

[image: ]



[image: illustration]

To Ylva, who waits at home and is quick with a cuddle despite missing the adventures.
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1

A NEW START

Snow. That magical first flurry that dusts the city. Sigrid hated it. Immediately I could tell from the confused look on her face that she didn’t want to step one paw outside the front door.

‘Hey Sigi, it’s only snow.’ I tried to coax her down from the front porch, but she wasn’t budging. Instead, she leaned her nose into the chill air and sniffed suspiciously.

‘Yeah, I know it’s not California, but it’s your new home. It snows here,’ I pleaded again, but her bright blue eyes gazed up at me as if to say, Are you out of your tiny mind?

Already in her two years on the planet, Sigi and I had had many adventures, but I got the feeling this was one experience too far. But with Sigi, I’d learned that patience is a virtue.

‘Come on . . .’ I tugged lightly on her leash. Okay, okay! I could almost hear her say. Eventually, her right paw tentatively padded out, followed by her left. She shook the freezing, wet flakes from each one as she inched her way down the steps, stopping momentarily to regain her confidence.

‘That’s it, a bit further . . .’ I encouraged her, but that day I was already resigned to a short walk around the neighbourhood. Before we’d hit the main road she’d already attempted to turn back several times. At one point she even hunkered down on the pathway like a petulant teenager, immovable from her wintery bed. Her brilliant white coat would have camouflaged her were it not for the miniature red-and-white sweater I’d dressed her in that morning.

Maybe next time, I thought disappointedly as we headed home. After all, over the past few months Sigi had had a whole new world to take in.

It was mid-January 2020 and we were all finding our feet. Myself and my wife Bianca had arrived in London from the US the previous September filled with dreams about the months ahead. A year or so before, I’d got a job working for a company in London’s beating business heart. An executive position at an IT start-up, it had been offered to me by an old boss I’d met while working in Silicon Valley. Now, he’d set up in the capital, building a tech platform in financial services.

‘I need people I can trust, Travis. Come work for me. I promise we’ll have a ton of fun,’ Brandon had said when he first pitched me the idea. It was one of those serendipitous approaches – too good to be true. At the time I was between jobs and living off savings. It had been a tough couple of years. Before I knew it, I’d said yes, and prior to this more permanent relocation, I’d worked a year for the company remotely from home in San Francisco. Down the line, the plan had always been to join him.

Now we were here, we wanted to enjoy every moment. Our idea was simple: work; discover London and immerse ourselves in its arts and culture; see the rest of the UK and travel around Europe. A couple of years’ adventure and then maybe we can head home, we told ourselves. There was never any doubt that our cats Sigrid and Ylva would be joining us. They’re family.

The months leading up to our move had been spent packing boxes, renting a storage unit and sifting through which of our belongings were, or were not, being shipped. Fleetingly, there were moments when I’d chewed over what I would miss: lazy afternoon picnics with friends in Golden Gate Park; the sound of waves lapping the dunes on Ocean Beach; the avenues that stretched for miles. Mostly, though, I was fixated on the trip ahead. Finally, a fresh start that could give me the happiness I was searching for.

Much of that preparation time had also been focused on ensuring a safe passage for Sigi and Ylva. Relocating cats is not simple and I’d spent hours researching the best route. Because the UK is an island, its animal entry rules are more stringent than elsewhere in Europe – even more so since Britain left the EU – but the pet health certificate, microchip and vaccination record needed seemed like a minor inconvenience compared to the perils of the journey itself.

We had a choice: either we could fly directly to the UK with the cats travelling in a heated compartment in the cargo hold; or we could ship them separately and retrieve them once they’d cleared customs. I wanted neither. For the last year Sigi and Ylva had been by my side pretty much every day. And if we ever went on vacation, we’d never put them in a cattery, only allowing trusted people to drop by to feed and play with them.

A search online only reinforced my fears. There were headline horror stories at every click.

