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For Luisa, with all my love
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Introduction


‘Sit STILL!………..I mean, how the hell can I take your photo if you keep jumping about?!’





I like to take photos of all my ‘clients’… it helps me remember who they are to be honest, and not get muddled up with their names. (Although I still do.)





This one is new - he was found abandoned on the main road by my (human) clients, and in spite of putting up notices about him, no-one’s come to collect him, poor little chap - seems quite needy and wants to please… and the other three dogs who live here seem to have accepted him pretty well. But more on this later……… These three know me well by now - it’s my third or fourth visit and we are firm friends.





It’s never the animals that give any trouble really - the same cannot always be said of the owners. I mean - some people are weird aren’t they? Or is it me? I’ve always loved animals and had many pets, but some of this lot - you couldn’t make it up.





‘Oooh well, you see they have cottage cheese and scrambled eggs for breakfast one day, then sardines in tomato juice the next please……and dinner is grilled chicken with gravy and veg…’ ???? Helloooo? These are DOGS, not catwalk models, or Olympic athletes, love.





‘Oh, and Purdy likes a bit of your toast in the morning, and wine corks to play with….’ Yeah, bloody nearly had my hand off as well as the toast….vicious bitch! (she’s a parrot, not a dog by the way.)


Anyway - I digress. This is supposed to be a diary - or maybe just ‘observations and meanderings’ of a middle aged woman, obviously slightly batty or I wouldn’t be doing this - well yes, actually - I would - I have to. Needs must as they say.


So - how did all this come about? Like a lot of things in life, it just ‘happened’. Wasn’t in the game plan at all. I don’t believe in game plans any more. We spend countless hours planning and thinking about our futures, and at least 90% of the time it doesn’t happen as we planned at all. I suppose we do have to have some sort of plan; we just have to accept that it will probably change - and can we deal with that?





Only a couple of years earlier, I was in a good job, had down-sized to a nice little flat and was mortgage free, saving madly for my retirement and everything in the garden seemed quite rosy really. Then BANG! All that changed, and within just three months of suddenly having no job, I had rented out my flat and moved abroad. Back to where I had lived for over twenty years, before returning to England some fifteen years earlier. And I never thought that would happen either! You see? So much for game plans.





At first I thought I’d try and get a ‘proper’ job, but at my age and with the general economic crisis affecting everywhere - especially over here in Spain with its very high level of unemployment - that clearly wasn’t going to work. So, I put an advert in the local rag, stuck some flyers around and offered myself up as a nice(ish), mature, professional English lady (?) who could look after pets, kids, homes - even teach anyone who wanted - English or Spanish - depending on their inclination if you see what I mean.





Word got around and it started with friends and neighbours really. I will always be grateful to those initial few who took a risk, decided I was worth a try and not too much of a liability, because from those small beginnings things began to grow and that’s why I’m sitting here now thinking maybe I’ll write a diary…..probably no-one will read it, but at least it will prove I can still remember things and it might amuse some of the people some of the time. Plus, it passes the time on these dog-sits - if you’re out in the wilds so to speak, it can sometimes get a little lonely (but not often!) And there’s another qualification you need: Like Your Own Company.





The diary is split into the different ‘families’ I look after, the adventures we have together and my sometimes irreverent thoughts on them all…….oh, and a few other people who are relevant to all this along the way….





The diary tracks some of these adventures over a period of about two years, starting in the autumn of 2009.





(Names changed to protect privacy and avoid possibly being sued by those with a sense-of-humour deficiency, but all the events really did take place and the characters - human and animal - are real)




CHAPTER ONE



The Madhouse


(where it all began……)


‘So - if you could just move in and look after things - you already know the ropes anyway - am just popping off for a week to see Mother and do some SHOPPING!’





Lucky you, dear.





‘Oh, and if you could just drop Henry at school and pick him up…… and the girls need to be at ballet on Tuesday and Thursday, and be picked up on Saturday after their party.’





Christ, what time will THAT be?! I need my sleep these days………..





‘Oh, and if you could stay in for the plumber - he’ll phone when he can come - the central heating isn’t working properly….’





