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Preface

This is how my day begins. The squeak of a floorboard wakes me. The bedroom is in total darkness. No light comes through the westerly facing window. Not a shadow shows itself. I hear feet pattering across the wooden floor of the corridor. The noise stops, indicating not that the visitor has halted but that he has crossed the threshold of the bedroom and is now walking on carpet. A few moments later there is a bump on the side of the bed. I feel hot breath in my face. I hear a plaintive piping sound – meep, meep. I reach out and stroke a furry head. Damp whiskers butt against my hand. I stretch out and fumble for the alarm clock, a small electric one I bought for £2.75 when I first moved to London nearly thirty years ago. At some point the lid of the battery section has been lost and now, when I lift it and try to find the button that makes the face light up, the battery falls out. I rummage on the bedside table for it, almost upsetting a glass of water. A book tumbles to the floor. I find the battery, slot it back into the clock and push the button. I stare at the hands on the clock. They are blurred. For a brief moment I think that we have all overslept and my eleven-year-old daughter has missed the school bus. Then the hands come into better focus and I realise that it is not twenty-five past eight but twenty to five. ‘Too early, Manny,’ I hiss.

I put the clock back. I shove the dog away, ‘It’s pitch dark. Go back to your bed.’ There is silence. Then the sound of footsteps on the wooden floor, the squeak of a floorboard and the rummaging sound of Little Man (to give him his full name) circling round on his beanbag in front of the stove in the sitting room. I close my eyes.

Squeak, patter, patter, silence, bump, meep, meep. I reach for the clock. Press the button. It still says twenty to five. The battery must have fallen out of it when I put it down. I find my watch. I stare hopefully at it in the blackness, but the watch is even older than the alarm clock, purchased in the Persian Gulf when I was seventeen, and all its luminosity wore off long ago. I stretch for the light switch. The angle-poise flashes on like an explosion. I squint at the watch, at Manny. ‘It’s only fifteen minutes since you were last here,’ I say. ‘Look,’ I wave a hand towards the curtains. ‘Look. Outside. No. Sun. Nothing. Dark. Black. Go back to bed.’ I turn off the light. Patter, patter, squeak, scrunch, scrunch. I close my eyes. I remember the battery and put it back in the clock. I close my eyes again.

Squeak, patter, patter, silence, bump, meep, meep. I pat Manny’s head. I reach for the clock. Five thirty-five. A vague grey light is faintly discernible through the curtains. ‘Still too early,’ I say.

‘Meep, meep,’ Manny replies.

‘No,’ I say. ‘No way. It’s still dark.’

Manny leans his head to one side and starts sliding it back and forth along the duvet, banging his nose against my arm. ‘Oh, hell,’ I say after a minute of this gentle buffeting. ‘What’s the point? I’d never get to sleep anyway.’

I get out of bed. My clothes are on a chair. The T-shirt is inside the shirt, which is in turn inside a zipped-up fleece. I pick them up and force them over my head. Members of Special Forces can dismantle and reassemble a machine gun blindfolded; I can put on five layers of clothing in total darkness without waking the rest of the family.

I step around the bed, feeling ahead for the doorway. I bump into a wardrobe. Kick a shoe. Finally feel the door-frame. Out in the corridor, light the shade of raw pastry is filtering through from the kitchen windows. In a corner of the sitting room the red display on the DVD player glows. I gaze across at it. The whole room seems encased in a shifting fog. It is so early in the morning it’s as if the pixels that form the world have not yet got around to coalescing. I blink at the DVD display. 5:48.

I pull on my already laced boots, haul on my anorak, pick up the retractable lead. I look around. Manny is sitting in the corridor. I shake the leader. He watches me unmoved. ‘Well, come on,’ I hiss. ‘You wanted this, not me.’ I crouch down and he trots across. We walk out through the front door into a world the colour of a tramp’s vest. The sun has not yet raised itself sufficiently to bring colour to the world. Everything is murky monochrome. ‘This is the last time,’ I say to Manny as I unlatch the front gate. ‘You understand? The last time.’ He looks up expectantly and wags his tail, his expression is gleeful, ‘Come on, then,’ I say. ‘Let’s go.’


