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About the Book

Includes colour photos of some of the stars of the Home!

A personal look at life in Battersea Dogs & Cats Home, with real-life, heart-warming stories and tips on how to give your perfect pet the best home possible.

Melissa Wareham always wanted to work with dogs when she grew up - and got her first job at Battersea Dogs & Cats Home, cleaning out the kennels!

Inside this book you can meet Tulip the mongrel, who liked to ride solo on the bus, stinky Pepe le Pew, who arrived in need of a wash, and Benjamin, the lucky lurcher picked to greet the Queen when she visited the Home.


‘I don’t have much experience with dogs,’ I told Mr Wadman Taylor. ‘As my parents wouldn’t let me have one, but I’m a fast learner, really keen and I have loved dogs since the day I was born …’

Melissa Wareham always loved dogs and wanted to work with them. Her life changed for ever on the day she got her first job at Battersea Dogs & Cats Home. To clean out the kennels!

Meet some of the wonderful doggy friends Melissa met over the years in this heart-warming real-life tale.
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CHAPTER ONE

Like a Dog with a Bone

‘No! Absolutely not! There is no way we are getting a dog!’ my mum said, turning redder and redder. She was beginning to look like a tomato.

‘It’s not fair,’ I wailed. ‘All my friends have got one.’

‘And all your friends have lost interest in them and now their mums and dads have to walk them, feed them and clear up after them.’ Mum was so horrified by the idea of getting a dog that her eyes were nearly popping out of her head.

‘Your mother’s right,’ my dad added from behind his newspaper. ‘You’d only get bored with a dog.’

But she wasn’t right and neither was he, and if only they could see into my heart, they’d realize it was aching for a dog and that I would never, ever lose interest in it or get bored with it.

I was eight years old and ever since I could remember, having a dog was all I could think about. Whenever I was due a free wish – from eating strawberries for the first time every summer, to seeing a black cat or catching snowflakes – it was always the same: ‘I wish that I had a dog.’ I never imagined there might be a day when I’d have 700!

We never had any animals when I was growing up; my family just didn’t get any. I tried to persuade my older brother that getting a dog would be an excellent idea; double pester-power would surely make my parents cave in.

‘Go on,’ I said to him. ‘It’ll be brilliant. We can share the dog – you could have it Monday to Wednesday and I’ll have it for the rest of the time.’

‘What do I want with a dog?’ he said. ‘I’d rather have a new computer, thank you very much.’

I couldn’t understand this. Why would anyone want a new computer over a dog? You can’t take a computer for a walk; it won’t play fetch with you and it certainly wouldn’t make a very good best friend either. In my eyes nothing could compare with having a real, live dog.

Everything I owned was doggy: dog slippers, dog lunch box, dog pyjamas, dog books and dog duvet and pillows. I had everything but the dog!

I knew everything there was to know about them too, like:

• they all have pink tongues except for chow-chows who have bluish-black tongues.

• basenjis are the only dogs that can’t bark.

• and Newfoundland dogs actually have webbed feet!

Even though my parents were impressed by all my dog knowledge, I knew they’d never give in. But then again, neither would I. I was like a dog with a bone.

‘Pleeease,’ I begged, my voice rising to a frustrated screech, ‘I won’t get bored, I promise. I’ve saved up all my pocket money for the last two years and I’ll buy the dog. I can even pay for its collar and lead, some toys and its food and water bowls,’ I squeaked, barely able to speak.

‘No,’ came their terrible and very final-sounding reply. ‘It’s not about paying for stuff. It’s about us having to look after the dog once the novelty has worn off. Dogs are a big responsibility, you know.’

I knew that! I’d been dreaming about having this responsibility for ever. They just didn’t understand and I was afraid they never would.

I’ve always loved dogs. From the tips of their cold, wet noses and their big fluffy ears, right down to their four furry feet and wagging tails.

In fact, my first ever memory involved a dog.

When I was three years old my mum and I went shopping. Outside the shop was an enormous German shepherd dog, like the ones the police have. My mum was inside, busy filling up her shopping basket with horrid green vegetables I knew she was buying for me to eat later, so I wandered out to the front of the shop to say hello to the dog. He was as big as me, his fur was black and brown and he had enormous paws. Our brown eyes met at exactly the same height, but with his long, pointy ears he was taller than me. I didn’t feel scared at all; in fact, I took a step closer to him. He looked right into my eyes whilst sniffing the air in my direction. I took another step closer until we were nose-to-nose.

‘Woof!’ I said, trying to speak to him in his own language. Somewhere inside the shop I heard a shopping basket clatter to the ground. Four potatoes and a cabbage came rolling out towards me. The German shepherd dog yawned a gigantic yawn, almost big enough to swallow me whole. His breath smelled terrible, like dog food, and he had the biggest teeth I’d ever seen. My, what big teeth you have, Grandma, I thought to myself. They were so long and white and sharp that any wolf would have been proud to own them. After this very impressive yawn, he just turned away, rather bored. I left him and toddled back into the shop where I found my mum frozen to the spot, her hands covering her open mouth, a terrified look on her face.
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A week before I turned nine, my parents asked me what I wanted for my birthday.