Great! Nice and cosy then…. This is a large house with the usual tiled floors and as it’s about thirty something years old, it has had some updating, but not a lot. There is no double-glazing and once the sun goes down, the evenings can be chilly up here in the hills. Houses that were built over thirty years ago tended not to have central heating or double-glazing - there seemed no need for it then. But nowadays we have all gone soft, and somehow forgotten that often all that is needed is another layer of clothing. People here use small, soft blankets or throws to wrap around themselves in the winter evenings. It’s actually rather nice. Cosy and comforting.





‘Oh - and liase with Ana about the rota for picking up Henry and the other boys from scouts on Saturday too…you know where it is, well, I’m sure you’ll find it….and could you just do a shop whilst he’s there? I’ll leave you the money and a list…….’





‘…..and the kids must eat supper at seven - they must do all their homework, please check on them - and not spend all evening on mobiles/internet/watching telly………..’





Which means I can’t either - not that I’ll have time at this rate…..


‘And you know how to work the washer and dryer - but hang stuff out if it’s sunny….the girls will bring it in…’





Hang on - and what about the PETS!!!???





‘Oh yes, Kim’ - a soft, sweet, two year old golden retriever and one of my all-time favourite dogs - ‘and Mops’ - a five year old tabby, who thinks she’s Kim’s mother, because Kim arrived as a little puppy when Mops was already a grown up cat, and she licks Kim’s face and ears clean at every opportunity. It’s amazing to watch them.
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Kim and Mops, let’s wash behind those ears…..





‘Oh, um, usual food, usual times - the kids will feed the fish..’





Thank GOD for that - feeding the fish really would have tipped me over the edge…….


‘That’s all there is to it - oh - do be a love and take me to the airport? No need to pick me up though this time - lucky you!!’


‘Byeee, have fun.’ her words, not mine.





So - here we are, having just fed Kim and Mops, and tackling something for supper for the kids - they’re easy to please really and I must say almost as obedient - no, actually more obedient - than the dog. And definitely more than the cat - but then cats just do their own thing and demand what they want when they want it anyway.





Oh bugger, just at a crucial point in cooking supper and the phone rings……… house phone that is, not my mobile, nor the kids mobiles, nor their mum’s mobile (which she forgot to take with her.)


‘Can SOMEONE get that please!?’





Mutterings of ‘It won’t be for ME - everyone calls my mobile’ from various bedrooms - not a sound from Henry, who is at that awkward stage…and is totally glued to something revolting on the TV, having sworn he’s finished his homework - same as last week I expect, when he came home with a note from his teacher, just wondering why he hadn’t handed any in for a few days (or was it weeks?)





‘It IS for you!’ says one of the girls with an accusing look on her (smeared in some greenish gunk) face - early teens are difficult I know.





‘Helloooo! How’s it going?’ says their mother. I can tell she’s had a few already.


‘Oh fine, just fine.’ I reply cradling the phone between ear and shoulder while stirring the spag-bol sauce and turning down the spaghetti before it boils over and makes more gunky mess.


‘Well, just thought I’d check - oh, and……..’





She proceeds with more ‘to do’ stuff and ‘not to forget’ stuff - while I frantically look for a pen and paper to write it all down because I know I WILL forget otherwise, and then spend a sleepless night trying to remember what exactly she wanted (I am pretty conscientious actually.)





Finally she stops. ‘Oh just put Henry on will you? - thanks.’





I walk over to Henry and stick the bloody thing in his face, obscuring his view of the telly.


‘WHAT?’


‘Your mother.’





…..and go back to the almost burnt spag-bol sauce and overdone spaghetti.


Just before supper I walk past the fish tank - oh bloody hell. The fish (which is very old anyway and far too fat in my opinion) is floating around on the top. Presumably dead. Yes, definitely dead. Definitely not having a nap.





‘Girls!’ ….The girls, by the way, are twins. Not identical, thank God - I’ve enough to deal with. Oh, and they are lovely. Gorgeous and lovely and nice….almost remind me of when I was young. (Well, I was quite nice…..)