January

My dog Manny is a petit basset griffon Vendéen. The name is almost as long as he is, but not quite. Basset griffons are scent hounds. When I told a friend of mine from London that he said, ‘What, you mean he hunts perfume?’ He had a vision of a shaggy dog chasing through Penhaligon’s on the trail of an eau de toilette with citric overtones and a delicate hint of sandalwood. Which is not the case, of course, though sometimes I think it would make life easier if it were.

In the house, Manny can hardly bear to be parted from human company. If you go in the bathroom you can be certain that he’ll be sitting dutifully by the door when you come out. In the open air, though, he’s a completely different creature. Unclip his leader and he sticks his nose up, nostrils twitching, and hurtles off into the distance without once looking back. Scent hounds have been bred to be independent. Most dogs follow you, scent hounds expect you to follow them.

Our previous dog Ingemar the standard schnauzer was a much bigger and more macho dog than Manny. He wouldn’t let other dogs across the threshold of our house and he fought, or attempted to fight, with every male he met, including, on one frankly rather Jerry Springer-like occasion, his own father. Despite his high level of masculine feistiness Ingo hated to take the lead. This would have been fine, except for one thing: he only ever realised this once he was out in front. Walking along a narrow path with him consisted of a round of stops and starts. He’d be loitering behind, then he’d be gripped with the idea of command and barge his way to the front. Once he got there it would suddenly dawn on him that he was in the lead and he’d panic and stop dead in his tracks, and whoever had previously been at the front until Ingo overtook them, would trip over him and curse. Over the course of a mile this might happen a dozen times. Ingo liked the thrill of leadership, but he couldn’t take the responsibility. Somewhere in his mind was the knowledge that he wasn’t actually the leader, that if he set off in one direction those behind might just head off in another and when he looked around he would find himself alone.

Manny has no such fear. I once read that you could always tell somebody who went to a grand public school because if you met him in the street you ended up walking in the same direction he was going, even if you actually wanted to go the opposite way entirely. Manny didn’t go to a grand public school, but he has the confidence of his breeding.

The basset griffon is a hunting dog. The original French hunting hound was something like the shaggy-coated griffon Nivernais, a dog that can trace its antecedents back to the painted caves of Lascaux. The griffon Nivernais, like its cousins the grand griffon Vendéen and grand fauve de Bretagne is a large breed used for la grande vénerie – deer and wild boar. In France only the aristocracy were allowed to hunt on horseback and you needed to be mounted to follow a griffon. So the peasants bred a type of griffon they could follow on foot: a sawn-off version. Basset comes from the French for ‘low’. On his short legs, the basset griffon would trot along at a pace a pedestrian could just about keep up with and, in case they couldn’t, it was also bred to signal its whereabouts by baying and yelping. When Little Man is on a trail the noises he makes are high-pitched and excited, like the distant sound of an infant school playground at break time. Huntsmen call this sound the hound’s ‘note’. The note of the basset griffon is so loud and so cunningly pitched that you can hear it from a long, long way off. When we were on holiday on the Isle of Mull one Easter I climbed to the top of Beinn Chreagach. Beinn Chreagach is 1200 feet high. As I sat on the summit eating some sandwiches I heard an unmistakable piping bark. I took out a pair of binoculars and, sure enough, there were my partner Catherine and daughter Maisie walking Manny on a beach a couple of miles away.

There are two types of basset griffon Vendéen, the petit and the grand (there is also a medium sized dog, the briquet griffon Vendéen, which is the size of a springer spaniel). The grand is slightly taller at the shoulder and reputedly less mercurial than the little version. All these breeds came originally from a département of France on the Atlantic coast south of Brittany. If anybody in Britain has heard of the Vendée it is usually because there’s a round-the-world yacht race named in its honour. The other export from the Vendée that you sometimes come across in Britain is a breed of sheep, the Vendéen. The Vendéen’s most notable characteristics are ruddy cheeks and bushy whiskers that give it the appearance of a Dickensian coachman.