CAT OWNER DISTRAUGHT AFTER PET
INJURED IN TRANSIT.
AIRLINE CLOCKS UP HIGHEST PET DEATHS.
CAT ESCAPES AT AIRPORT.

Then, I made the mistake of typing in the question, What is the best way to relocate your cat from the US to the UK? on a bunch of pet forums. I waited and then scrolled down. Things didn’t normally go wrong on flights, but they could. Just like that, animals can disappear. And what’s the recourse? Maybe some compensation from an airline if you’re lucky. Can you even sue border control if a pet goes missing in its care? I typed.

Shipping cats across the Atlantic sounded even more terrifying. Not only would it take longer than a week, but I imagined them locked in a smelly, echoey hold with no one to comfort them if they got distressed. On arrival we could be waiting days, weeks even, for them to be released from the clutches of some Kafkaesque bureaucracy: not quarantine as such, but a laborious processing procedure. We’d miss them too much. Besides, we could never live with our consciences if they came to any harm.

There was only one thing for it. Instead of flying direct to London, we’d take a detour through Paris, where the rules are looser. That way, we could take them in their carriers on our laps in the cabin. From France we could hop across the English Channel via the Eurotunnel from Calais to Folkestone. For that leg of the trip we could have used a pet courier service but by now any separation was out of the question in my mind. We’d hire a car and take them ourselves.

On the day we left, we dosed them up with gabapentin – a drug handed to us by the vet to calm their anxiety. The journey ahead would be at least 24 hours. There would be passengers and queues, take-offs and touchdowns. As far as I was concerned, the less they experienced of it the better. As soon as they began to zone out and curl up asleep, we placed them in their carriers and said goodbye to the golden state.
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I’ve learned that early fall in London can lull you into a false sense that the summer might never end, and as we arrived in September 2019 the heat had lingered. The trees outside our new apartment were still bursting with leaves and blocked the view of the main road. As we turned the key and stepped in, relief flooded through me.

The flight from San Francisco International had been plain sailing, but the anxiety I’d been stamping down all journey hit once we’d landed in Charles de Gaulle. We picked up our hire car and reached Calais, making constant checks through the wire meshing to see that the cats were still relaxed. They were, but Bianca and I were flustered.

‘Have we got all the right documents?’ I asked nervously, as we parked up and entered the pet processing building. With its corrugated iron shell, it looked like a miniature IKEA store from the outside and once we’d stepped through its sliding doors, its reception felt clinical, like a vet’s surgery.

‘I think so, I double-checked, but . . .’

All the meticulous planning we’d done was now plunged into doubt. I became tormented by a nightmare vision of us being delayed and ordered to wait hours in line for further verifications. Or turned away for some other reason we hadn’t even considered. As we shuffled through, the officer smiled politely, his eyes quietly inspecting Bianca, then me. Then, he studied Sigrid and Ylva’s health certificates – one for the French side and another to get us past customs in the UK. Seconds ticked by.

‘Vaccination certificates please,’ he stated matter-of-factly in his broken French accent. Carefully, he examined each document. This guard was thorough, and I followed his eyes as they slowly made their way down the page. ‘All fine, please walk through,’ he smiled and waved us out to pick up our car before boarding. Seriously? That’s it? I thought. Far less painful than either of us had imagined, but the real test was still to come.

Once we had disembarked in England, I’d have to drive our French left-hand-drive car on the wrong side of the road. And not on wide freeways either, like I was used to in the States. To this day, I’ve not got used to how narrow and winding the UK’s roads are. Or that its cities aren’t built on easily navigable grid systems like back home.

Once we hit the Blackwall Tunnel on London’s east side, I could feel my stomach clench. What usually came naturally, I now had to think about. My brain did contortions just to work out how to make a right-hand turn at a junction. What the hell is the correct lane? Traffic seemed to appear from all directions, drivers pushing their way onwards, angrily beeping their horns. Being mindful of our precious cargo on the back seat – and our fatigue from the journey – only added to the pressure, and my hands gripped the wheel as we entered the labyrinth of roads on the other side. I guess the protector in me wanted us to be safe.