They eventually drag themselves away from their mobiles/laptops/online ‘chats’ with friends (mainly male I suspect) and wander over. I point at the tank.


‘Had anyone noticed this? He looked ok this morning…’ I say (slightly defensively.)





I mean, I do NOT want the blame for this. It’s only the first day for God’s sake.





They stare at him, and then - weirdly really - look at me and we all giggle.


I’m the one who has to fish him out (sorry) and we all stare at him.


‘What shall we do with him?’ one of them asks.


‘Well’ I say, thinking rapidly, ‘We can’t really bury him as Mops or Kim will almost certainly dig him up and eat him.’


‘Errr - revolting’….. but no other suggestions are forthcoming.





So, I get a plastic bag, pop him in it and drop him in the rubbish bin. They all stare at me.





‘What? - well what ELSE can we do? Any better ideas?’ I ask them ……


Thinking back perhaps it was a bit harsh, but they didn’t seem that bothered - and anyway the spag-bol was getting crucial.





Supper was fairly quiet. Not sure if it was the fish, or my cooking, really.





Can’t remember how this happened now - how did a dog and cat-sit turn into full blown housekeeper/ nanny/chauffeur/cook/undertaker and the rest…..??!!





Oh I know. She’s a mate and was a neighbour at the time - and they’ve all had a pretty hard time lately, and she’s been there for me when I needed her - that’s how. This is one Madhouse I’ll always be happy to be in (provided it’s no more than a week!!)




CHAPTER TWO



Gin and Tonic


‘Well HI-eee’ the voice on the phone was definitely American.





First thought - She’s probably some neurotic Yank with a silly frilly miniature something that she keeps in a handbag and that has to be hand fed and dressed in designer clothes……..and goes to the hairdresser, beauty parlour (or is it parlor in American? They tend to spell things incorrectly anyway, in my opinion) and sits on her lap in restaurants…….





How wrong I was!





Gin and Tonic are two fabulous BIG dogs…………..a standard, black woolly French poodle and a large brown, wiry haired Airedale. Both about two or three years old and both very enthusiastic. About everything.





She invites me to meet up with her in the village up in the mountains where she is renting a place. She has to go away for ten days and needs a sitter. It’s a warm day and after a cold drink in the bar where we meet, I follow her to the house. Am really hoping it’s not far as I want to explore this lovely old village, but as we leave it behind and turn down a rough track through farmland, I realise I’m wrong about that as well!
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Gin and Tonic - Butter wouldn’t melt…….





Finally we stop - under an ancient olive tree by the side of an almost derelict little stone barn with three walls and half a roof. I do hope this isn’t where she lives. I can’t see any houses, just land going down to the cliff edge, then far below the blue-green sea. Beautiful, but where does she LIVE?! No neighbours here - well, sheep I suppose but they’re not much fun. Or help in a crisis.





‘Leave your car here and jump in mine - it’s not far now.’


Down and down we drive - very bumpy - not good for my little car’s suspension, or mine - I’m thinking. Finally we stop, we can’t go any further. Literally we’ve reached the end of the road. We clamber down some old stone steps, scramble along a stony path and then through a gate and up more steps - and there it is. A lovely little house, almost on the edge of the cliff. Good job I don’t have vertigo - well, not badly anyway.





Gin and Tonic are great dogs. Never known a standard poodle before, only the tiny ones - but these are very majestic dogs. Gin ‘floats’ along as we go for a walk - their owner shows me where to walk them…..





I use the word ‘walk’ loosely. More a sort of rock climbing/mountaineering/fighting through the undergrowth - type of assault course really. Delightful. Good job I’m not vain or worry about what I look like - well, I do worry sometimes, but not here anyway, there’s only sheep. And they’re too silly to notice.





