House Hunting - Lois J. Peterson

I was hardly listening to Frances's instructions. What’s to figure out?
" You move in, take over, take care of things, and eventually get to go
home.

“What’s that about chickens?” I asked.

“Only in the morning, and no further than the kitchen.”

“And the toast?”

She said, “Don’t give them anything else to eat besides toast.”

She had one of those little scooters, like the one 1 had when I was a
kid — one foot on the ground providing the momentum, one on the
rubber ridges of the footplate. Hands on the handlebars. Scooters are
big again; hers is the kind with motor. Those in charge of the world, the
courts, the city, the streets, can’t decide what to do with them. She did.
She drove hers to work and all the kids loved it.

She’s not a teacher. Her clothes give her away. Like she borrowed
them from someone richer, poorer, taller, shorter. She hardly notices,
thinks that wearing scarves with everything makes it better. Sometimes
it does.

She runs the Before and After School Program. She hugs the kids,
yells a lot. Sings. Has been known to get everyone out dancing in the
rain. The kids love her. Administration keeps its distance.

I agreed to house-sit for her, almost before she asked.

I knew about the dogs and the blind horse. Had been warned about
the cats, too many to count. On her way to the airport she called to
remind me about the chickens.

“So let me get this right. The chickens are allowed in the house?”

“George. You have to learn to listen better. Only in the mornings, I
said. And no further than the kitchen.”

“Right. And the toast?”

“They’ll eat everything. But give them toast, that’s all.”

“What about peanut butter?”

“Bare toast. Naked. Dry and unbuttered. Just toast,” Frances said.

She must have been using a cellphone; the line went fuzzy then.

“You can save money by house-sitting,” My mother was always
telling me. She's an investment fiend, and has long been advising me
that my security lies in the property market. She takes me househunting
when I can’t think of a reason not to go. But I'm happy living on the
edges of other people’s lives.

One house had an ocean view with more chrome and leather than
I've ever seen in one place. A kitchen with nine appliances. I only used
five of them in the whole six months I was there.

When the dentist came back from Boulogne I moved into a
townhouse in False Creek. That place made me feel like I was caught
under some aged matron’s skirts, all chintz and soft upholstery, hard to
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