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For Poppy, who made it all happen xx
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Poppy

You brought me love, you brought me joy,
You brought me so much light.
It was you who gave me hope, the energy to fight.

I sometimes have to catch my breath,
To know that we’re apart.
But you, my darling gorgeous girl,
Are always in my heart.

I truly feel that in our lives,
Our dogs can change all things.
That doesn’t change, dear Poppy, now you have your angel wings.

So, fly my darling, smile your smile,
Run and play and hide.
For one day, someday, I’ll be there,
always by your side.


ONE

This is Me

‘Look at this, just look at all of this. It’s so beautiful.’

I was speaking to myself, whispering really, but there was someone else there, in spirit, at my side. I felt as if I was looking out at The Sanctuary through the big eyes of the dog who had been with me through so much, but who had crossed over the Rainbow Bridge the year before. I could never have believed that I would be standing here, looking out over three acres, with brightly coloured, luxury kennels behind me, all just waiting for dogs in need. The Sanctuary was well named, not just for those who would benefit from it, but as somewhere that was an incredible symbol for me too. This would be where I could change things, this was where a difference would be made. Looking out over it all, I allowed myself to feel a little bit of pride, even though I knew there was still a long way to go. This wonderful place was finally here, the first steps taken, the foundations well and truly laid, in every sense.

‘We’ve come a long way, Poppy, haven’t we, girl?’

Poppy.

The dog who never stopped looking at me, the dog who had inspired all of this. The dog who was no longer here in body, but whose soul was in everything I did.

‘You know that this is all down to you, don’t you? I miss you so much and I would never have dreamed so big without you.’ As I stood there, I felt as if I could almost touch her, as if I could just reach my hand down and scratch behind those ears while she looked up at me with a soppy, doggy smile on her face. If only. There was a hole in my life and my heart without her, and there always would be, but I knew I needed to just concentrate on what was here now, and what would be here in the future.

I’d only met Poppy a few years ago and yet, without her, I wouldn’t be standing here gazing at this retreat where street dogs would be brought for care, treatment and rehabilitation. It was a vision come true to have somewhere like this, but it was only one part of my plan to put in place a much bigger structure where those on the streets could access any help they needed, with their beloved dogs beside them every step of the way. None of it would be possible without the inspiration of Poppy. She was the one who had got me here, she was the one who had opened my eyes.

I’m running ahead of myself, as I’d always rather talk about dogs than me, but I’m the one who can give a voice to these animals, so I guess I’d better tell you a few things! I hate attention and I don’t really want to chat about anything other than dogs, but it’s all part of the story, I suppose. It’s the same for all of us, I believe. We can only really tell how we got here when we look back at where we’ve been.

So, I’m a Londoner through and through and – as you might have guessed by now – I love dogs. I’d say that was enough! I was brought up in the London Borough of Barnet, a city girl who was actually raised with cats rather than dogs. Mum always had a little feline friend around. The first one I remember was Pymmes, a tabby cat who didn’t like anyone other than Mum. Mum could get Pymmes to roll over on command, to do all sorts of tricks, but no one else could even make that cat shift an inch across the sofa if she didn’t want to. It’s not that I wasn’t close to her; it was more than she and Mum were in their own little bubble. I can sort of understand it now; I’ve had so many incredibly close relationships with dogs and cats and adored the times they have been in my life, that I know how important their unconditional love is.

I always loved animals – the fish tank we had with the big silver fat fish called Pharaoh, the ladybirds in the garden that I would put on leaves to keep them safe, the birds that pecked about in the garden – anything at all. Apart from spiders – no to those, thanks very much!

Back then, all the kids went out to play a lot and I kept an eye open for any animals, all the time. I’d have confronted anyone who was cruel to them, so I guess that was my ‘animals first’ side coming out, even at that young age. Thankfully, I didn’t ever have to, but I’m quite sure that they would have known the error of their ways if I’d even had a sniff of animal cruelty. I couldn’t understand it then and I can’t understand it now. We really don’t deserve animals, but we’re blessed to have them.

Pymmes was really the only furry creature I had at home though, and I used to write poems about her in English classes at school. However, it was clear that she was really Mum’s cat. In fact, Mum was obsessed with cats in general. She’d go to cat sanctuary open days; she’d look out for strays. I’m not sure what she was looking for, but she didn’t find it, and she never found another cat that she felt would fit in as well as Pymmes.

Pymmes was definitely the sole owner of us for a while – strictly in line with cats deciding what to do with us rather than the other way around!