More thoughts - if I fall and break something, no-one would come, no-one would know (mobile reception is not great here) - I could DIE here and not be found for days…. I should be charging danger money. No wonder she’s had difficulty finding anyone (daft enough) to agree to spend days - and nights - in this remote hideaway. I wonder why SHE wants to be here? I think perhaps she is some sort of recluse, or perhaps a painter or a writer………? She doesn’t look like one though. Very attractive and trendy lady. Not that painters and writers aren’t attractive and trendy of course……… god forbid I’m offending people already before I’ve hardly started….. Well, I’ll find out soon enough no doubt. Although I never ask too many questions. People might think me nosey (which I am of course, in a totally harmless way you understand.) I usually end up telling people more about myself really. They too must want to know who I am. I mean I could be some weirdo about to steal their dogs, possessions….. I’m not - obviously. I do reassure them about that.





Do I REALLY want this gig? She’s also just told me that Gin (poodle) sometimes likes to chase sheep so I have to be careful (surely it’s the sheep that have to be careful…?) because if the farmer sees him doing that, he’ll shoot him…..??!!





Right. OK…. This just can’t get any better can it?


Driving back home afterwards I realise I’ve accepted the gig. I really have. Am I mad!? No, I just need the work - and the money. And it is a beautiful place…..and I’m quite good by now at convincing myself about things.





A week or so later I pack up my stuff - clothes and food to last me the ten days, just in case I get stranded or something. She doesn’t lock any doors ‘it’s so safe up here’ - yep, I can see that, but it’s not marauding thieves that worry me really, it’s the constant vision in my head of the farmer and his gun, and Gin, and sheep, and vertical drops down cliffs to the raging sea below (well, raging is a slight exaggeration I suppose - it IS the calm, blue Mediterranean after all.) It’s still a long way down, and no way back up that I can think of.





I drag my stuff up and down steps and rocky paths and get myself installed and prepare for my first ‘walk’ - the dogs are excited, so off we go. I am armed with some secateurs as well - to hack away at protruding branches and bushes that reach out to grab me. I have a (perfectly rational) fear of a branch smacking me in the eye, and losing my contact lenses - no chance of finding them in this terrain. Always take a spare pair, just in case. Always take my specs too, in case all else fails, but they’re a nuisance as they’re not the fancy ‘anti-sun glare’ ones - maybe I’ll get some when I can afford it……. i.e. when I’ve done a lot more gigs (it doesn’t pay top wages this job.) Another tip is always wear something with pockets - all the paraphernalia we need these days, mobile, keys (not this time, but..) dog leads, some water perhaps….. I take a small bottle of water now, just in case I’m thirsty, or get lost, or find myself in a deep gully needing a drink. Although in that situation it would be more like a gin and tonic (sorry.)





All goes well on our first trip - I remember to get Gin back on the lead before we climb back up, so there’s no chance of him slipping off for a bit of sheep chasing. Glorious place, and as the sun goes down over the horizon, I put up a little round table and chair at the edge of the garden, next to the heavenly scented lavender and rosemary bushes, look out to sea and have a glass of wine - my Shirley Valentine moment!





I have discovered that the American lady is in fact, a writer. My instincts are usually fairly accurate. But she’s not writing ‘a book’ as such. She writes for some posh magazine - articles on sporting events. And lots of these events are held in Europe, hence her stay here. It’s easier to commute to the different venues. Well, that’s only part of the reason I think. My personal thoughts are that there is a slight sadness about her. She tells me she is divorced. Perhaps she has come away to get over things. There are also a lot of spiritual and healing books around. And self help and ‘learning about yourself’ books…….She is trying to find herself I think. Start again.


She came here knowing no-one. No-one at all. That’s brave. I hope she does find herself, and happiness, again.





Everything pans out fine during the stay, except for one particular day. We are nowhere near where the sheep usually are, and I always keep an ear out for their bells anyway - we are near the headland on the cliffs - suddenly Gin shoots off out of sight and I start to panic - I can hear sheep bleating!!! I call and call him - Tonic comes back (she’s a good girl, if a little dopey) but no Gin. (And who wants tonic without the gin!? …Sorry again) Eventually I sit down in the shade on a fallen tree trunk and just wait - no way am I creeping round the rocky cliffs here! Things aren’t always easy, but I still reckon my life is worth more than some sheep’s. Don’t suppose that farmer would agree though.