To the French, the Vendée is a byword for backwardness. During the 1998 World Cup I shared a compartment on the long train journey from Bordeaux to Lyon with an old lady from Verdun and a young man from Cholet, which was not only in the Vendée but – even more excitingly – also had a Womble named after it. The young man from Cholet was neatly dressed and immaculately coiffed and manicured. He worked on a cruise liner as a cabin steward. ‘Ooh,’ the old woman said cheerily, ‘maybe you’ll get to meet a rich American lady and marry her.’ The young man from Cholet smiled seraphically at the old lady and cocked an eyebrow in my direction because, to be honest, he couldn’t have been more obviously gay than if he’d worn a Judy Garland Appreciation Society T-shirt and a leather cap. ‘The Vendée is nice,’ he said. ‘Very pretty. But it is very conservative, very behind everywhere else. You know what the other French say about us? They say that if the end of the world is coming, move to the Vendée. It won’t reach there for another twenty years at least.’

The basset griffon shares some of the physical characteristics of the basset hound. It has the same long ears, bowed back-legs and deep chest. In temperament, though, it is quite different. The people of the Vendée are renowned for being stubborn and independent and it is said that the dogs they bred inherited these characteristics. ‘They have great charm and a certain charisma,’ the huntsman George Johnston wrote of the basset griffons in his book The Hounds of France. ‘There is nothing sad or reposeful about them, on the contrary they are active and have a distinctive head carriage, it is held high, challenging all comers in a “What I have I hold” attitude.’ That seemed to me a perfect summary.

Aside from backwardness, cussedness and a famous and bloody revolt against the French Republic in 1793 that left the region devastated, the Vendée is also well known in France for its expanse of wild country, the bocage vendéen, a great wooded thicket of gorse and hawthorn. This bocage was the country the basset griffon Vendéen were bred to hunt in. That’s why they have a shaggy, coarse coat and an apparent total indifference towards things getting stuck to them. Most dogs will pick incessantly at burrs and twigs that get entangled in their fur, but Little Man is impervious to such concerns. Quite often he curls up in bed with burdocks and lengths of bramble bush all over him. Left to his own devices he would look like a garden bonfire.

In the Vendée and across France they hunted with packs of basset griffons. It was the most popular hunting dog in the country and rarely kept as a pet. When we stayed at a rented apartment in Paris the lady who owned it invited us to her apartment for a drink. The Parisian lady had one of those little Parisian dogs – part Chihuahua, part gerbil. The dog had sandy fur and pointy ears and the lady called it Isis because she thought it looked Egyptian. She asked us if we had a dog. We told her we did and that he was a petit basset griffon Vendéen. The lady nodded, ‘Ah,’ she said approvingly. ‘C’est un chien sportif.’ I liked the idea of a chien sportif.

Quite what the basset griffon Vendéen were used to hunt remained sketchy to me. Some Anglophone breed books say rabbits and hares, others, that they are for driving game birds, others claim small deer, or even boar. When it came to foreign working breeds this haziness was fairly common. A similar thing occurs with standard schnauzers. Some say they were carriage dogs, others that they travelled on carts with the itinerant peddlers of Baden-Wurtemburg. It seemed to me to depend on the world view of the writer. Some like a dog that is doughty, tough and working-class, others want something noble and gallant. Personally, I tend towards the former point of view: not for any political reasons but because I think it is hard to be noble and gallant when you spend a percentage of every day licking your own privates.

What was certain was that these chiens sportifs were not generally expected to kill their prey. Their job was to lead the huntsman to it so he could finish it off with a gun. One afternoon, Manny chased a rabbit that had got into the garden and managed to get it trapped in a corner between a fence and the dry stone wall. Once it was there, he sat down and watched it. And when I ran over he looked up at me with what I can only describe as a happy and expectant expression. ‘I’ve done my bit,’ he seemed to be saying. ‘Now it’s your turn.’ Not being un homme sportif, I let the rabbit go. That night it bit the heads off an entire row of marigolds. Sometimes mercy is overrated.

The petit basset griffon Vendéen gradually spread across France until there were believed to be several hundred thousand of them in working packs. The splendidly named Sir Rupert Buchanan-Jardine of Milk Castle brought the first imports to Britain in the 1930s, but the War soon curtailed any attempt to popularise them and the current generation didn’t actually get here until 1969. In some ways, the swinging sixties were probably as good a time as any for a shaggy-haired dog to turn up on these shores. When I mentioned Manny to my cousin, a keen shooting man with a pair of working spaniels, he said, ‘Oh yes, I know those. They look very “Wow, like, heavy, man.”’

