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            Chapter 1

            Meet Archie – The One And Only

         

         ‘Noooooooooo… it CAN’T be that time!’ I said to myself.

         The sound of a key turning had me wide awake. Always on high alert, you see. Never fully asleep. That’s why they call it a cat nap. And it’s why there is a catwalk in every decent fashion show because we cats are the ultimate beauty.

         Did you know that the most researched subject on the internet is cats? True and with good reason. 

         We are fascinating. My name is Archie and I am front of house at Lawlor Cat Hotel. I’m your regular ginger moggy. My human is Jane and she pays the bills and would love to be a cat but sadly she only has human status. I taught her everything she knows.

         I’m not high maintenance but I know what works for a cat so I’ve shared my knowledge – she really has got the hang of it considering she’s human.

         So here’s the jazz. I’m a ginger rescue cat. Our entire litter was dumped in Hampstead Heath by some horrid human. Some made their way to the streets of London and I chose Essex. I’m more of a bling man you know. Love fast cars, the glamour, the drama but my colour is all natural and not fake.

         I look after my appearance: grooming, lots of exercise chasing the rabbits and deer at Great Warley, checking on the fish and the birds, not to mention welcoming each and every guest. I have a lot on!

         I digress… so I end up in a cattery/rescue centre (cosy cats in Potters Bar) and Jane came and rescued me. The rescue home was brilliant and they fixed my teeth and leg (still gives me a bit of trouble).

         Once healthy Sean and Steph started talking about putting me up for adoption and I pawsed for thought. Who would be the perfect human? Someone easily trainable, lively but not too lively, loving, affectionate…

         So after dismissing several humans (just not my cup of tea and nothing personal) I saw Jane, thought yep she’s the one, and did that take me home routine those humans always fall for.

         I used my best feline charm and to be fair I landed on my feet. She owns this purffect gaff out in the country called Great Warley Place with three acres of land, and I helped her convert her 100-year-old Coach House to the coolest Cat Hotel ever!

         I did the design, the layout, and the interior; chose the beds, tested the beds, and chose the curtains, designed the menu, tested the menu (yum), chose the temperature, chose the scratching poles. I did the lot.

         The only thing she butted in on was the CCTV. She insisted owners have the right to view their cats in their suite from anywhere in the world.

         What! I protested and gave her my best cattitude but it became a deal breaker. I argued: us felines need and deserve our privacy but she kept banging on about security and how humans should be allowed to check on us 24/7 – something about they will relax more knowing that we are 100% happy.

         She won and so guests’ humans can look at you all day, every day from wherever they are in the world. Soz. I did my best but there you have it. You can’t have it all if you knock about with humans.

         She also insisted we were fully insured (as if we are going to need that) and that we can administer medication.

         I agreed on the express understanding that she abandoned her rubbish idea of a TV in every suite. I could not understand why she was going to drown out our feline entertainment with Human TV.

         How am I supposed to listen to my feline entertainment – cat chat, birds singing, rabbits, mice, spiders, etc.? We hear every single noise and communication for miles around, from a horse neighing to grass cracking under the weight of a bunny – THAT’S our internet and entertainment and I can assure you it is far better drama than you humans can create with your soaps and reality TV – us animals ARE reality TV! She saw my point, so I think we can tolerate the CCTV in exchange for our own entertainment system.

         You would have to see my cat hotel to believe it! (log onto www.lawlorcathotel.co.uk and you can).

         The Suites – purpose-built human size suites with viewing pods so you can enjoy the views of either the garden or adjacent fields, outdoor pool or bar/reception views for the ‘I just can’t help myself I’m so nosey’ kind of cats, curtains or blinds, fluffier than cat pillows, a multi gym, en suite, candles, flowers, sofa so your mate can crash, mood lighting, sensory thingamajigs for your inner kitty, toys and above all total privacy.

         Every night housekeeping will come and turn your bed down, pull the curtains, light our flameless candle and even put one of those cute kitty treats on your pillow.

         Housekeeping – twice a day (to cat standards cleanliness – not human).