The views are incredible. Behind me are the steep wooded cliffs back up to the house, and beyond them the mountain peaks reach up into the clear blue sky. Below are more rocks leading down to the sea, some fifty metres below. Out to sea there are a couple of boats bobbing along in the bright sunshine - utter joy (if I wasn’t feeling so stressed…)





Suddenly, I hear sheep bells - and looking up - I see them. Three large sheep careering hell for leather, bells jangling, towards the edge of the cliffs, Gin not far behind them. It’s like a ‘frozen-in-time’ moment. I am mesmerised. There is absolutely nothing I can do. But watch.





The sheep disappear. I can’t see well enough, but I’m sure I didn’t see them jump…. I look down to the sea breaking over the rocks below - I can’t see any sheep floating about, or swimming about for that matter. At this point Gin comes bounding round the headland, tongue lolling, all bouncy and jolly. Little sod.


I put him on the lead and we walk home - no, that’s not the whole story - before that I have a very long and serious chat with him - I just need to get some things off my chest - and I think he gets the message. I drink half my water as I am so thirsty and exhausted emotionally, and I keep looking down to the sea and round to where the farmer (and his gun) might appear. No-one comes, armed or otherwise. No-one comes the next day either, although I keep glancing down at the sea………maybe they grew wings….. I’ll never know - but I do still often wonder………………





On balance, I’m quite glad I’m off home tomorrow.


But it it’s a lovely place, and they are lovely dogs.





And - they lived in two more different beautiful places after this, and I was lucky enough to dog-sit them again……..more on that later…………





(See Chapter 8 for more on Gin and Tonic….)




CHAPTER THREE



Nurse Nancy


‘Nurse Nancy’, or Nancy as I’ll call her from here on - is my ‘landlady’. Lovely lady - seen off a couple of husbands (both much older than her to be fair, so not surprising.) Her home is spacious enough and handy for everything, and it suits us both as I keep her company and she gets some dosh, and it’s cheap and very convenient for me too. We rub along pretty well and it’s good to go back there after, or between jobs - regroup and get myself sorted, as it were. It’s a kind of ‘base camp’ and very glad I am of it too.





There’s just one thing……..





Nancy doesn’t realise it but she is a bit of an enigma, if that’s the right word…….?


She knows people by their AILMENTS. True, honestly - not so much by their personalities, likes and dislikes, jobs, stuff like that - but by their medical notes!!!





Well, she was a nurse, some forty years ago, and for about three years………. But having nursed husband number two for some years, she is much more interested in your (and your friends’/family’s/pets’….) health - and ailments especially. She’s always done it you see - it’s part of who she is.





……… ‘That’s Doreen - she’s got gall bladder trouble. There’s Dennis, he’s got a dodgy ticker AND gall bladder trouble. Oh, and Maria’s waiting for her results on her cataracts - as well as her gall bladder trouble………and as for Hilda, well, she really must get to the doctor about her bunions, which, by the by, I suffer from and….no, no gall bladder trouble - yet…….but you never know…………I expect I will have soon, or something else. Bound to. It’s only a matter of time.’





So positive……. Bless.





And as for the medicine cabinet…..she could start her own chemist shop! Pills and potions and creams for every ailment known to man, and some only known to Nurse Nancy. (It’s a bit scary actually. I think quite a lot of them are out of date.)





Oh - and one other thing too…….Nancy is a ‘chatterer’….. a SERIAL chatterer in fact. Now, I like a chat as much as the next person now and then but there’s chatting, and serial chatting. It’s never just a quick chat, it’s a marathon chat. It can go on for hours. It DOES quite often. Even if I’m in the loo, or the other room at the far end of the corridor, or through the window when I’m going outside and getting in the car (yes!) - chat, chat chat. Even chats about what she chatted about yesterday. She’s definitely a chatterer.





She’s the only person I know who will put the telly on to watch something she really, really wants to see, and then get up, wander off somewhere and CHAT all the way through it. She’ll comment on it, argue with whatever’s being said, explain it to me…… and when it’s over and she’s missed most of it, she’ll chat about what she thought of it all…….Bless.





