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Max, the Mini, and one Tuscan Summer

	 

	 


 

	 

	To my lovely girls,

	and the only long suffering male in the family - Max.

	 

	 

	 


Introduction 

	 

	 

	Max Puttanus Troius!   

	This was the adoptive kennel name on behalf of the Lisi family, for this handsome 3-year-old terrier, a curious, random blend of Jack Russell, with a smidge of shih-tzu, and extremely possibly, a lot of fox. Hence his pale russet colour, white bib, and penchant for chasing to little avail, his feral cousins across the hidden folds of east Sussex fields. Acutely sensitive, and with the classic JRT intelligence, the following account describes one summer in Tuscany, following, very loosely, the style of Virginia Woolf's Flush. 

	Our family's travels, as seen through Max's eyes. 
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Chapter One: Max joins the Lisi family 

	 

	The car, as a general rule, was not exactly a love of mine, having had no experience, outside of fleeting visions of seeing dismayed and confused faces of my kin, leaving the farm. One of my first memories served to alienate its use and presence, entirely.  

	At Only  a few months, sitting comfortably in the lap of my ߧpadroncinaߨ, Isabella, a lively 10 year old at the time, my paws splayed, on the dashboard, head up inquisitively, my attention,  occasionally  and casually straying to dogs on leads with their owners on the passing pavements, to whom I would, in general, excitedly bark in recognition, raising myself up on my hind paws, in the attempt to gain attention, as we pootered gently past. 

	Then, one fine spring day, my vehicle experience was indelibly changed. On a   nearby trip down to Rye harbour, habitually a treat and all-round enjoyable experience for me. I recognised every roundabout and steeple, with renewed excitement every morning, or afternoon.  

	I strained   on my lead painfully, in anticipation, each rancid puddle and steaming pile of poo was mine to explore and examine with the deepest of intensity, on arrival there.  

	 


On this occasion however, pending the all-important turn off, we were surrounded by a huge rumbling and deafening roar of a group of mustachioed motorcyclists accelerating, in the attempt to overtake us. The searing explosion, crushing brutally, my former innocent puppyish peace and calm. I deepened my claws, primed- my senses, panicked. I excitedly leapt up and down on Isabella's lap, outraged, fuming, my protective instincts to the fore, barking loudly and repetitively.  

	The assault on my sensitive ears, both from this explosive and deeply threatening roar, combined with Isabella and 

	QDLODW,QL\OGXROJQLUDHZV&DPPD0ߧ=LWWR ... ma basta ... è possibile?ߨ, to quieten me, traumatised me so much so, that, from that moment, my only safe place in the car... of any type... and this included also trains, which I found even more terrifying, was to resolve my extreme discomfort by  coiling myself tightly, and squishing myself as tightly to the car floor as was doggily possible ,,, and then.. on occasion farting silently (well mostly) from beneath the seat, coiled around in my tight ball, eyes obliviously shutting out the world. 

	Just a couple of weeks previously, I had been ߧpluckedߨ as a 3-month-old, or thereabouts, a happy little mutt, from my "woodlands " farm, somewhere off the beaten track in High Halden, in the wild country between Ashford and Tenterden. 

	My bed had been an old horsehair cushion in a draughty barn that I shared with my most convivial of aunties, A congenial leggy, tufty, extremely wily creature, who had taught me the most important tools for a high-born gypsy dog. I would bark myself practically dizzy, whilst chasing at top speed, the many and varied trailers that came up and down the track, dodging the wheels skilfully, as the men driving would holler and swear from the truck windows.  Befriending, sometimes, the formerly spirited (as some of them seemed) and ever-changing horses that seemed too sad, when they were physically hauled, their shoes squealing on the stepped ledges up to the boxes that stenched of death, away to some unknown place. 

	My sense of smell, thereby, had already developed excellently, so as to sniff out the tiniest of sausage or bacon morsels in the full to bursting black bin bags, left, under the trees, haphazardly, in the entrance to the farm. Which I discovered by gently piercing with my razor-sharp teeth, I could scatter with the most accomplished technique, the contents distinguishing the greasiest bacon rinds, mouldering chunks of cheese and discarded lumps of half chewed rotting meat.  

	An achievement that I found hard to accept, when caught by the otherwise almost obsolete owners of the farm, was rewarded with a boot up the bum, and harsh words.  How could the humans be so strangely ignorant? These were talents to be admired and cherished, surely??! I fancied myself quite the macho, hardy type, already capable of outwitting even the fastest of the runners on the farm, having dodged and fled, the sweatiest and most aggressive of the farmers' sons, albeit still a pup.  

	I was confident in my being able to take care of myself and was enjoying my newfound solitude. My one remaining companion, the friendly white and ginger curly tufted aunty, Toots.  

	My numerous brothers and sisters, with whom I had cut my teeth, and had slept tightly bunched together in the shed, had all been taken by various smiling and simpering families, in the last week: and my dear mama, teets still dragging almost the sawdust in the shed, thought to be newly in pup, had been moved to alternative suitable accommodation. And so, one bright morning, in an old faded green tinpot of a car, my family arrived. In the back, gazing out in rapt anticipation, 2 beautiful little angels, one on the cusp of puberty, and with a hesitation that was almost palpable, the other still a child with such excitement, she was unable to contain it- her dream, finally being realised. All of those infant years, leaving baby milk teeth for the tooth fairy, gazing up at the new moons in Italy, wishing and hoping. 

