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Chapter 1


Forgive me. Neither my hearing nor my eyesight are quite what they used to be. Long walks leave me slightly breathless these days. As I once said to Leonard Cohen, I ache in the places where I used to play. In the past, after completing one circuit of the common, I used to nag to go round again. Now I’m more than happy to slope off home. Most mornings, I go upstairs for a lie-down on the bed. To keep an eye on the back garden. To watch the parakeets fighting over the fruit in the crab apple tree. A dog can waste hours doing that. Though mostly I just like to doze. I do a lot of sleeping these days.


The years seem to roll round a lot faster than they used to. When I was young, the seasons felt endless. More smells than I knew what to do with. They used to drive me crazy. Time had no real meaning. I just lived in the present. Now, I feel more conscious of every passing moment. Things somehow matter both far more than they used to and far less. I can feel the days ticking by. Making fun of my attempts to slow time down. To turn each hour into a day.


I’m now twelve and a half years old. That half is significant when you’re a dog. At a very rough calculation, one human year is the equivalent to seven dog years. Though time isn’t quite that linear. We mutts compress a lot of our ageing into the early years of our life. By the time we are a year old, we are more or less grown up. Physically, at any rate.


But this is by the by. What matters is that I am now an old dog. Probably somewhere in my eighties. Time is not on my side. If I’m very lucky, I guess I could be around for another four years. I certainly do my best to keep fit. I keep count of my daily steps and pack in the strength training in the gym. But when your time’s up, there’s little you can do but go gracefully. Try not to moan too much about life being unfair. What I’m really saying is that this time next year I might not be here.


Humans say that dogs have no concept of death. That we exist only in the present. We’re here until we’re not. That somehow this makes us zen. Well, that’s rubbish. Of course we think about death. How could we not? We aren’t that stupid. Think about it. Even as a young dog, we confront our mortality. When I was a puppy, I would frequently meet the same dogs and humans out on Tooting Bec Common. Then, you think you will live forever. But over the years, you stop seeing the same faces. Sometimes, you see the humans out with a different dog. A younger dog. And grad­ually you hear whispers. Piece things together. You come to understand the finite nature of existence.


Once, I even got the chance to say goodbye. I was out taking one of my humans for a walk and I bumped into Elsie, a dachshund I had known for about seven years. She seemed to be distracted, dawdling more than usual. So I asked if she was OK. ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I’ve got cancer. Inoperable. And I’m in a fair bit of pain. So we’re going to the vet later this afternoon to have me put down. But first we’re doing my favourite walk for one last time. So I can take in the smells and the sounds. Memories to take with me for whatever comes next.’ It was a touching encounter. I’ve never forgotten Elsie.


I haven’t reached that moment. But I am at the stage where I do increasingly think of death. Not that I believe in an afterlife. I don’t think I am headed for a doggy heaven where I can be reunited with my brothers and sisters. Or where my humans give me endless cuddles. I just think you’re in a state of not being. The world carried on happily without me for billions of years before I was born and I dare say it will go on for billions more years when I’ve died. Assuming that Rishi Sunak and Therese Coffey haven’t managed to destroy the planet.


Don’t get me wrong. I’m not about to offer myself up to Dignitas just yet. Only last week I injured my front leg and I could hear John, my male human, saying. ‘I think he’s had a stroke. He doesn’t seem to know where he is.’ I had to take emergency evasive action. ‘Look, you moron,’ I snapped. ‘I’ve just pulled a muscle. There’s nothing wrong with me. There’s no way you’re going to put me in the car and have me put down.’ Thank God, the message finally got through.


But I am almost ready to die. When the time comes. I’ve had a good life. An interesting life. In many ways my work is done. I’ve taught my humans how to love. No dog can do more. That’s our gift to the world. It’s the first thing we learn in dog school. But it’s also time to tell my story. To bear witness to the chaos of the past twelve years. One of the most surreal periods in British history. There are very few of us dogs around who have lived through six prime ministers. I’ve done more than that. I’ve even met them all. Advised them. Not that they took any notice. I even kept all my WhatsApp messages. Which is more than Boris Johnson and Rishi did.


