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The Household Couple

# One: A Career in Hospitality

It was our desire to spend more time together that prompted Michele and me in September 1992 to leave behind the corporate world in Johannesburg, South Africa, and relocate to Plettenberg Bay on the Western Cape coast.

Our ten-hour workdays, five days a week, in different companies, with lengthy times spent in congested traffic, was not what we were after.

More by fluke than planning did we end up helping our neighbours on their guest farm over the Christmas season. 

Although in uncharted waters, we both enjoyed the interaction with the guests during our first season in hospitality. We worked longer hours, but we were working together, under one roof. We discovered that we worked well together. 

From that Christmas season on there was no doubt in our minds that we had found our niche as a team in Hospitality. For the next seven years we worked in country inns, on a privately owned wine estate, and in restaurants, building up our skills towards the next step.

In October 2000, we left South Africa for a short spell in a hotel in Scotland, followed by our first appointment as a management couple of a typical English pub hotel near Liverpool. In early 2002, we were hired as the general management couple of an award-winning boutique hotel on the Wirral, on the other side of Liverpool. 

Coming from South Africa, we both missed the sunshine. Much to the owner’s disappointment, we resigned, packed our car and crossed the Engluish Channel by ferry to Northern Spain. With no definite plans in mind, we travelled along the coastline of Portugal to Gibraltar, soaking up the sunshine that we had so missed along the way.

By the end of September, we reached Marbella and, lying on the beach one morning, Michele spotted an advertisement in the English edition of the local newspaper, which read “Household couple required by retired English Gentleman”, and with a local telephone number. Three hours later, dressed in our dark hotel-management suits, we were parked outside the imposing wrought-iron gates of a grand Spanish Villa set in lush gardens. 

# Two: A Very Casual Interview

The first creature to respond to the chimes audible through the wide-open, double doors to the foyer was a big, long-haired German Shepherd dog, who came bounding down the curved-marble, entrance stairs.

“Rebel!” shouted the portly gentleman that followed him. Indicating for us to drive into the forecourt, he opened the remote-controlled gates.

“Just like ours,” said Michele, referring to the German Shepherds we had owned in South Africa. A friendly sniff and a tail wag as we got out of our Audi reassured us of the dog’s gentle nature. Mr P’s command to leave, moreover was totally ignored.

A minute later, we were seated on a broad leather settee facing Mr P who was now sprawling in an over-sized, matching-leather armchair, bare feet resting on an equally matching footstool. With his reading glasses perched precariously on his nose he was rapidly scanning our CV.

“Quite impressive!” he said with an unmistakable Yorkshire accent. In clipped precise sentences he outlined our duties.

“Three meals a day plus afternoon tea; housekeeping, shopping, gardening, maintenance and minor repairs; pool car; and taking Rebel for his daily walk. Once or twice a month, my family come to visit, and then we have dinner parties.”

We both sat upright and nodded as he went on without a single question being asked.

“I have more applicants to interview and then I will let you know.”

That was the full extent of the interview. I don’t think we spoke more than a dozen words between the two of us.

When we had not heard from Mr P after three days, we phoned him again under the pretext that we had some questions. Finally, in the second interview, we had the chance to ask about the accommodation he was offering, the number days off, and the salary.

“I have a Bedsitter for you off the double garage,” he replied. “You can take time off when I go to the UK on business, and you can start on the first of the month after the current housekeepers has worked her notice. I will start you on two thousand Euros a month with a revision after three months.”

In the double garage were a silver-grey 500-S class Mercedes and a red Ford Mustang convertible. The apartment was compact but freshly painted, simply furnished, and totally adequate for the two of us.

So, that was that. We had made the transition from boutique hotel general managers in miserable England to a household couple on the 

Costa del Sol – the famous Sunshine Coast in Spain – in two months. Okay, we took a knock in salary, but we were convinced we would get a raise once he saw how we worked as a team.

# Three: The Private Household Couple

The job was easy, and we settled in quickly. Rick, as Mr P insisted that we call him, was very casual and his meals were typically British: bacon and eggs, toast, marmalade and a pot of Twining’s Breakfast Tea at 8.30 a.m. For lunch he went out to eat, mostly in Puerto Banus, where he kept a motor yacht anchored in the port. Dinner was either fish and chips, bangers and mash, or a pie and chips. No veggies or salads, because he ate those at lunchtime.

His days, apart from his lunch outings, were spent in front of his wide-screen TV with Surround Sound or on his PC in the office. Although in his late 70s, he still held on to the chairmanship of his company, with his oldest son as the CEO, and the younger son in Marketing.

In 2002/2003, the Costa del Sol was the playground for British expats, so nobody spoke Spanish: even the Spanish shopkeepers spoke fluent English. The main road in our suburb of San Pedro had several karaoke and sports bars next to each other, all filled to the brim until the early morning hours.

Rick, ever-so British, insisted I shop at Asda supermarket in Gibraltar with his English-Pound credit card because it was tax free. Never mind the petrol and the three-hour round trip.

His family by contrast were the exact opposite. When they found out on their first visit that I was a professional chef, they cancelled their restaurant reservation and asked me to prepare seafood platters. 

With the money that they had anticipated to have spent in the restaurant in my pocket, I drove to Cortes Ingles food emporium and bought langoustines, king prawns, mussels, oysters and seabream fillets. Served with a variety of condiments, a simply tossed green salad and hot, crusty baguettes, we made friends for life.

As I said, our job was easy. Michele focused on housekeeping and the laundry, while I looked after the swimming pool, the pumps, and the garden in between serving Rick his meals. Rebel, the German Shepherd became my shadow, eagerly awaiting his walks through the neighbourhood with me. 

Top priority after breakfast had been served were the cars. His Mercedes had to be cleaned outside and inside every day before his outings. The Ford Mustang was the toy of his younger son who told me to look after it and drive it once a week at least. I did not need to be told twice. With the top down my shopping trips to Gibraltar took on a new dimension, or so I thought.

Passing the first highway patrol well within the speed limit, I was immediately followed and signalled to pull over. Seeing an unfamiliar face behind the wheel, the traffic officer looked at my driver’s licence and asked me how I came to be driving the Mustang. My explanation accepted, he told me that P junior had many unpaid speeding fines and that he would impound the car. My innocent plea that I would sort it out, however, let me off the hook and from then on I only drove the Ford Mustang down the side streets.

On one of my shopping trips to Gibraltar, I purchased my first laptop computer in a duty-free, 

electronics shop together with a modem to connect to the Internet.

Our later search focused on the salary scales on offer to household couples. It turned out that we were at the bottom of the scale by international standards. We also noticed that there were different levels of household couples from caretakers at the bottom of the scale to butlers at the top of the salary scale.

“Why don’t we become butlers?” asked Michele.

Why indeed not?

We e-mailed our CVs to a couple of agencies and signed up with the Home Staffing Network in the USA and AOG in Germany.

But life is not a straight line: it twists and turns before you finally attain your goal.

First we were side-tracked by an offer to manage a beach resort in the Caribbean before
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