	I did my best to appear completely irresistible, sensing an underlying sadness in both children, and the Mamma too. They were certainly loving, BUT....... Toots advised me well, I was the last puppy of the litter, and not a popular addition to the farm, the farmer, who I had only seen briefly, and mostly only by his boot, had unimaginatively named me "spot". Which was a strange thing, as I strongly remembered each of my siblings, all leaving the farm, with the exact same name. 

	QGLG\OLPDIHK7ߤWVWDQGDFKDQFH- I was destined for them. There was an older lady, with the group, and by far, she was the wisest, not at all convinced by the surroundings, or indeed by my infinite charms, as I yipped playfully, and played the subdued and affectionate pup, welcoming the girls' cuddles and kisses. The children, my saviour angels, begged and pleaded. Unconvinced, but acquiescing to their pleas, she signed a cheque duly away in the farmhouse, and I was loaded into the old tinpot of a car, and returned home with them to Rye, to become the latest member of the Lisi family. 

	Settling into my new family life, was .... terribly traumatic- I missed my old freedom of the barn, the tractor and trailer chasing, the horses coming and going, the frequent shouting and yelling at my antics.  

	I now had the run of a big, clapboarded house, with a wonderful grassy garden, soft under my paws, with the biggest copper beech and laelandai trees, that were a joy to sniff and rub myself against, but with many houses close by, stretching in both directions, that I longed to escape out of the front door to explore. Soon to discover, this was not permitted. Short walks on a tight lead, were the regime with my new family. And I adapted...not so voluntarily however... Mamma C, (this was the mother of the two lovely creatures for whom I had been transported away from my farm and family), I sensed immediate affection from, but she spent far too much time with the 2 house cats, Tabbi, a long haired and rather whiffy but, overall, quite sociable mog, and James, an oversized jet black, and far more challenging and disagreeable animal altogether. 

	These poor felines had travelled back from Italy- a land far, far away, and a constantly mentioned subject, with Mamma C, and my angels. They had arrived only recently, in this country, and were still acclimatising themselves to being in new surroundings, and to, la Grandmere, the doubting older lady, and owner of the house, we were now living in. 

	ߧLa Nannyߨ, who, had her own ߧhouseߨ dog, Giulia - a sweet tempered, but somewhat confused shih-tsu, who was, it had to be said the most welcoming of them all, and with her own history, years in the Czech Republic, ok- but who knew where that was?  She, I could barely understand, but appreciated her immediate and uncomplicated comradery, albeit, she had free run of this enormous house, up the stairs, and down, up the lushly carpeted stairs, where my angels disappeared to sleep, at a certain hour, While I was pushed into a gated cage, with many kisses and much persuasive conviction, at night. Down in the deep darkness of the kitchen. 

	Just a short time, I had with my angels, for whom I had been bought, as a sort of male substitute for a father, this I overheard, but never really understood. He no longer lived with the family. 

	Sophia, the elder of the 2, rather feisty, hesitant at times, when not incredibly and demonstrably affectionate, and Isabella, the younger, who had held me for years in her dreams, who dedicated herself most completely to my training, which I have to confess I enjoyed - enticed by streams of doggy treats. 

	I  learned quickly to sit, lie down, beg for the queen, pray, with my paws stretching upwards, roll over, and  run through inflatable tunnels, then  fetch- the last , being my only bid for independence, when I would frequently obediently run after the ball or stick, and then race off with huge satisfaction, ignoring the pleading calls to 'heel' and disappear in the undergrowth of the garden to a safe place where I could peacefully shred it to small pieces: I was a terrier after all, and very much male, and my place in the house must be firmly and unequivocally established. 

	From the confines of my cage down in the kitchen, which I did not initially disagree with, all kinds of delicious meals and treats prepared there. Bowls of varying sizes, which, when both cats in their continued sufferance or Giulia, in defiance of a change of diet, would leave for me to surreptitiously gobble down, unseen by ߧla Grandmereߨ or Mamma C- all seemed most satisfactory, as an alternative to my past frugal existence on the farm. 

	Then, one fine day, came the cases, plastic wheely containers that I could easily have fitted in, and often did, hiding beneath the freshly laundered shirts and trousers, thinking it a new magnificent game, I could roll around, bite and shake. Cross expressions and angry words, and then, indelibly, they closed the zips, tightly fastened. 

	Mamma C and the girls with a vague sense of apprehension and excitement left, out of the front door, early evening, as the misty, wavering English sun gave way to early evening, they went.  

	Backward glances, initially full of regret, and then, complete absence....and Loss, an empty chasm that dragged my belly low to the ground. 