More than that, I can remember what it was like to live in Britain before Brexit. When not every schnauzer got told to go back home by XL bullies. I was also personal friends with some of the late queen’s corgis. So I happened to be at Balmoral on the day she died. For years, people have been begging me to write my autobiography. To tell people what really went on inside government. I can remain silent no more.









Chapter 2


How rude of me. I should have introduced myself. My full name is Herbert Hound. Though most people call me Herbie. Or Herbs.


Actually, it’s a little more complicated than that. Because my real name is Eric. That’s what my mother called me. But no one told my humans that when I adopted them. To them, I was nameless. It didn’t even occur to them to ask what my mother and siblings called me. They just assumed I’d never had a life before them. So, Herbie I became. I can’t say I mind that much now. Life’s too short to carry on fighting those sorts of battles you’re never going to win. But when I’m feeling low, I can still hear my mother’s voice. ‘Come along now, Eric. Stop dawdling.’


I was born on 17 September 2011. A Saturday, I think. There were six of us puppies. Ian, Jeff, Stanley, Sophie, Lizzie and me, Eric. And my mum, Hattie. I never knew my dad. He didn’t even drop by once to say hello. I still find that odd. If I had ever been a father, I’m sure I would have been curious to meet my children. But not him. I guess he was old-school. Dogs weren’t very woke when I was young. Nobody gave their feelings a second thought. Especially if you were a bloke.


All I do know about my father I got from my mum and even she was fairly hazy on the details. His name was Brian and he was a black-and-white cocker spaniel who had a bit of a reputation in the neighbourhood for being a flirt. ‘He was very handsome,’ my mother said. ‘I knew it was a bad idea to get off with him. That he wasn’t interested in long-term relationships. But I just couldn’t say no to him. We only slept together one time and then I never saw him again.’


This technically means I come from a broken home. Though that would rather suggest I ever had a home to be broken. I spent my early days in either a cardboard box or a cage. I’m not trying to give you a hard-luck story. This is just the way it was. For ages, I used to fantasise about Brian. Was he really that feckless? If we bumped into one another in the street, would we even recognise each other? Did he feel guilty for having abandoned us? Latterly, I have rather stopped worrying so much about this as Brian is probably dead by now. But no wonder I have spent so long in therapy. There’s a lot of family history to unpick.


Hattie was an Essex girl. No, not from Barking. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that gag. She came from Maldon. A posh village near the sea, though her home was a bit of a menagerie. Animals everywhere you looked. There were even horses in the garden. You had to compete for attention in that envir­onment. But Mum was a very striking apricot-coloured poodle. I know most dogs are a bit soppy about their mothers, but she was drop-dead glam.


So that makes me a cockapoo. First generation, Hattie would tell us proudly. She was a bit of a snob and a dog’s pedigree mattered to her. Nowadays, of course, almost every other dog you meet in London is a cockapoo or a something-doodle. You can’t move for them. But back in 2011, I was a genuine rarity. I was the first of my type to be seen on the common. People would come up to my humans and say, ‘He’s an unusual colour. What breed is he?’ Even other dogs were curious to know what I was. Usually, they pretend not to give a shit about anything.


I find it hard to write about Hattie. We only had just over eight weeks together but they were a very intense two months. It was like we both knew that our time together was short and we did our best to cram an entire lifetime into the days we had. She wasn’t the most demonstrative of mothers. She seldom went in for public displays of affection and I can only remember her once saying she loved me. But she went out of her way to teach me everything she thought I might possibly need. She even taught me how to read. I loved the Spot books. Happy days.


And what about me? I guess I’m an equal blend of my mum and dad. I’ve got my mum’s colouring – along with a big black blob on my left side – and my dad’s ears. If you’re being picky, you could say my paws are a bit big for my feet but I’ve got a friendly, curious face. People always say I look cute, which annoys me. What gets missed is that I’m actually fairly bright. Certainly a lot sharper than many politicians I’ve met. Most of them are total narcissists. Unaware of their own limitations and the damage they are doing. We’ll come on to Liz Truss later.