Pymmes had been with Mum before I came into the picture. Mum had been in a pub one day, and this tiny little lost kitten was brought in. The first thing she did was knock over a bottle of Pimm’s, and there was her name – with a little twist – instantly! It must have been love at first sight because Mum brought her back to ours and she settled in immediately, I was told.

When I moved away from home as a teenager, I got a cat of my own whom I called Buster. I was still living in London and had gone to a rescue sanctuary one day, just to look, just to see what sort of kittens they had. I’m not sure anyone could ever walk away from a place like that without taking a little friend home with them, and as soon as I set my eyes on this tiny ball of silvery grey fluff, I immediately fell head over heels.

Having Buster at home was a dream come true. He was great company and I adored nurturing him, as well as finally getting all of the cuddles I had wanted from a pet since I was a little girl. He was mine, all mine, and I’d never had that sense of pure love in my life up until that point. It was then that I came to understand just how perfect animals can be, how they seem to sense what you need, and how they can fill the gaps in your life that you were desperately trying to avoid even looking at.

Buster was a tiny scrap of a thing with specks on his little grey face, and had a really playful nature. I couldn’t wait to get back from work every night as he was the best part of my day. He was always so pleased to see me; I never had to go and find him as he would come trotting to my side as soon as I opened the front door. Back then, it was the done thing to give milk to cats as no one really knew that the lactose could cause tummy problems, so Buster always knew that I would pour him a dish when I arrived home. His purring would be like a machine as he wove in and out of my legs, waiting for me to hurry up at the fridge, then contentedly lap at his bowl.

As he grew, I started letting him out. I lived in a quiet cul-de-sac and it would have been cruel to keep him indoors. But, sadly, the inevitable happened and he didn’t come home one evening. I searched for him that whole night, finally finding his little body on the side of the road. He had been hit by a car. I was devastated and couldn’t even pick him up. I called my mum, barely able to get the words out through my tears. Even though we’d had our moments, she knew what it was to love a cat with all your heart and I could rely on her to help me with this. She took him to the vet, but the poor soul was long gone. He was only two, he’d barely lived any life at all, but it had been full of love, I’d made sure of that.

My heart was breaking but everyone told me it would pass. To some, pets are ‘just’ that; they are ‘just’ animals and there can be a sense that it’s wrong to mourn them in the same way as a person. When I lost Buster, though, I learned that wasn’t the case at all. I actually thought I was abnormal as my grief continued because of the attitude of others. Some people did get terribly upset when their pets passed, of course, but this felt physical as well as emotional to me. My body was heavy – in fact, I thought I could feel the weight of my heart, and there was a constant pressure which I thought would never leave. While some people did treat their pets as family, they didn’t seem to look on them as their babies as such. It was different with Buster – he had been my whole world.

I’d connected so strongly with him and now he was gone. Every day when I came home from work, I was hit by a fresh wave of pain that he wasn’t there waiting for me, and it felt as though there was nothing to look forward to anymore. It was a genuine bereavement. However, I was young and busy so I did get through, or at least functioned as well as I could, even though I still felt heartbroken. I knew it was something that would never leave me.

I do wonder whether my reaction was disproportionate, but the truth is that I had gone from a difficult upbringing to a turbulent relationship. Again, it’s something I don’t really want to go into – the only important thing in my mind from that time is that I had a need to love and be loved. Animals could fill that hole in my heart and my life in a way that no person ever could. Buster had given me so much unconditional affection and I had felt able to return it without judgement or criticism – would I ever be able to do that again?

Six months after Buster had died, I did feel ready to welcome another little cat into my heart, but it didn’t mean that I had forgotten Buster in any way, shape or form. I was terrified. I wanted to love but what if the same thing happened to another cat? Managing to overcome my fear, I brought Gertie into my life in 1989. A gorgeous tabby bundle of fluff, she soon became very feisty and had such a distinctive character. Tabby cats often have that attitude, and I was glad that she had a totally different personality to Buster. Another thing that helped was that, thankfully, Gertie only ever went out into the back garden, never out of the front door, so my fears were eased slightly. She would sit on the grass, rolling onto her back in the sun, and it always seemed as if she wanted to stay as close to home as possible.

‘You’re such a good girl,’ I would say to her, as she sunbathed. ‘You stay at home forever, do you hear me? You stay safe and sound so Mummy never loses you.’ I’d give her a big kiss on her nose and I swear she looked at me as if she was taking in every word, and thinking, Why on earth would I leave here? I’ve got you at my beck and call!