         Restaurant – mainly room service since most of our guests like to eat in peace. The chef is Kim. I’m talking Oxo Tower standards of food. We cater for everyone’s dietary needs and the menu will spoil you for choice. If you are fussy (what? Come on – most of us are) you can even bring your own!

         Wellbeing – the loves and cuddles are endless and being in the country means the place is so peaceful so lots of uninterrupted cat naps.

         Spa – did I mention the Spa? Oh yes. Nothing like a day in the Spa to bring out your inner kitten who you have been neglecting for far too long and it’s all done out with sensory lamps so you can really get back to being you and reconnect with yourself. You are going to love it.

         Fish Bar – of course every hotel has a bar and so does Lawlor Cat Hotel. Your humans can enjoy a chilled glass of bubbles on arrival (let’s face it – they will need it for whatever journey they have planned) whilst you take in the smells and scents on arrival before heading up to your suite.

         Chauffeur – if your human is time-poor, Jane will arrange a chauffeur to collect you and bring you to my hotel. For £4 a mile. 

         Often one of the staff humans will invite you to visit reception during your stay if you fancy it so you can pick up your emails and daily gossip from the scents left by the other guests. Some of them are really funny and the scandal is always full on.

         My human Jane loves events so every Christmas, Valentines, Halloween, etc. the Hotel is decked out to the nines. Seriously she went over the top at Christmas and it was like staying in Santa’s Grotto. Bless her she still believes.

         But now here is the best bit. When Jane finishes for the day and locks up… I wait till the coast is clear and I record the CCTV for an hour and put it on loop, so when she checks on her remote access it looks like we are all snug up. Then I go around all of the suites and open up the locks so all my guests can come out. She has never guessed as we are all very careful on tidy up.

         Today is no different. The place is spotless just like she left it and she comes in radiating happiness in her cheerful way.

         ‘Morning, big man!’ she says. I give her one of my winning grins and she sets about her chores.

         Whilst she is busy printing out the feed sheets and getting ready for the check-ins and outs I pull myself out of my bed and head up to Jag’s suite.

         Jag is a three-year-old Bengal. Bengals are a domestic cat breed developed to look like exotic wild cats such as leopards, ocelots, margays and clouded leopards and the humans who breed them have done a great job. Their movement is fantastic and looks to die for. 

         The funny thing about Bengals is humans buy a kitten and they are all lovely and kitten like. Eighteen months later they are a small tiger and the human is like –

         ‘I don’t know what is wrong with him. He used to be such a lovely boy and now he’s vicious and hunts all the time.’ and I’m like -

         ‘Guess what? You bought a cat only five generations removed from a Tiger in Africa… what exactly did you think would happen? You’ve bought a baby tiger and you’ve brought him to live in your home!’

         Humans are funny aren’t they? I mean apart from the obvious like they only have two legs and no fur, they are just very odd in their being. Is that why they are called human beings? I mean it’s there in the title. Being. Is that so you know to tread carefully as their being is odd? Jobs, marriages, kids who hang around for 18 years, stress. Who would choose that over being a cat? Nobody.

         I knock politely on Jag’s door. No answer. Knock again.

         ‘What?’ Jag answers angrily. Such a teenager – thank god he’s gorgeous.

         ‘It’s me – can I come in?’

         ‘Whatever,’ Jag grunts.

         I enter his room and bounce down on the bed.

         ‘Time to go my friend,’ I say. ‘Your human is coming in half an hour.’

         ‘Oh no, really… My holiday CAN’T be at an end. It’s gone too fast!’

         ‘Fraid so. Did you have fun last night?’

         Jag bolts upright – finally wide awake.

         ‘Did last night really happen or did I just dream it?’

         ‘Nope, it really happened.’ I assure him.

         We both collapse into hysterical laughter.

         I hear the main door again, and because I know Jane is already here, I now know that Kim has also arrived.

         Drum roll and superstar music please. Kim is an extraordinary human and I love her with all my heart and stomach.