I said that Manny’s coat is coarse and shaggy and that’s true of most of it, the white part. But Manny also has tan and brown patches (he is what the breed books call a tricolore) and these are smooth, like the coat of a Labrador. The upshot of all this clever breeding is that Manny has a large head, short bowed legs, long pendulous ears, a vigorously wagging tail and a long shaggy coat, except where it is short and smooth. He looks, as one friend put it, like several other dogs squashed together. This rather ad hoc appearance puzzles quite a lot of people who meet him. ‘Isn’t he lovely,’ they say. ‘Do you know what his parents were?’ Manny looks like a mutt, but he can trace his ancestors back to the sixteenth century. He is an aristocrat in mufti.

Experts believe that a scent hound’s sense of smell may be a million times more sensitive than that of a human. That is quite an extraordinary thing. If a man or woman had a similar ability they’d be slapped on the pages of Marvel or DC comics right next to Spiderman and the Human Torch.

Scent is left on the ground by tread, but it also floats in the air. Particles lift from the ground due to evaporation, or hang there after an animal has passed by. It isn’t only fear of being seen that lead many creatures to stay motionless when they are under threat. Just as the human eye detects movement faster than it does shapes or colours, so the hound’s nose detects a moving animal quicker than one that is standing still.

Everything about Manny’s head is designed to help him smell. His long whiskers dust the ground and when he bends over something his ears fall forwards so that they form a cowl, trapping in the scent like the hoods worn by obsessive French gastronomes when tucking into a meal of fresh truffles. Like all scent hounds Manny produces a lot of drool when he is sniffing something. He smells not just through his nose but through his tongue as well. When his beard is thoroughly sodden he’ll shake his head and slather will fly in every direction. Sometimes going for a walk with him is like being at a punk rock concert in 1977.

Once he has a scent it’s more or less impossible to predict in which direction he’ll go. His vision of the world is based on what he can smell rather than what he can see. Scent is so powerful to him that when he encounters something particularly pungent and fresh he leaps back from it as if it has slapped him round the snout. Sometimes it seems to produce almost a narcotic effect, sending Manny into another world where it is almost impossible to reach him.

When we both stand at the edge of a field the information our brains process about it are totally different. To me it is grass, forget-me-nots, patches of wild violets, a row of ash trees, a post-and-rail fence. To Manny it is an intricately woven tapestry of odours that tell him not just what is here now, but what has been here in the hours before we arrived. The recent past looms larger in his vision of the world than it does in mine. Where a rabbit is at this moment (‘Look, it’s over there, Manny!’) appears less important to him than where it was an hour ago (‘This is where it was at sunrise, Harry!’). A scent hound is an historian. He follows the trail of the past knowing that eventually it will lead to the present.

When he is on a trail Manny is unstoppable. He never looks back to see where you are. He is the only dog I have ever owned who will disappear over the horizon. Most working dogs need a constant stream of instructions from a human. Scent hounds don’t. They carry their instructions in their genes. ‘Find it!’ the instructions say and that is what they do. Humans follow them. That’s the deal.

The schnauzer hunted too but Ingo, like most dogs, hunted by sight. Dogs that hunt by sight do so silently. The only time Ingo barked when he was chasing something was when his quarry was too big for him to bring down on his own – a deer, perhaps, or a cyclist.

Ingo liked to hunt rabbits. At first he rushed blindly after them the second he saw them. But he wasn’t fast enough to catch them that way so, after a while, he changed tactics. He started to approach them slowly, gradually dropping his head and body lower to the ground as he did so. It took me quite a while to figure out what he was up to.

A rabbit’s eyes are on either side of its head. This means that a rabbit has fantastic peripheral vision, but is unable to judge distances. A rabbit literally cannot get things into perspective. As a consequence rabbits think that if something is getting bigger it is advancing towards them and if it is getting smaller it is retreating. Ingo had worked that out. He knew he wasn’t quick enough to rush a rabbit from a long way off, so he was using his superior intelligence.

Not that it worked, I should add. Because what happened with Ingo was this: he advanced toward the rabbit, getting lower and lower and gradually slower and slower, until he was within ten yards of it, and then he stopped. I could sense that he was willing himself to charge but nothing happened. The part of his brain that should have ordered him to ‘Go, go, go’ had frozen. He was suffering from the hunting dog’s equivalent of the yips. For years the great German golfer Bernhard Langer would find himself drawing his putter back to strike the ball only for his hands and arms to lock. A canine version of the same psychological complaint had affected my dog.