Oh - and a final thing …….She’s a worrier. A serial worrier too. We have to discuss things over and again until she’s quite sure that it is a genuine drama - and then when she’s convinced herself that it most definitely is, she can start worrying about it properly, and discuss it properly - again. I do wish she’d relax a bit more………I worry about that.





So you see, my job is perfect! I can pop off and leave her happily worrying and know that she’ll be too busy doing that to miss me!! Perfect.





Except when I get back I know I’ll have a full report on the ailments and the dramas and the worry of it all. Still, I make sure there’s always wine in the fridge. That’s MY medication!





(For more on Nurse Nancy, see Chapters 17, 19, 21, 24, 26, 28 and 29….. she appears quite a lot really……)




CHAPTER FOUR



The German Connection


Germans are SO organised aren’t they?!





Frieda has an old dog with LOTS of ailments - Nancy would be in paradise! I’m not going to tell her about it - it will only open a can of worms and I just can’t remember all the medical terms Nancy, sorry.





Frieda’s off to Germany for a few days and her mother can’t get here in time to look after Fritz (how VERY inefficient of her! Maybe her mum’s not all German….) so I am going to step into the breach and try my best to keep him alive till she returns.





First and foremost, I seem to remember that Germans get up EARLY!! So, must remember alarm clock. Fritz has a rigorous routine (try saying that after a few vinos) and must go out by 8 a.m. - poor chap, he’s still half asleep the first time I try it. I’ve leapt out of bed, rushed about trying to make myself look vaguely human, in case anyone sees me (I used to live around here you see - although I doubt anyone would recognize me now, especially at eight in the morning) and he’s still snoring in his - enormous - bed.





He reluctantly drags himself up. I feel quite guilty - I’m sure he’d enjoy a ‘lie in’ - we all do, don’t we?





‘Come on old chap - time to stretch our legs. Mine need it, even if yours don’t….’ Keys, poo bag, mobile phone, lead……. There’s so much stuff to haul about these days….. Off we go. Slowly.





‘He must NOT go up or down stairs’ - fine by me, I like the lift very much as it happens. ‘He must only walk, not run’ (no chance of that by the look of him, and I’m happy to keep it to a gentle walk at my age too!) and ‘his walk must not exceed more than fifteen minutes or so.’ Super, I’m dying for a cup of tea by then.





We return, both still alive (if not kicking) - and his medication is all lined up in straight rows and labelled - so efficient! There are three different tubs of pills, all different, to be taken three times a day. They are arranged in neat little rows - morning, noon and night-time. Oh Nancy, you’d be in heaven!
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Fritz - more pills please





Now, which end do I start? Oh yes, easy - it’s about 8.20 a.m., so that’s the morning lot, so that’s the bottom tub - I think. Or is it the top? God, I need to get this right - the pills cost a fortune apparently and she’s bought loads from Germany. Not good if I end up killing the dog before he can eat them all - what a waste……..





Fritz is a dear old chap - quite a big dog, all black and a bit doddery - he is old - twelve - which is mid-eighties in our world.. and he is just happy to slouch on the sofa (yes, that’s allowed, I checked) and snore, until the next gentle walk and pill popping - midday is easy - it’s always the middle tub of pills of course - anyone can do that! Thinking about it, I know of a few octogenarians who have similar habits and needs. But on balance I’d say he’s much better tempered than the ones I know. He never moans and is always pleased to see you.





He has to eat after the morning walk, and before the evening walk - must get it the right way round - oh, and he has treats for elevenses and tea - he eats quite a lot actually. I’m amazed he isn’t obese. I would be. But then, he’s on special food to keep him trim and make him poo - there are so many of my clients that are on fancy dog food - (making a fortune for the vets and pet food manufacturers. I am getting very cynical in my later years….)





Still, at least he doesn’t wear silly clothes. He just has a great little red and white kerchief tied jauntily around his neck - very cool, think I’ll start wearing one. Funny it isn’t red and yellow and black……. You know ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alle…’





So - first day over, and he’s looking good so far! We settle down for the evening and then I have the first major setback - no, not the dog - me.