	I attempted to follow- these were my people now, I belonged with them. ߧNo Maxߨ (for this was my new name) ߧyou stayߨ. Locked in my cage, I was bereft and confused. Why had I been left behind?  As night fell, and the dark clouds settled over the house, I missed with an indistinguishable pain, my girls and howled in my misery. Grandmere did not appreciate my continued miserable behaviour, for which my only solace, a newfound rubbing myself on any surface, which brought a simple and fleeting pleasure, but in some way, helped to pass the time- and Giulia, had taken on a newfound attraction for me, which only seemed to anger the old lady more. She delivered swift and painful kicks as I mounted her docile and ever more confused, but highly attractive powder puff of a dog. There followed a rather painful and drug induced stay at the vets, my mating life had been brutally foreshortened. There would be no more of that revolting sexy rubbing against furniture and more importantly, absolutely no mounting of Giulia, for me!  

	I was returned by a friendly and smiling green vested vet to the house. Dazed and a bit sore, between my hindlegs, with a huge Elizabethan ruff on my neck, I slept, peacefully, mostly in my cage. Much frustration and the most enormous fatigue, I could not even muster the energy to lick my wounds. Intervals on a tight lead to do my duty in the luscious garden, that I longed to race around and discover eventual escape routes to the huge sheltering trees in the gardens beyond. I wondered if this was to be my new life. I watched as la grandmere, in her candlewick dressing gown, shuffled her way around from the kitchen to the chesterfield from feeding duties to the television, grumbling her complaints at my tuneful howling of the previous nights... I gazed hopefully up at her anyway, my tummy always overdue for breakfast, always. 

	Giulia came to greet me, amiably, with stiff and smelly whiskers, at my cage door, as it was cautiously opened. It was late summer, and a coolish breeze greeted my welcoming nostrils, I padded towards the back door, Grandmere gently released me, finally from my collar.  Giulia in tow, I completed a tour of inspection of the garden, marking a few of the terracotta pots, weekly, my legs still pathetically feeble. 

	The inconfundible smell of fox still lingered in the camellias, though not fresh ... it must be covered... and a wild rabbit had been spotted making itself at home by the stone statue of the lovers- this was not to be tolerated! I must have fallen into a light doze on the soft spongy moss in the dappled shade of the copper beech tree: mesmerised, as watching the breeze ripple through the leaves twisting and tossing them in its wake. 

	A small burst of cross wind chased through the house... and I sensed a fragrance I definitely recognised... that hint of vanilla mixed with soft female teenage perspiration. I sat up alert, my paws warm in the sun. Barely breathing for the ecstatic waves of pure joy that rolled over and enveloped me...I barked ... and barked....  Yes! It was them! They had come back to get me!  

	I ran at top speed, all frailty forgotten, literally, as fast as my short but perfectly formed legs would carry me, practically flying. it seemed, around, over the long chairs, in the garden, rebounding into the soft cushions of the sofas in the sitting room, through the opened back door, and relaunching into the garden, slaloming though the terracotta pots, all the while yipping, yapping and squealing at the top of my puppy range... barking and barking... I could hear in the very back of my consciousness, voices reprimanding ߧNo... No... NO!ߨ... but my joy was too great, they were back, and what other way did I have of showing them? 

	Isabella, the legginess of a young foal, covered me in soft kisses as she giggled under my rain of excited licks, Sophia, all warmth, and athletic cuddles, smilingly but gently grasped my head and ruffled my ears, then the mother, Mamma C. 

	Laughing eyes, and that deep voice I sensed , that could change mood in a fraction of a second, from gentle canoodling and wheedling to a fierce bark of command, and I correctly understood that it would be important for me to follow her changing  thoughts, as it would be she , smelling distantly of wild figs and vanilla, who would in the  days, weeks, months and years to follow, who would serve as doctor in prescribing change of diet when my tum was a bit loose,, put drops in my ears and eyes with passing infections, stick thermometers indelicately up my bottom, which would habitually be rewarded with a ferocious nip, that she deftly and almost always successfully escaped, cook and serve me farm chicken thighs braised in olive oil, and take me on daily walks, come rain, snow or shine, through the fields of sheep , cows and horses. 

	Months of family life tumbled comfortably into one another, as we moved home, town and county, to Tenterden, in nearby Kent. The girls started their new schools in this new life in England. 

	They would leave  early in the morning, in sombre black uniforms, with moods to match, as I returned from my 6 am walk across the rec and into the fields behind the leisure centre, with my new found band of  doggy friends: Timmy, a retired greyhound, who lived above the electrical shop opposite, and for such an elegant, beautifully honed muscular canine example of perfection, produced the stinkiest and  surprisingly numerous piles  of poo, executed most inelegantly: Pippin, a loving and clumsy retriever, Tallulah, a somewhat  irritable Norfolk terrier, Nelson, my favourite friend, and rather handsome Irish terrier, whose owner however was not so keen, as I had, on occasion, when on long Sunday walks in the fields behind St. Mildred's, led him through dense thickets of thorny brambles, and then emerged miles further along the track , having lost him with his head stuck down a rabbit or badger hole: and Bella, a small and skinny dog, white with oddly placed brown patches-sort of gave the impression of generations of deprivation, but she was my running and chasing partner, and we would spend hours on the Rec, as winter subsided, and the days got longer and warmer.  
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