I was always a bit of a dreamer. Even now I drive my humans mad by dawdling over a nice smell while they yell at me to rejoin them on a walk. But I can’t help it. Actually, I can. If I wanted to rush back to where they were then I would. The thing is, I quite like taking life at my own pace. There’s so much that I can’t control that it’s good to do so when I can. A reminder that I am my own dog.


That’s why I’ve never quite understood border collies. They seem to make a virtue of obeying orders within half a second of them being issued. Have they not ever longed to ignore the whistles? To let the sheep do whatever they like. Let them go for a wander in the fields. Just for the hell of it. A bit of creative anarchy. Obviously, border collies get off on being told how clever they are. Every one I’ve ever met has gone on and on in a rather needy sort of way about how intelligent they are. Yet this is just another version of the patriarchy at work with the dogs near the bottom of the pecking order. Supposed to be grateful to be allowed on to the quad bike with the farmer. So, maybe border collies aren’t as bright as they are cracked up to be. Just easily trained and bought off.


Most of my first few days were spent either asleep or feeding. But on about day five, my mother began to crack the whip. We weren’t going to have a lot of time together as a family, she said, and there was a lot we needed to learn before we all went our separate ways. So the mornings were taken up with maths and basic English – she made sure we all learned to read: something for which I’ve always been grateful. I can’t tell you the number of dogs I’ve met in later life who struggle with basic literacy skills. Imagine not being able to read a good thriller. Like The Hound of the Baskervilles. The afternoons were spent playing together and learning socialisation skills with the humans who looked after Mum.


It may surprise you, given my subsequent career in politics, but I was one of the shyest in the family. I wasn’t at all pushy and was frequently bullied by my siblings. Ian and Jeff, in particular. They always seemed to take pleasure in me being the last to get fed. I guess you don’t get to choose your siblings. I often wonder what became of them both. I hope they learned to chill out and didn’t turn out like those gobby dogs you meet out on the common. Always thinking they are running the show and trying to order everyone else about. Stanley, Sophie and Lizzie were all sweethearts. They always had my back. And I like to think I had theirs.


And then, almost as soon as it had started, it was over. Our time together was up. ‘Listen, everyone,’ Mum said one day. ‘I want you to know that I love you all very much. I may not always show it, but that’s because I’m a dog. We’re taught to be slightly detached from our puppies. Don’t get me wrong, I’d fight anyone, do anything to keep you all alive. To give you whatever you need. But part of me has to keep my distance. Otherwise, it would be totally unbearable saying goodbye to you all.


‘You see, we’ve reached that moment in our relationship when it’s time to say goodbye. I’ve given you all everything I have. You’re all very bright. Better educated than most humans. Best of all, you are all very decent dogs. You understand the difference between right and wrong. Even now, you know when you have done something bad. I couldn’t be more proud of you. But now I have to let you go. To make your own way in the world. Just know that whatever you do, wherever you go, I will always be with you. Cheering you on.’


Hattie fell silent and wiped a paw across her eyes. The fur at the back my neck tingled. This was it. Life was about to get serious. I didn’t feel at all ready for this. Mum went on to spell out just how our depart­ures would be choreographed. It was like this. All six of us puppies would be put in a cardboard box. Then some humans who were looking to be adopted would enter the room and be allowed to play with us. After however long it took, they would make their decision. And then one of us would be gone. It sounded terrifying.


The first to go was Ian. Of course it was. Always pushing himself to the front. No sooner had he caught sight of the humans than he was barging the rest of us out the way. Bouncing up and down and leaping up against the box. Shouting, ‘Me, me, me,’ as loud as he could. Mind you, he didn’t look quite so pleased with himself when he dropped by to collect his stuff and say goodbye to us all. His lips were quivering, and he could barely whisper. On his way out, he gave us a pathetic little wave. That was the last I ever saw of him.


