around the house, sometimes with the lead attached. At first he was a bit confused at having this extra-long woven nylon tail trailing behind him. But he soon got used to it. 

‘Well done, mate,’ I said every time he wore it. Praising him was really important.

After a couple of days we started going on short walks with it. Slowly but surely it became second nature to him to have the harness on.
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Bob was still coming with me every day.

We never stayed out too long. Even though I had a feeling he would follow me to the ends of the earth, and even though he was always sitting on my shoulders and didn’t have to walk, I wasn’t going to do that to him.

It was during the third week of us busking together that he first decided he didn’t want to join me. As I went through the normal routine, he just shuffled off behind the sofa for a bit, then went and lay down underneath the radiator. 

He was basically saying: ‘I’m having a day off.’

I could tell he was tired.

‘Don’t fancy it today, Bob?’ I said, stroking him.

He looked at me in that knowing way of his.

‘No problem,’ I said.

I put some snacks in a bowl to keep him going for the rest of the day. I’d heard that putting the TV on made pets feel less lonely when their owners were out. I didn’t know whether that was true, but I switched the TV set on in any case. He immediately shuffled towards his favourite spot and started staring at it.

Going out that day really brought home the difference Bob had made to my life. When he was with me, I turned heads everywhere. On my own I was invisible again. 

By now we were well known enough to the locals for a few people to express concern.

‘Where’s the cat today?’ one local stall-owner said as he passed me by that evening.

‘He’s having a day off,’ I said.

‘Oh, good. I was worried something had happened to the little fella,’ he smiled, giving me the thumbs-up.

A couple of other people stopped and asked the same question. As soon as I’d told them Bob was fine, they moved on. No one was quite as interested in stopping for a talk as they were when Bob was around. I may not have liked it, but I accepted it. That’s the way it was.

As I played on the pavement at James Street, I also noticed that I wasn’t making anywhere near as much money. It took me a few more hours to earn about half the cash I had made on a good day with Bob. But that was OK.

It was as I walked back that evening that something began to sink in. It wasn’t all about making money. I wasn’t going to starve. And my life was much richer for having Bob in it. It was such a pleasure to have such great company, such a wonderful companion. This was my chance to get back on track.

On the streets, people don’t want to give you a chance. All they see is someone they think is trying to get a free ride. When I approach them, they don’t understand I’m working, not begging. Just because I don’t wear a suit and a tie and carry a briefcase or a computer, it doesn’t mean that I’m freeloading.

Having Bob with me gave me a chance to interact with people.

They would ask where Bob came from and I’d explain how we got together and how we were making money to pay our rent, food, electricity and gas bills. People would give me more of a fair hearing and begin to see me in a different light.

Cats are notoriously picky about who they like. And if a cat doesn’t like its owner, it will go and find another one. Cats do that all the time. Seeing me with my cat softened me in people’s eyes. It humanised me. Especially after I’d been so dehumanised. In some ways it was giving me back my identity. 

I had been a non-person. Now at last I was becoming a person again.
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Read the latest news and stories from James and Bob at www.hodder.co.uk

and at Bob’s very own Twitter site:

@streetcatbob
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