Mr Dodds was the first dog-related acquaintance I had made. I met him the first time I took Ingemar for a walk and from then on, for a decade or so, I bumped into him every morning. Mr Dodds was a retired farmer. He had a strong Northumbrian accent, one of the last of a breed who still talked with the authentic rolling, phlegmy ‘r’ that was said to have been affected originally in homage to the speech impediment of Harry Hotspur, the fifteenth-century Duke of Northumberland. Maybe that was right but to most outsiders it conjured up images of Edith Piaf. And besides, when you came across somebody as tough, violent and heavily armed as Harry Hotspur I’d imagine the last thing you’d want to do is imitate his speech impediment: ‘Art thou taking the pith?’ Crunch!

A small man who stooped perpetually forward as if walking into a stiff wind, Mr Dodds had a wrinkled and weather-beaten face that put me in mind of an overripe orange pippin. That, at least, was how he looked when he was out walking the dog. One day when I was in the bank a smart elderly fellow in a tweed jacket tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Now then, young man,’ the smart man said. ‘What are you up to?’ I had no idea who he was at first, but as I chatted with him it gradually dawned on me that it was Mr Dodds. He’d been to a lunch at the cattle mart. It was the first time I’d ever seen him with his dentures in. It’s amazing what a difference a set of teeth make to a face.

Mr Dodds’ dog was a corgi named Taffy. Most people in Britain nowadays associate corgis with the Queen and judge it a bit of a lapdog. Mr Dodds had used Taffy for the corgi’s real purpose, as a herding dog on his farm. Taffy was black and tan. His foxy face had a no-nonsense set to it. ‘I’ve had that little beggar for thret-teen years,’ Mr Dodds said, ‘and you know what? If I turn my back on him for two minute he still runs up and bites me.’

‘Really,’ I said.

‘Oh aye,’ Mr Dodds said. ‘He likes to keep me on my toes.’

It sounded to me as if Mr Dodds and Taffy were like Inspector Clouseau and his manservant Cato in the Pink Panther films. I imagined Taffy leaping from behind doorways and darting out from under beds when Mr Dodds least expected it. I saw Mr Dodds, involved in filling out some complex form about EU milk yield quotas, yelling ‘Not now, Taffy!’ as the corgi dived on him from the top of a light fitting.

Later I suffered similar problems with Ingemar. It wasn’t that he attacked me if my back was turned (or that he jumped from light fittings), it was just that if I played with him he would start off quite gently, but slowly he’d start to bite. And the bites would gradually get harder and harder. Ingo had a particular ability to locate joints and knuckles, and when he darted in and grabbed your ankle or wrist it hurt. Eventually he’d push too far and I’d end up having to grab hold of him and wrestle him to the ground until he did the dog submission thing of going limp.

‘Why does he do that?’ Catherine asked one day after Ingo and I had had a prolonged tussle on the front lawn.

‘I think he’s testing me,’ I said. ‘He wants to be the alpha male in the pack. He knows I’m older than he is and he’s checking to see if I’m weakening. One day he reckons I’ll be too old and decrepit to fight him off and when that happens he’ll take charge.’

‘And you’ll be forced to limp around outside, living off scraps and curling up in the coal shed,’ Catherine said with a chuckle.

‘You’re laughing now,’ I said, ‘but remember: if he does triumph it won’t be me he’s expecting to sleep with.’

One evening Manny suddenly jumped up from the mat in front of the stove, trotted over to the daybed we have under the front window, jumped on it and stared out into the darkness, cocking his head from one side to the other, listening to some sound that baffled him. Catherine got up and went over to him. She listened too. ‘Oh, God,’ she said. ‘They’re at it again. You’d think they could find somewhere else.’