Sophie was the next to go. Then Jeff. Then Stanley. There was just me and Lizzie left. One afternoon, while I was having a long snooze, Mum woke me up to have a word. ‘I’ve been watching you, Eric . . .’


‘Yes . . .’ I didn’t like the sound of where this conversation was going.


‘Look me in the eyes, Eric. Don’t piss about. This is serious. Why is it that whenever humans turn up to choose a puppy, you’re always lurking at the back of the box? Doing everything possible not to draw attention to yourself? How do you think you are going to find a human to own?’


I stammered out a reply. ‘I j-j-just don’t want to leave you,’ I said. ‘I like it here. I feel safe. I don’t want a new family.’


‘I thought so. But this is the way it’s got to be. Don’t make it even harder than it needs to be. Otherwise, you might end up with someone you don’t like. Promise me this. That if the next humans look vaguely friendly – remember they will be as nervous as you – that you make an effort to give them a home. Promise?’


‘Promise.’


So, the following Saturday, three humans pitched up to Maldon in a rackety old BMW estate. Two older ones, called Jill and John, and their teenaged son, Robbie. They looked nice enough, so I gave it my everything. Channelled my inner Ian. I did everything I could think of to get their attention. I dashed around the box like a blue-arsed fly and rolled on my back, yelling, ‘Tickle my tummy.’


It worked a treat. They fell in love with me immediately. At least John did. Jill seemed to be having second thoughts. ‘Look at the other one. She’s really shy. I feel sorry for her. What if no one wants her?’


At this point, I lost it. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ I shouted. ‘Excuse my language. But really! Here am I going out of my way to act like an idiot to attract your attention and you’re just worrying about Lizzie. She’ll be absolutely fine.’


Jill wavered and gave in. She too wanted the bouncy one. She wanted me.


‘Hello, Herbie,’ she said.


‘It’s Eric,’ I replied.


‘Herbie.’


‘Eric.’


‘Herbie.’


‘OK. Herbie it is.’


There was just time to say goodbye to Hattie for the last time. Though the words remained half formed in my mouth. What is there to say to a mother who has given you so much and you will never see again. I wanted time to stop. For me and Mum to be held in an everlasting kiss. But then I could hear John in the distance saying it was time to go. I tried to be the grown-up. Tried to fool myself that it was only for one night. That I would be back again tomorrow.


I tried to leave that room without a backward glance. But I couldn’t do it. I swivelled my head for one last look at my mother. To capture a lifetime of maternal desire in a single moment. So I would never feel empty. Never feel lost. Never feel an unbearable need. Hattie stared back at me. Her lips locked in a silent, ‘I love you.’ Her eyes never left me until the door was finally closed.









Chapter 3


The journey to my new home can only have taken about two and a half hours, but it felt far longer. I was terrified, cooped up inside a cardboard prison, unable to look out the window and see where we were going. From time to time, Robbie, who was sitting on the back seat, would place his arm inside the box to stroke me gently and say, ‘It’s all right, Herbie. You’re going to love Tooting.’


‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ I said. Well, really. I didn’t want to be churlish but how would you feel if you’d effectively been kidnapped and bundled into the back of a car. I mean, it’s not the best of starts to a new relationship, is it?


Still, I must have dozed off for some of the ride – I’m a very good sleeper. It’s one of my defence mech­anisms. To blank out the world and hope everything is going to be OK when I wake up – because the time passed quickly enough and soon the car had pulled up outside a semi-detached house in south-west London. They carried me in through the front door and took me into the living room. ‘Welcome to your new home,’ they all said. They meant well, but they sounded as anxious as I felt.


I don’t mean to be churlish, but part of me was rather disappointed with where I had ended up. I had been hoping for so much more. A palace maybe. Or a four-storey town house with a big back garden. I never really wanted to live in the country. It’s fine for visiting from time to time but it’s too cold and wet. Not sure I’m quite tough enough for that. Too much of a metrosexual.