Thankfully, when we reached our new apartment everything felt more friendly – not that it had been so easy to secure. Weeks before our final move, I’d combined a trip to London with a bunch of meetings, and Bianca had flown with me knowing the short window we had to find a place.

We’d scoured online adverts and estate agents’ windows. Universally, we were told we were welcome so long as we had the required deposit and proof of income. But our cats? Nah. No pets allowed. That sucks, I thought. In San Francisco pet-friendly apartments are far more available, particularly if you’re a dog owner. Californians love dogs. In the end, our choice got narrowed down to whichever landlord was open to the idea.

One area, Shoreditch in East London, felt like a strong contender. To me, it appeared familiar. As we strolled through its gentrified-but-still-rugged streets and back alleys, I could have been back in the Mission in San Francisco – one of the oldest neighbourhoods in the city, which I’d lived in some years ago. Like Shoreditch, it’s now filled with cool restaurants and bars, cocktail lounges and tattoo parlours. Street murals cover the warehouse apartment walls and the vibe is unmistakeably hipster. But the apartment we viewed in Shoreditch didn’t have the warmest feel.

Belsize Park, where we ended up, couldn’t have looked more different. It felt charming by comparison, leafy and laid-back. To Americans like us, it also felt elegantly English – quaint, we would say – with its period houses and tree-lined streets. Perfect to come home to if we were working, we figured, but also lively enough to hang out in its boutique cafes and bars. The apartment was a little more expensive than we’d planned to pay but still cheaper than the equivalent in San Francisco. Besides, once Bianca found work, we’d be on a decent joint salary.

As days rolled into weeks, I could see Sigi and Ylva loving their new surroundings too. In fact, they took to Belsize Park from the get-go – one less headache for us, and it made us feel even luckier to have found this place. Our apartment in the Sunset District of San Francisco had been on the second floor with the sun streaming in through every window. Outside, there were pedestrians and cars, street lights and traffic signals to gaze at. But here, window-watching reached a whole new level. Sigi and Ylva had been catapulted into the centre of a feline theme park, teeming with urban wildlife.

Likewise, we’d chosen a two-bedroom apartment on the second floor, but this time around the rear of the Victorian terrace overlooked a garden that stretched way back. Oak, sycamore, birch and London plane trees and a whole variety of plants and bushes were home to pigeons, starlings, magpies and blue tits.

‘Hey Sig, what are you looking at?’ I often asked her. Whenever I gazed up from my laptop I noticed how, from early on, she’d taken up residence on a window ledge, face pressed up to the glass and her eyes darting left then right before her teeth began chattering – cat code for spotting potential prey. I was always intrigued to see which creature she’d developed a fascination for and was following like an engrossing drama on cat TV.

Out front, it was the same. Trees also overhung our North London street and squirrels somersaulted on branches at death-defying heights. Urban foxes were an entirely new phenomenon: stalking around, noses in the trash cans sifting their way through the city’s leftovers. We heard them clamber between houses, screeching like babies to attract a mate or scare off predators – an alien sound to us. In San Francisco, only racoons are the garbage scavengers – trash pandas, we call them, because of the black-and-white markings circling their eyes.

Then there was the cat superhighway: the outside ledge of the window in our spare room and the route that other cats from the neighbourhood took to move from house to house and garden to garden. Ginger toms and tabby cats all sauntered along. This was also foreign to us. In fact, it was one of the first things that struck me about the UK: that even in a built-up city like London, owners think nothing of letting their cats roam free. Again, not a common sight stateside. Cats there are mostly house cats. Cat flaps aren’t even a thing. Because of that, I’d never witnessed how territorial Sigi could be.