I knew exactly who ‘they’ were and what they were doing. We had first noticed it the second January after we had moved to Northumberland. It was around midnight and Catherine and I had just finished watching a very scary French film called La Cérémonie in which Isabelle Hupert plays a homicidal postmistress and Sandrine Bonnaire, her accomplice, sports a haircut so appalling even Elton John’s wigmaker would have rejected it. Our nerves were already jangling when, from outside, we heard a terrible screeching noise. It was the sound of an animal in agony. We went out into the garden with a torch. Ingemar came with us, but as soon as he heard the awful yowling he began to bark and bounce angrily up and down, all his legs stiff and straight, so he looked like he was mounted on four pogo-sticks. I took him indoors and told him to wait quietly. I knew that the minute I went out he’d issue his protest at such shoddy treatment by jumping on all the chairs he was forbidden to go on when we were around. He had a peculiar morality about the chairs, Ingemar. He didn’t go on them if you were in another part of the house. Even if you were locked in the bathroom he stayed down. But the minute you stepped out of the front door and closed it – bang, he was straight on the sofa: ‘I am the master now.’ Once Catherine had gone outside to collect something from our neighbours Ossie and Nora. They turned out to be sitting in deckchairs in their back garden, which had a direct view in through our bedroom window. ‘When I got round there I could see Ingo bouncing up and down on the bed,’ Catherine said. ‘I bet when we’re out for the evening he plays loud music and smokes.’

The horrific keening was coming from somewhere in the wood at the bottom of the garden. The local landowner had been using the disused quarry that formed one edge of it as a refuse dump. ‘It sounds like something’s trapped,’ I said.

‘It’ll be caught up in all that wire and junk,’ Catherine replied.

Recalling scenes from various big game hunting movies I’d watched as a boy I counselled against going into the trees to take a look, ‘An animal is at its most dangerous when wounded or cornered, or both,’ I said, in a voice that I hoped conveyed a deep knowledge of bush lore rather than simple cowardice. ‘We should phone the RSPCA. They’ll know what to do.’

So we went indoors, found the number in the phone-book and Catherine rang them. She explained the situation. ‘Well, it’s an awful noise,’ I heard her say. ‘I don’t know, sort of a yowling scream I suppose. It’s been going on for ages. Yes, I can still hear it. I can take the phone outside and then you can hear it too, if that’s a help? OK, I’ll do that.’ Catherine took the phone and we both went outside. The grisly yelping was if anything even noisier than before. Catherine held the phone up in the direction of the sound.

‘Did you hear that?’ she asked the RSPCA man. ‘Yes, that was the noise. I thought it was a fox! Oh … Oh, right. Are you sure? It sounded in awful pain. Ah. Mmm. I see. How embarrassing. Well, it’s kind of you to say so. I’m really sorry to have bothered you. Thanks. Bye.’

Catherine and I went back indoors with the phone. ‘It’s a female fox,’ Catherine said. ‘And a male fox. Having sex. The RSPCA man was very nice about it. He said he gets at least a dozen phone calls every December and January.’

‘It was very loud,’ I said. ‘In fact, it was the noisiest sex I’ve ever heard. It was several decibels higher than those two German students who lived in the flat downstairs from us in Clapham, and when they got going windows used to rattle and pictures fell off the wall. It was like when the admiral fires his cannon in Mary Poppins.’

‘Yes,’ Catherine said, ‘but I suppose at least the foxes don’t play “Zoom” by Fat Larry’s Band as part of the mating ritual.’


February

It was after we had been living in Northumberland for a year that we decided to get a dog. I knew what dog I wanted. I had known it for thirty years, since an afternoon in a bar in Cologne where the bar-owner’s dog kept wandering over to the table I was sitting at with a friend of mine, gently untying our shoe laces and then sauntering off again. The dog had a chunky body, salt-and-pepper coloured coat, a bushy beard and moustaches and severe eyebrows. It looked at once stern and comical, like a cartoon of a strict professor. When I got home I looked in a dog book in the village library and found out what it was: a standard schnauzer.

So Catherine and I set out to find a standard schnauzer. This proved to be more difficult than we’d thought. You see quite a few miniature schnauzers around Britain but standards are altogether less common. In the days before the Internet the only way we had of finding dogs for sale was looking in the classified ads in the local and regional papers. We telephoned the Standard Schnauzer Society and a lady there said she thought there might be a litter due somewhere in Westmoreland sometime, but she wasn’t sure and could we call again? But when we did there was just an answer machine and nobody phoned back.

One day our local paper had an advert in the pets’ section for some spinone pups. I had seen a spinone at a game fair in Teesdale. Like the schnauzer they had a fine beard and their general appearance reminded me of the Colonel in Walt Disney’s 101 Dalmatians. We had been searching fruitlessly for a schnauzer for several months; maybe it was time to give up. I could get a spinone and call him Primo after Primo Carnera, the Italian World Heavyweight Champion boxer of the 1930s who had been so huge and so slow the US press had nicknamed him ‘The Amblin’ Alp’. I could picture Primo lolloping around our garden. I wrote down the number. I would call them in the morning.