It’s not just me. Most dogs I’ve met have grandiose tendencies. When you know that you’re going to be bundled off to a strange place as a puppy, you can’t help dreaming of where you might end up. It’s only natural. I was talking about this when I went to visit my friends in Balmoral a while ago. They were telling me that corgis are particularly prone to delusional thinking, because they are taught at birth to believe they have won a ticket to the lottery of life. To be a corgi is to be in with a chance of being admitted to the royal family.


Obviously, the rest of us dogs never get a look-in, so it’s not really an issue for us. But some corgis who have managed to convince themselves they are destined for greatness – dinner served by flunkeys every night – only to find they are outsourced to a one-bedroomed flat in St Alban’s never really recover. Some suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. Some fly into terrible rages if other dogs don’t automatically defer to them and let them go first through doors. I’ve yet to meet a corgi who hasn’t needed therapy. Other than the late queen’s.


Back to Tooting. Maybe it was just the greyness of a November afternoon. The sort where both the land and the sky merge into a dull monochrome. But I couldn’t help feeling the house was one of the ugliest I had ever seen. A chipped and fading mock-Tudor facade. Whoever thought that was a good idea? John and Jill had clearly lived here a while so why hadn’t they bothered to make it look nice? Why not replace the hideous lattice windows at the front? Or, at the very least, repair the wooden sills?


The inside was a little more promising. The rooms were large – here you could, at a push, make a case for the décor being homely and welcoming rather than borderline tatty. There’s nothing worse than houses where the owners are so precious that you can’t move without being shouted at for leaving paw prints on the carpet. Just chill out a little. You’ve got a Hoover. So, use it. Best of all, the rooms had plenty of bookshelves. I glanced at the titles. A wide selection of non-fiction along with plenty of nineteenth- and twentieth-century classics. I wasn’t going to get bored. It appeared that we had similar tastes in literature.


I was just beginning to settle in a bit when two cats appeared through a hole in the wall. What the fuck? How come no one had warned me about this? Now, I’ve nothing against cats in principle. No animus. The age-old hostility between cats and dogs has been rather overdone. We’ve all learned to grow up a bit. But even so, it would have been nice if someone had bothered to tell me I would be sharing a house with a couple of moggies. Just so I could have come prepared.


Still, John and Jill also hadn’t taken the courtesy of telling the cats about me. They were horrified to see me. Jess, a tortoiseshell mix of some kind who clearly felt she was the boss cat, came over and spat in my face. Charming. Buzz, a neurotic black cat, just ignored me. Trying to make me disappear with a prolonged display of indifference. Sadly, I regret to say that our relationship never improved in the eleven years or so we shared the house. They both went on hating me every bit as much as they hated each other. You’d never have guessed they were sisters.


I blame them for the impasse. Trust me. As you get to know me better, you will discover I’m basically a very fair dog. When things are my fault, I usually own up. I can’t help it. I’ve got an honest face. I never get away with anything. Though you can’t say the same for all dogs. What was it that idiot Wittgenstein once said? It was in the philosophy 101 course that all dogs take as puppies. The difference between the consciousness of humans and of dogs is that dogs are incapable of dissimulating. We can’t tell lies. Apparently.


Was Wittgenstein on drugs? Or was he just a half-wit? My mum told me it was just yet more evidence that humans don’t understand dogs nearly as well as they think they do. Now, I will have to confess that I’m not the best liar myself, though I have got away with a surprising amount over the years. Humans tend to believe what they want to believe. But my friend Joey is in a league of his own. Utterly charming, but a complete delinquent. Other dogs suss him out immediately. Would never dream of leaving their phones or wallets out unattended. But humans only see an adorable cavalier King Charles spaniel. Even his own humans are fooled. He just puts on his innocent face and gets away with murder. The amount he has shoplifted.


Schopenhauer was another so-called intellectual who understood the human condition but was clueless when it came to dogs. Don’t get me wrong. He was a decent enough bloke. You can’t fault a man who adored poodles above all others. But his devotion left him blind to our real selves. He came to believe that dogs could only exist in the now. An ever-unfolding present. That we had no comprehension of the past or present. He thought we were all zen masters. If only. We might have a healthier attitude towards death but some of us still worry a lot. Nor do we forget. It takes a lot of hard work to be a dog. We take our mental health seriously. To just assume it all comes naturally to us is a huge error. A typically human response. The belief that humans are inherently superior. What a missed opportunity to learn from us.