Hey, that’s my ledge, I could now hear her hissing as she leaped towards the window furiously swiping out her paw at any cat who dared to pass. Sometimes she’d misjudge the jump or clean forget there was a wall of glass between her and it and bang herself accidentally like a cartoon cat, a halo of imaginary stars spinning above her head. At first the intruders turned, momentarily startled by the white blur hurtling towards them, but after a while they didn’t care. Nonchalantly, the cats wandered on.

Admittedly, in those first two months after arriving, I didn’t take Sigi or Ylva outside much at all. Being present at work was full-on. Having spent a year staring at a computer screen from my study at home, I’d almost forgotten what it was like to travel to an office. It had its upsides, I decided.

My official title was Director of Cloud and Mobile Data. I’d spent most of my adult life in the abstract world of computer programming and data management and this role was no different, although like any start-up my day-to-day reality was much more fluid. The company managed clients’ payrolls through a tech platform and while my department had initially consisted of me, we’d now grown to a team of five. A bunch of staff worked from the office in London, but others checked in remotely from around the world. We had software engineers as far away as Brazil and Canada.

As workplaces go, it was pretty relaxed – not the hard-driving environment I’d experienced so often in Silicon Valley. Invites to drinks after work happened almost immediately, helped along by the office being part of a large co-working space with a kitchen complete with self-serve bar on each floor – a ready-made social life to slot into. And many of my contemporaries weren’t natives of the UK at all. In my team, Ryan had been in London for a while but had grown up in the Pacific Northwest around the Seattle area, similar to me. We clicked straight away given we were both news junkies. Over the past years he’d watched from across the pond the rise of Donald Trump and the Republican far right, and many of our conversations revolved around how polarized debate had become in our country. And how, since Britain left Europe, the same seemed to be spreading here.

And Oskar had arrived from Norway. He was a gentle giant who spent most of his spare time weightlifting. I would describe him as ‘aggressively nice’ – the type of guy who asked ‘How was your weekend?’ and genuinely cared about the answer. For me, the international melting pot could make work extra complicated, but far more interesting as we navigated each other’s cultural differences and language quirks.

Every morning I boarded the 168 bus that went directly to the centre of London from Haverstock Hill, a two-minute walk from our apartment. As it wound its way through the market streets of Camden and on past the Georgian terraces of Bloomsbury, I stared out. I was mesmerized by how London had evolved and remained in constant flux. Social housing sat side by side with well-to-do residential blocks and offices. In other areas, cranes filled the skyline like beacons of regeneration and renewal. At rush hour, people flowed like electrical currents through a network of interconnected nerve centres, all with their own lives and stories and experiences of this vast metropolis. At times, the sheer size of London overwhelmed me.

And while I looked forward to the daily commute, what was frustrating was how it now stole chunks of my day that would normally be spent taking Sigi out for a walk. It was something I’d always done. But if a man with a cat on a leash is not a regular sight in the UK, it’s also not a common occurrence in San Francisco. Yet I thought that Sigi shouldn’t be confined to house cat status. Nor Ylva, although she never took to walks in the same way. I wanted their lives to be enriched by the smells and sounds and sights that indoor cats were deprived of: to have the best start in life that I could provide for them. After all, I was their guardian.
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I still remember those first walks out with Sigi. She must have been only a few months old when I introduced her to the great outdoors. In preparation, I’d ordered a harness for her – a funky leopard-skin design. If Sigi was stepping out with me, she was never going to look boring. I always wanted to have fun with Sigi and so I dressed her in a fun way too.

The run-up to our first outing took several weeks. When the harness arrived, with a leash attached, it was so oversized it swamped her tiny body, and I could tell she wasn’t too pleased about wearing it, either. ‘Here Sig, look what I’ve got for you,’ I said, allowing her to sniff it and rub her cheek against the velvet material to ease her in gently.

The main body of the harness fastened under Sigi’s tummy by way of a Velcro strap and another strap sat loosely around her neck. I figured the sensation of wearing it might feel uncomfortable so I took it stage by stage. At first, I laid the material over the arch of her back for a few minutes every day. What the hell is this? Her face said it all, and she immediately bristled and tried to shake it off.