That night I turned out the light and lay in the dark. A picture popped into my mind and would not go away. It was of a standard schnauzer sitting in a vast and empty field. His head was held high and cocked slightly to one side as if he was listening for something: as if he was listening for someone to call him. And I knew that if I bought a spinone that schnauzer would sit faithfully waiting forever for a call that would never come. So I got up, found the telephone number I had written down and threw it on the fire. Then I blew my nose and went back to bed.

A few days later my father called. He’d been talking to a woman at work who bred dachshunds, he said, and she knew a man who bred giant schnauzers and she’d asked him about standards and he’d told her there was a breeder near Longtown who had pups due in April. ‘If you’ve got a pen handy I’ll give you the details,’ Dad said. And that was how we got Ingemar.

So I know where the idea to get a standard schnauzer came from, but I’m not quite so sure how we settled on a petit basset griffon Vendéen. I seem to recall trawling through endless dog websites looking at photos and thinking, Yes, that one looks good, in much the same way I had, as a child, spent endless hours staring at a matchbox cars catalogue trying to determine how to spend next week’s pocket money.

What settled it though was when we took things to the next stage and started looking at breed sites. We found one devoted to petit basset griffon Vendéen that included a video clip of a PBGV (as we now knew to call them) hunting along a lakeside track and a sound file that allowed you to listen to a female basset griffon baying. The sound of that yodelling call was enough to convince us.

I should say that this was a US website. I was glad we had found it first. The UK websites that carried information about basset griffons were altogether more discouraging. ‘Not a dog for anyone in a hurry,’ one declared. ‘If you cannot spare two hours to go searching for your dog when they disappear after a game on a weekday morning, then you shouldn’t even consider this breed.’ Another advised that the PBGV ‘is a very vocal dog and noise may be a nuisance’ and admonished the prospective buyer to ‘be warned: this breed can escape from even the most apparently secure garden and once gone it will be your responsibility to find him.’

The US websites by contrast were full of uplifting snippets: ‘Not for nothing are they called the happy breed,’ they chirruped. ‘This smiling little fellow will bring untold joy into your lives.’ Behaviour that was a major headache to British breeders was the sort of mischievous rascality that warmed American hearts.

‘Can I keep this dog in a city apartment?’ one questioner from Wisconsin asked.

‘You bet!’ came the perky reply. ‘As long as you have a park nearby or can drive out to the country as part of your daily routine your basset griffon will love his urban home.’

I suspected that if a British website had been asked the same question they’d have advised the questioner to save the money he was going to spend on the dog and use it instead to pay for a psychiatrist, or better yet, buy a rope and a chair to jump off.

This gap between British and US attitudes was not a surprise to me because I had, over the years, read a number of writing guides from both sides of the Atlantic. If you looked at a UK writers’ guide it was full of negatives. After reading it any would-be writer would have gone away with the impression that even to think of getting work published was as laughably naïve as sending your credit card details to somebody in Nigeria in return for a share of the vast fortune in gold and diamonds that was currently locked in a Swiss vault following the sad and unexpected death of Dr Wednesday Akruna. The American guides by contrast were hugely uplifting. You are talented, they said. You are driven! You are great! If you read the US writers’ guides you went away with the idea that all you had to do was type the name on the top of a sheet of A4 and some publisher somewhere on the planet would pay you $500 for it.

It was through a website that we found Little Man. He was a year old and located with his breeder not far up the A1. It was early February and we set off in a blizzard. The Automobile Association was advising travellers to stay at home unless their journey was really necessary. Our journey was really necessary because experience with dog breeders suggested that if you showed even the slightest sign of weakness they’d dismiss you like a shot. A friend of ours had tried to buy a Norfolk Terrier. She’d found a breeder down south who had a litter due. When the litter was born the breeder phoned our friend. She and her family were away for the weekend. The breeder left two messages. The second one was rather curt, ‘If you are the sort of person who goes away when they know their puppy is about to be born, then I don’t think you are the sort of person I want to have one of my dogs,’ he said. ‘Goodbye.’
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