         Now this is a true story. Jane and Kim used to be neighbours and I would visit Kim regularly as she really is a superb cook and just spoils me rotten. I would often visit and have a sleep over and I once ruined a dinner party by eating the entire sushi platter that Kim left on the side whilst serving pre-dinner drinks.

         Then Jane decided to move to the country and of course I went with Jane but I missed Kim so much that I would often try and make my way back across the seven miles just for a cuddle (and ok some superb lunch). The Tesco lorry or the post van was always my best bet but they soon copped onto me, so Kim then just had to visit daily until I settled down.

         Knowing she would come regularly calmed me down and I finally settled. Of course she always came armed with my favourite dishes so actually there was no need for me to keep trying to get back to her house.

         Kim’s love of cats is so great that she worked for nearly three years at Pussy Cat Lodge Rescue Home as a volunteer. Yep did it all for love and not money.

         So now with Lawlor Cat Hotel up and running I had no option but to headhunt her for myself and here she is this morning…

         I high-five Jag farewell and steam down to the bar just to jump straight into her arms as she enters.

         ‘Good morning Archie. How are you my darling boy?’ she asks using her middle finger to tickle me under the chin. I go straight for the kiss and then up on her shoulder and settle there as I often do when she is working.

         Jane and Kim start their chats, with Jane banging on about spreadsheets and feed sheets and meetings for this and meetings for that whilst I study Kim’s gorgeous black hair.

         ‘Blah blah blah, blah blah blah, Journalist at 11.30 tomorrow doing a feature on the Cat Hotel…’

         Hold the phones, what did she just say? My ears prick forward.

         ‘And it’s going to be in tomorrow’s papers so we need all the cats looking gorgeous.’

         Got it. 

         ‘And some samples of our food menu made up.’

         Got it… or at least I will have after the shoot.

         ‘And we should have Archie in it.’

         Eh, of course.

         ‘And maybe Dougy, Buddy and Alfie…?’

         You want hairy hounds in the shoot? Hmmm, I suppose we should.

         Dougy and Buddy – two cocker spaniels – and Alfie the noisy Westie all live with Jane in her house across the courtyard from the Cat Hotel.

         Considering they are dogs, they are great and we get along famously – they are pretty amazing at security alerting Jane to any goings-on, and likewise alerting me so I don’t get caught out on my adventures or parties by Jane. 

         Dougy is the top dog and is old and wise, whereas Buddy is only three and is hysterically funny as he is permanently in trouble.

         Often the guests in the Cat Hotel will just sit together to watch him trying to negotiate his business until Louis comes up and gives him the hoof.

         Louis is one half of Louis and Dan. Louis is a feisty Shetland pony and Dan is our pride and joy at 16.2 hands and a bay gelding horse. You wanna see the muscles on him.

         Really short story here. Jane and I had been watching Peaky Blinders – my favourite Netflix show – and Jane being Irish decided on her next trip home to Mayo that she was going to go back to her roots and do a horse-drawn caravan holiday.

         I know. Yes leaving the £3m house to go on the road roaming around Ireland. 

         Whilst on this holiday, she met Dan who was in one of the nearby paddocks and fell in love. Like, properly fell in love.

         Dan was owned by Tom Geraghty, one of the top Irish horse traders, and Jane made it her business to meet him in the local pub and persuade him to sell her Dan. He agreed on one condition, that she bought his stablemate Louis as well. He refused to part them. Jane agreed and six weeks after the holiday they arrived from Ireland.

         They spent the first four weeks jumping out of the paddock and Jane was sure they were trying to send her a message. The first place they showed up was in the neighbours’ pond – ‘P’. Second place was wrecking the umbrella stand at the front porch of Jane’s house – ‘U’, and the final place was at the old Blacksmiths half a mile up the road – ‘B’. Jane caught on. They were trying to spell out PUB.

         Jane thought it worth a shot since she was sick of chasing them around Great Warley, and so rode Dan up to the pub with Louis on a lead rein. A pint of Guinness and Dan was as happy as you like! So now Jane gives him his pint of Guinness every day in the paddock so he no longer feels the need to try to get to the pub.