‘A dog,’ I said, as if they didn’t know.

‘Anything else?’ they enquired hopefully.

‘No.’

The morning of my birthday arrived and I padded down the stairs, still in my pyjamas, still sleepy, hair sticking out in every direction. My parents were waiting for me in the kitchen. They were acting very strangely, standing side by side and grinning, as though they were hiding something behind them. I knew that look on my dad’s face. It was his ‘you are going to love this’ face.

A thought too wonderful to even hope for raced across my mind. Had they finally given in and got me a dog? No, surely they couldn’t have – could they? They were so excited I began to think that maybe they had.

‘Close your eyes and hold out your hands,’ my mum said, barely able to control her voice. My heart was pounding as visions flooded through my head. Would it be a boy or a girl puppy? What colour would it be? How old? How big? Would its ears be pointed or floppy? I held out my shaking hands, hardly daring to breathe.

‘Hold them flat and still, you don’t want to drop him,’ said my dad.

Him? Oh my goodness, they had … I held my hands out as flat and as still as I possibly could. I could almost feel my new puppy’s warm furry bottom in my hands.

Something was very gently placed in my upturned palms.

Hmm. This is strange, I thought to myself, eyes still closed. I could feel a cool, smooth, hard, flat object. It weighed about the same as my school lunch box (before I’d eaten the contents). For a terrible moment, I thought it was my lunch box, or a new one at any rate.

Then I slowly opened one eye. I didn’t really know what I was seeing so I opened both eyes. I looked down upon something resembling a soldier’s helmet. It was greeny-brown with rather pretty circular patterns on it. Right at that moment, a head, followed by a tail and four scaly legs with sharp claws at the ends, shot out from beneath the helmet. I was so shocked I screamed and almost dropped it. The head, four legs and tail flew back in – and then it dawned on me.

My parents had got me a tortoise!

I felt like screaming and crying and slamming doors, because in my heart of hearts I knew what this meant – this was as good as it was going to get; they were never, ever going to let me have a dog – or anything with fur, for that matter.

We named the tortoise Spiro and I tried to love him, but apart from the fact he had four legs, a head and a tail, nothing about him resembled a dog.

I tried to walk him but he was too slow.

When I called him he just wouldn’t come. I threw a ball for him, which he wouldn’t bring back.

And when I tried to tell him my problems, he got bored and retreated back into his mobile home.

At school the following week, a lady from Guide Dogs for the Blind came to our assembly. She brought a Labrador called Dillon with her; he had beautiful brown eyes, honey-coloured fur and a long pink tongue. She explained how, with special training, dogs like Dillon could help their blind owners do lots of things they couldn’t do without a guide dog.

‘Dillon is only one year old and still in training,’ said the lady, ‘but he’s learning to help people cross the road, get on and off buses and even help them with their supermarket shopping.’ Dillon showed us how by picking up a can of baked beans with his teeth and putting it into a shopping basket!

When we were allowed to ask questions, I was the first to put up my hand.

‘Where did you get Dillon from?’ I asked his handler.

‘I found him when he was just eight weeks old at a place called Battersea Dogs & Cats Home. It’s a rescue centre in southwest London where hundreds of lost and unwanted dogs are taken,’ she explained. ‘The poor little fellow had been wandering down a busy London street all on his own. He might have been run over had a kind lady not picked him up and taken him to Battersea Dogs Home.’

Dillon was one of the lucky ones – he was chosen to become a guide dog – but I wondered about all the other dogs at Battersea that still needed looking after, needed to find new homes.

It was a mystery to me how so many could all fit under one roof. And in London too! It would be much easier in the country; there would be lots of fields for them to run around in, but where could that many dogs run in London? I thought about offering our back garden, but I didn’t think my dad would be very happy to let all those dogs run loose in his vegetable patch!

At the end of the talk we got to stroke Dillon. He loved all the attention, wagging his tail throughout.

Our homework was to write about Guide Dogs for the Blind and the work they did. My teacher gave me an A[image: image]! It was the only A[image: image] I ever got.

A year later, when I was ten, my dad asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. That was easy.

‘A vet,’ I said. ‘I want to work with dogs and especially help the sick ones.’

‘Ew!’ said my brother. ‘Why would you want to work with animals? They smell, they poo, they puke and they’ve got fleas.’

‘They sound a bit like you!’ I replied, which earned me a clip round the ear from my dad.

Becoming a vet was easier said than done. I tried to work hard at school and pass my exams, but most of the time I found myself staring out of the window, daydreaming about dogs, wishing I had one and trying to work out how on earth I could get one.

All my friends at school wanted to be footballers or pop stars, but I didn’t see the point of that. Why kick a ball around if it wasn’t for a dog to chase? And if you wanted to sing, you could just do it in the shower.

My school days flew by and before I knew it, it was time to leave. I passed some exams, but not enough to become a vet. This little hiccup didn’t put me off my dream of working with dogs, though. If I couldn’t be a vet, I’d help them in some other way.

I reached for the phone. I knew exactly who to call.
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