Sadly, around the time I got Gertie, Pymmes died – she was more than twenty years old. I saw Mum grieve in a way I fully recognised. That cat had been her world and I knew that she would never get over the loss of her, just as I would never forget Buster. I know that there were people telling Mum just the things they had told me – you’ll get over it or she had a good life, but it doesn’t matter what age they are or how good you have made their lives, you just feel that gaping hole where their love used to be.

I believe animals come to you rather than you going to them. When you are blessed with a dog, cat or any other creature in your world, it’s them who made the choice to come into it, not you. Even if you go to a rescue centre, you’ll be chosen, not the other way about. The timid puppy who finds enough bravery to walk over and lick your hand; the older cat who has been sitting at the back of her cage for months but who finally gets up to purr as you stroke her head; they are telling you, I’m for you and you’re for me. There’s a purity to that relationship that you’ll never get from another human.

I also truly believe that I was an abused animal in a previous life. My soul hurts when I think of animal pain, and the fact that the feeling is so intense makes me feel that I must have been one once, that I must have gone through that too. I feel more settled with animals than I ever do with humans and I have very few friends. When I wonder where all this has all come from, it leads me back to the belief that I have been here before, maybe many times, and I am now in this world at this time and in this form to make a difference to these precious creatures.

During that earlier time in my life, though, I’m not sure that I had thought all of that through so clearly, as there were so many other things happening. I used to sit in the garden with Gertie, telling her all of my worries as she lolled about. She was a key part of my tiny family, and then my family grew. In 1991, my son, Bradley, was born. It wasn’t the easiest time of my life as my baby basically had no immune system. He was in and out of hospital constantly while he was still very young. All I wanted was my little boy, but he was often hooked up to a drip.

‘I’ll learn,’ I told the medical staff. ‘I might not be a doctor or a nurse, but I’ll learn. Teach me how to look after him, teach me everything to do with his drips and injections and medication, and I’ll take the best care of him in the world. Just please, please, let me take him home for a little bit.’

Thankfully, they did. Luckily, I’ve never been squeamish and I soon knew just how to deal with it all. Thanks to the wonderful help of the hospital staff, and with a bit of time and patience, to my relief Bradley got to the stage where he was a perfectly happy and healthy little boy, but those were dark days for me as a new mother.

My relationship was still very difficult, and would remain so until we separated when I was in my thirties, but my beloved cat and my gorgeous little boy were two beautiful rays of hope in the middle of it all. Gertie always sat at the end of Bradley’s cot; the two of us already had such a strong bond, so she never felt left out when Bradley arrived and we were a tight-knit group of three from the beginning. As Bradley grew, he was so gentle with her and I think they both knew from the start that they had special places in my heart. Of course, everyone loves their baby – or they should – but it was as if Bradley acknowledged from a very early age that I would never have pushed Gertie aside just because I had a child. That was my little family. I was happy with one baby and Gertie had been spayed, which meant no little ones for her, which meant that we were both mummies to Bradley.

In 1993, when my son was two, we moved to a bigger house with a large garden. Gertie kept to her old routine of staying nearby, lazing on the grass whenever she could. I’d see her from the kitchen window as I made dinner or did the washing-up, and this was always a comfort to me during very difficult personal times.

By now, you’re probably wondering why I’m telling you so much about cats when you were promised dogs! The truth is, it was cats who were around so much at the beginning, and it was cats who made me realise that I loved animals so much. There were no dogs in my life at that point – but they would come in time.

I don’t know why, but all the stray cats in the neighbourhood used to turn up in my garden. Maybe Gertie had passed word to the others, or maybe they sensed I was a soft touch once I fed the first strays, but it wasn’t long before there was a whole gang of them hanging around. I wouldn’t just feed them, I’d take them to the vet and make beds for them in winter. The beds were made from boxes lined with blankets and tinfoil to retain the heat, and I’d line them all up like a little dormitory. Sometimes I’d even find foxes in there when it was really cold.

I remember one day doing the family shop and the trolley was piled high with cat food.

‘Oooh, you must have a few!’ laughed the woman on the checkout.

I could feel myself flushing, knowing that, technically, I only had Gertie, but I couldn’t admit to that given that I looked like I was shopping for about twenty of them!

‘You know how it is!’ I smiled. ‘Cats can be fussy so best make sure I’m covered!’

I certainly was – I was covered for every cat in the neighbourhood, and that was just the start of it!
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