‘It’s okay Sig. It won’t hurt.’ I petted her head reassuringly. She looked up unconvinced and I watched as her tail dropped low between her legs – a sure sign she was feeling anxious.

The next day, I tried again. ‘Hey Sigi, one more time,’ I told her. But as soon as I fell to my knees and pulled out the harness, she scowled and backed away. Then, she sat motionless just staring at it. I wondered whether she thought it was prey or if she could make out much detail about it at all. Yet, I also sensed her curiosity. Sure enough, after a few more tries she slowly crept towards it. This time, when I laid it over her back she let it rest.

‘Good girl Sigi.’ I rewarded her with tickles under her chin and soft scratches around her ears. Over the next few days, I managed to get the under-tummy strap fastened without her attempting to wriggle out of it. Then, I progressed to around her neck, but she shook her head violently and tried to lift the collar off with her paw. Yet gradually, she allowed me to go further. When she sat blinking contentedly with the harness fully secured, I knew she was ready. And using the same patient method, I encouraged Sigi outside.

At first, she sat transfixed by the open front door, basking in the wall of heat that hit us whenever it was open. Then, one day she took a few steps. The next day, she took some more, until finally we made it down the alleyway and out through the end gate. Suddenly, the view she’d only ever seen from the window came alive in full technicolour. As she took a front-row seat on the kerbside, her head swayed from side to side as she followed the traffic cruising up and down.

It took around a month before Sigi could manage a full circuit around the block. But what I hadn’t factored in was that Sigi turned out to be the slowest walker on the planet. If I’d kept to her pace, I’d never have got back in time for work. She had a quiet inquisitiveness about everything on the route. Sometimes she would sit and stare at grasses and plants. She took great pleasure in rubbing herself against palms. Cactuses surprised her, and she jerked her head back if her nose got too close and hit a prickle. Somehow, though, it never stopped her going back.

‘Hey, time to go.’ I always gave the leash two quick tugs, but I could see her eyes roll. You brought me all this way and now it’s time to go? ‘Yup, time to go Sig. Sorry . . .’ A last resort was to lift her up and carry her.

It wasn’t long before Sigi got used to our daily strolls. I tried to time them for when she was awake and fully alert, and I noticed that after she’d come round from a long sleep she began asking me to go out. She’d circle around my legs and rub her tail against them. Or she’d wait by the office door and miaow, turning back to check if I’d made a move from my chair. On other occasions, I would find her by the front door gazing up expectantly.

We took in longer distances. Once round the block became two blocks. If we wanted to go further, I put her in a chest harness, like you would a newborn baby. It fastened around my torso and I slotted her in with her back resting against my chest and her paws dangling out. Again, she seemed unsure of it at first but she quickly loved the warmth of my body against hers, which seemed to calm her.

Having the chest harness meant I could expand her horizons further. Golden Gate Park, three blocks down, became our regular go-to. There, I’d take her out of the chest harness and attach her leash so she could roam freely and sniff around. For the next half hour she stared at plants and craned her head upwards at the trees. Monterey cypresses with their squat trunks and low branches became her favourite, and the first time she got close to one I felt her tug hard on the leash, as if instinct was pulling her.

‘You want to climb, Sigi?’ I brought her closer to its trunk and loosened off the leash a little. Within seconds she was up on her hind legs, her claws digging into the bark and her tail flicking from side to side with sheer pleasure. If warblers or hummingbirds flew overhead, she became almost dizzy with excitement, as if she was overloaded with stimuli.
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As we settled into our new life in London, I had it in my mind to give Sigi exactly the same kinds of experiences I had done back then – only I knew doing so would eat into time I didn’t always have. Our number of clients was growing week by week and being present every day began to feel far more re-energizing than working remotely had ever done. The office fizzed with the enthusiasm of a young start-up. There would be time for Sigi and I to discover our new surroundings I told myself. For now, I needed to thrive.
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