Anyway, I digress. Back to Jess and Buzz . . . I never did really understand what was wrong with them. You’d have thought they could at least be civil. I was only tiny when I arrived and was desperate to fit in. But they bullied me from the off. Sat on the stairs, looking aggressive, knowing I was too timid to tiptoe my way past.


Their behaviour never changed. It was almost as if they couldn’t forgive me for being me. It was hyper-personal. It was my very existence to which they took exception. The only thing I could have done to improve our relationship was to not have been born. Even dying wouldn’t have been good enough for them, as then they might occasionally be cursed with a memory of me.


The closest we ever came to a conversation was when Jess once said, ‘I suppose you think you’re special. That Jill and John love you more than they love us because you get to take them out for walks. Well, we hate you. We despise you. You’re a complete loser.’ It was weird. Often, I felt more alone in the house when they were guarding the living-room sofa than when there was nobody but me at home.


The sisters died within three months of each other at the age of eighteen. Or rather, they both went to Dignitas. Cancer. It was all a bit odd. Buzz was the first to take the one-way trip to the vet. She didn’t moan. She almost seemed ready to go. But Jess looked totally unconcerned. When Buzz didn’t come back, she showed no sign of missing her at all. If anything, she seemed almost pleased to have outlived her. In a funny kind of way, I think I was sadder when Buzz died than her sister was. And even I felt a bit guilty about how little I cared. When Jess died a few months later, it was almost a relief. As if a dark cloud had been lifted from the house.


For the first few hours in my new home I did my best to settle in. To try and get my bearings around the house. The stairs were tough, but my legs were just about long enough and I could manage them if I concentrated hard. The most annoying thing was the humans following me round, continually asking if I was OK and trying to stroke me. I appreciated their concern but, really, I wanted to be left alone for a bit. Just back off. Their neediness was becoming oppressive. Especially when I had my own issues to deal with. Eventually it got dark and we settled down to watch the TV together.


‘What would you like to see?’ asked John. ‘Do you fancy a documentary on the Vietnam war? Or 101 Dalmatians?’


‘Mmm,’ I replied. ‘Give me the remote and let me see what else is on.’


He passed it over and I started scrolling. ‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘There’s a new series of Silent Witness. My absolute favourite. It was cult viewing at home in Essex. It’s the only crime drama that gets less exciting the longer it goes on. By the end, you’re barely awake. Which is just what I need on my first night in a new house.’


Then bedtime. John and Jill tucked me up in a furry basket, wished me goodnight and went upstairs. Now I wasn’t feeling so brave. Life was becoming just a bit too scary. Too real. I was on my own. It was me against the world. I tried to act like a grown-up and started unpacking. My hand came across something unexpected. It was a letter. I pulled it out and started reading.




My darling Eric,


By now you will be in your new home and I expect you will be feeling very anxious. You always were a worrier. But let me assure you that all will be well. I wouldn’t have allowed John and Jill to take you away if I had thought they weren’t going to take care of you. They are good people. Try to remember, this is also a new relationship for them. They too are finding their way and may make mistakes. But don’t take this personally. It is also up to you to let them know what you need. You have a good heart, Eric. I could feel your kindness from the moment you were born. You have the potential to do great things. To be a dog who changes the world. You deserve all the good things that will come to you. Go and enjoy your life. Love and be loved. Know that I adored you from the moment I set eyes on you and I will do so as long as I live. Life won’t always be easy. It never is. But whatever you do, be true to yourself. My love goes with you as your love stays with me. I will be cheering you on every step of the way.


With all my love, Mum





It was a bitter-sweet moment. I felt broken yet stronger. This was going to be OK. I started howling. Loud enough for my humans to hear. Not long afterwards they both came downstairs.


‘What’s up, Herbie?’ asked Jill.