You see, all my clients so far have Internet connection (tick here also) and also have Satellite TV - but, they’re all English up to now. No TV here - well, there’s Spanish TV but - have YOU ever seen anything remotely worth watching on it? Exactly.


Thank God I’m only here for three days - how would I survive without my favourite programmes!!?? I look around for books (I forgot mine of course) - nothing. Well, a few, but mostly in German. My German is NOT that good. Must remember books next time.





Maybe I’ll pop down and see some old friends I know live in this apartment block. No, best not - would be just my luck for Fritz to pop his clogs in my absence. Sometimes I feel more like a baby sitter. I know they all say, ‘oh, just go out when you want - he/she/they’ll be fine for a few hours’ but I probably go out much less than I would if they were my own.





So - check emails, send a few - and some text messages, and the evening passes happily enough. I also find a few DVDs so all is not lost.





Fritz is snoring but I have to get him off the sofa into his bed for the night. He eventually comes when I move his bed into my room (that’s what he likes apparently) - I just hope his snoring doesn’t keep me awake. Or maybe mine will be louder, who knows?! Dogs can’t tell you and I haven’t had the opportunity to ask anyone else lately….well, not for …….oh never mind.





Fritz survives and so do I - with great relief I leave him on the final day, pills all popped and happily snoring on the sofa…………




CHAPTER FIVE



Black, Beautiful - and Bouncy


Ronnie - love at first sight really. A bonny black lab, beautiful and bouncy and so enthusiastic. Only two years old, so he would be. A teenager. But teenage dogs are much easier than human teenagers - I know. And infinitely more enthusiastic.





But - and here’s the best bit - OBEDIENT!!!! Trained to the gun apparently. God, that brings back memories of Gin and Tonic and the shotgun farmer…….. no, I think this is different somehow.





OK - there are two cats as well - Ginger and Pickles - also adorable, and very affectionate, for cats. All three in my care for a week. Happily living in a very nice house indeed, thank you. That’s another little perk of the trade - you do get to stay in some amazing places!





Having said that - it’s a lot of responsibility too - God forbid I break someone’s priceless statue or picture, let alone the crystal (best to use a plastic mug for the vino then….) or spill something dreadful on a sofa, kill the plants or set fire to the kitchen (between ourselves, I DID once set fire to someone’s apartment - well, just the balcony - once - not actually at one of my gigs, but at a friend’s place whilst we were out for lunch during a gig I was doing nearby…… more on that later too!) Nothing like it has happened so far - well, except for the fish dying, but that wasn’t me, it was just old age and over feeding in my opinion - they ALL fed it, thinking no-one else had - still, he (or she) died happy I reckon. Just a pity about the funeral……..





Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, Ronnie. Love at first sight. Sometimes you just know. We had a connection straight away. He’s obviously well brought up - I like that. No nonsense. Just a ‘proper’dog.





Walks are a dream - on the lead he’s good, off the lead he’s brilliant! Off he goes, foraging around sniffing and chasing…. Always comes back - no probs. I have spent enough hours chasing after dogs that don’t, to really appreciate that!


[image: images]


Handsome boy Ronnie





Going back to the places I get to live in. It’s all a matter of taste I suppose. I’m not into the ‘glitzy gilt’ look. Some of these people have more money than taste. This is not the case with Ronnie’s owners. Not at all. It’s lovely. But I wouldn’t want to live here permanently, even so.





I do wonder sometimes why people choose these places. Yes, the houses are very nice, but……location, location….. why would you choose to live on the edge of a golf course, or the edge of a remote cliff for that matter - away from real life…… sometimes the only people you see all day are the avid golfers in their little buggies, waving their sticks or whatever they’re called…..or the dedicated hill climbers and walkers with their boots and back packs, all jolly and sweaty - why would you want to live somewhere that you need a car to get ANYWHERE… even a shop….?