         It turns out Tom Geraghty was an expert in horses since Dan and Louis are inseparable. Several times Jane has tried to ride out Dan without Louis and the neighing and screaming that goes on between the two is deafening. After about ten minutes into the ride Dan would buck and rear and turn to leg it home to be reunited with Louis, so now Jane just accepts it and Louis always rides out on his lead rein next to Dan.

         These two horses live in the paddock directly outside the Cat Hotel so they really are part of the team, except that Louis is beyond lazy and his favourite hobby is kicking Buddy.

         To be fair, Buddy is always winding him up (as Buddy is nearly the same size), so any opportunity Louis has he likes to sneak up on Buddy and give him a good kick with his hoof.

         What’s really funny is the amount of times Louis manages to miss him and so quite often the guests and I will play Louis Roulette where we place bets on whether he will get Buddy or miss.

         The stakes are high and many a cat has lost their entire catnip stash on a bad night.

         Kim heads for the kitchen to prepare the fish dishes opening up her fish bag fresh from the fishmongers. 

         What my fishmonger doesn’t know about fish just isn’t worth knowing.

         James from Hutton Road Fisheries in Shenfield is my pal providing me with scrumdiddlyumptious fish. The best in Essex with fish sourced fresh from Billingsgate every morning meaning my guests can enjoy one of our many dishes.

         Kim puts it on a special bone china plate for them as well. Ridiculous I know but it makes her happy so go with it. My top ten in no particular order are:

         
            No 1 Archie’s Favourite - Prawn and Crayfish Tian

            No 2 House Special - Seared Salmon

            No 3 The Lawlor - Pan Crusted Cod

            No 4 Terrific Tuna - Seared Tuna with cream cheese and a seafood salad

            No 5 The P & R - Poached Dover Sole in a white sauce

            No 6 Kim’s Special - A Bridge of Lobster Tail with a caviar dressing

            No 7 The Musketeers - Trio of seafood

            No 8 The Going Out Out - Griddled Seabass

            No 9 The Me Me Special - Sautéed Tiger Prawns

            No 10 The Jefferies - Surf and Turf

         

         All £10 per 50g, except where stated otherwise, and does depend on availability on the day (depends on how the fishermen get on catching the little guys – you know how hit or miss that can be!).

         I jump off Kim’s shoulder and settle myself on the window ledge where I am sure to get the best view and scraps.

         Kim moves effortlessly round the kitchen getting the china plates out. It’s like watching one of those cookery shows on TV, whereas when Jane tries to prepare anything other than Whiskas pouches it’s more like watching a really bad food fight.

         Bless Jane. When God was handing out cooking skills he not only left her out but he actually gave her some freaky skill which means she drops everything and just ends up covered in fish. Yes, she is a good businesswoman, she really is, but it’s like she’s a one trick pony because she really struggles with anything else.

         When Kim ordered a new cordless vacuum cleaner Jane actually had to ask Kim what was this strange contraption when it appeared in the hotel kitchen one day which made Kim fall around the place with laughter when she had to explain to Jane that it was this wonderful thing called a hoover. 

         ‘A vacuum cleaner, also known as a sweeper or hoover. It is a device that uses an air pump (a centrifugal fan in all but some of the very oldest models), to create a partial vacuum to suck up dust and dirt from floors and from other surfaces such as upholstery and curtains,’ Kim explained.

         Jane’s eyes glazed over with boredom. Jane had never used a hoover. Domestic cleaning was not her strong suit and she has always had domestic help so has never actually used a hoover.

         That’s not to say her checklist which she insists the cleaners complete after finishing cleaning every suite is not 100% thorough. She knows what the end result needs to be but just doesn’t know how to do it.

         I forgive her for this and anything else for that matter because her love and understanding of all animals is unlimited. 

         She’s the kind of human who loves you with her soul and all of us who live or stay with her can actually feel it. It’s more a spiritual connection than a physical thing but trust me if you are loved by Jane you know it.
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