Still, it’s a good job people do I suppose, or there’d be even more properties standing empty than there are already. But I like a place with a ‘heart and soul’. A centre, some bars and shops, people around - not just stuck inside their beautiful homes, mostly not even knowing their neighbours……. In fact, walking Ronnie at night round here is more spooky than walking up in the hills - silent, dark houses and silent, dark streets…….true, I don’t see any farmers with guns, but I bet Gin could chase bleating sheep round and round the streets here and no-one would bat an eyelid. Or perhaps they’d just call the local police to complain about some (unknown) noisy neighbours.





But, it’s also a good job there are people who do want to be remote and private - or I’d be out of a lot of work! ‘Each to their own’ as the saying goes.





Ronnie likes the beach - and it’s not far away so we often go down there for a walk. He especially likes having a tennis ball thrown, so I walk along the sand and throw the ball (always in the opposite direction to where I’m walking - to wear him out hopefully) and he never fails to bring it back again, and again, and again……….you’d think he’d want to keep it to himself for a while - I do wish he would, as after two days of this my shoulder is really giving me gyp! One day he had so much sand in his mouth he was sick when we got home. Whoops. Off to the woods tomorrow instead!





He’s so bouncy and bold, so I have to be careful when meeting other dogs - I think he tries so hard to be friendly and some people do rather take it the wrong way. Some grab their pooches into their arms, some scream and shout if he bounces up to them - it must be hard for him, I do hope it won’t affect him - he’s only an adolescent still and wants to be accepted and show how big and strong he is - we all know how things can affect the young ones….. I won’t mention it to Nancy, she’d probably advise a psychologist and some anti-depressants.





The first night I arrived here there was a terrific, noisy thunderstorm. A bit scary actually, but at least the electrics didn’t go off, as so often can happen. Anyway, by two in the morning both cats and the dog had joined me in my bed - well Ronnie stayed on the floor at the bedside - but I thought how sweet it was of them to want to come and look after me and keep me company…. I sang ‘These are a few of my favourite things…..’ to them at one point to take our minds off all the racket. It obviously calmed them down as they all left shortly afterwards……





I’ve been back since, and am returning again soon - it’s one of my favourite gigs.





(For more on Ronnie & Co., see Chapters 22, 23, and 32)




CHAPTER SIX



The Mini Zoo


If I’d had this gig now, some six or seven months on, I might well have thought twice about it. But at the time it was a ‘quiet’ period, and Xmas wasn’t too far away, and I needed the cash, and as I said before, I’m quite good at convincing myself that it will all be fine!





This particular job didn’t involve children, but it is still on a par with The Madhouse - in a different sort of way.





I arrange to go up for the usual ‘interview’ - clients tend to think they’re interviewing me, but actually, I’m interviewing them - and their pets - really.





The location is good - in the countryside but near enough to civilisation to make it easier if you forget the teabags or milk or something really important (like vino.)





Lovely people - if a little eccentric perhaps - with a daughter who’s heavily pregnant and has a toddler who is angelic with long blonde curly hair and beautiful coffee coloured skin and I (mistakenly) think is a girl - and the daughter’s partner who sings reggae rock or something - anyway I try to be ‘cool’ and say something like ‘hey man’ and something else equally cool… I forget what it was - to him as he wanders about. He looks at me and smiles - so he must think I’m ok …man.





It’s a really old ‘manorial’ sort of house - very high ceilings and wooden panels, shabby and homely, all dressed up for Xmas (some people do go a bit over the top don’t they?) with enormous sofas covered with throws and cushions; Xmas lights and decorations EVERYWHERE - every inch covered in something to do with Xmas. Even the bathrooms. The place is crammed with ornaments, books, photographs, more ornaments….





I’d hate to be the cleaner here.


So - they’re going away to Germany for a week, to look after her brother’s cats while he goes away…… somewhere. They’re cat-sitting for him while I cat-sit for them….. I’m lost already.





They also have one huge hound - bit like a small pony, or a giant greyhound, only white. She is lovely and her name is Mandy. They also have - wait for this - ten indoor cats and another six to eight outdoor cats. They all have names, which she has written down for me. ?? I’m only here for a week - I’ll never remember any of them! Especially as several cats look exactly the same to me.
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