‘I want to sleep upstairs with you, if that’s OK. I get lonely on my own.’


‘Of course you can join us. Just so long as you don’t mind the noise. John does snore rather loudly. And I like the radio on in the morning.’


‘That’s fine. I won’t take up too much room on the end of the duvet. Just don’t get your feet in my face.’


And that’s where I’ve been ever since. More or less. I like to roam a bit in the night, as I get twitchy. I start off on the bed for a goodnight snuggle. Then I bunker down at the top of the stairs, as I sometimes get a little warm. Occasionally, I might go into the spare room to stretch out on my own and to read. Jill gets very tetchy if anyone switches the light on. Then back to my main bed to wake everyone up. There’s nothing they like more than my face on their pillow first thing.


‘Really?’ said Jill.


It wasn’t long before we were a proper family unit. Certainly, a great deal more functional than many others I came to observe. Sure, we all occasionally rubbed each other up the wrong way, but nothing we couldn’t resolve with a good chat. Mostly, I just felt the mutual love and the respect. And, not to put too fine a point on it, I think I can truthfully say that was largely down to me.


The trick was to treat Jill and John like idiots without allowing them to feel as if they were being treated that way. I don’t mean to suggest they were stupid. More that they were inexperienced. They might both have had good jobs and been decent enough parents, but they had no idea how to look after me. All the knowledge they had was either mined from a book, How To Look After Your Dog, which wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on, or had been passed on from their neurotic friends who had dogs with personality disorders.


So, it was left to me to gently explain what I expected of them. When I wanted my food. What I liked eating. How it should be served. When I wanted to be let out for a piss. Let’s face it, would you like to go outside in the rain straight after dinner? And it worked out just fine. The humans could sense I was settling in and could congratulate themselves on what a brilliant job they were doing to train me. For some reason, they need to think they are the ones in control. Otherwise, they get very bad-tempered. Their powerlessness is an affront to their narcissism.


There was one last surprise in the early days. I discovered my humans were actually a pack of four when the front door opened and this young woman walked in.


‘You must be Herbie,’ she said.


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Anna. I used to live here for eighteen years. I’m Jill and John’s eldest child. I left home to go to university and no sooner was I out the door than you show up.’


‘Them’s the breaks . . . What do you expect me to do about it?’


‘Er . . . Well, so long as you remember I’m more important than you . . .’


‘I don’t think so. Things have moved on round here.’


‘But . . . But I’m their daughter . . .’


‘Look. Relax a bit. Try to think of it as a life lesson. The dynamics change in any family. They don’t love you any less. They just love me a little more. Part of my role is to help them to miss you less. Why don’t we just have a hug and stop fighting. Share the love, Anna. Deal?’


‘Deal.’


I rolled on to my back and let her scratch my tummy. Never fails.


Some weeks later, the routine was in place. Jill and John were just about ready to be allowed to be taken for a walk. I clipped the lead to my collar and placed the other end in Jill’s hand. This was heaven. The sights. The smells. The dogs. The people. The grass on Tooting Bec Common was somehow the greeniest green I had ever seen. And the sticks were the woodiest wood. I was amazed that humans could just ignore them. How come they didn’t throw them to one another and run to pick them up? Then there was the pondiest pond and the muddiest mud. Life could never be better than this, I thought. Very heaven to be alive in the moment.


Looking back, I can see I rather let myself down in the first few months of these walks. But I was young. Still a very impressionable puppy. I would run up to every dog I met and pester them to play with me. It didn’t occur to me that for many dogs, the walk was a part of their daily meditation. A time to be alone with nature. To think things through. They don’t want to be bothered by some hyperactive puppy with ADHD. But, in time, I calmed down. We all do. Though some of us need meds. It’s a state of mind. I know when I go out in the morning that I’m almost certainly going back to Tooting Bec Common. But I still feel the same sense of excitement as I did in the early days. I never get bored of it. There’s always something new. A squirrel that wasn’t there the day before. The smell of the rain on the leaves. The pleasure to be found in small things. Humans could learn from this.


And so, the days merged into weeks into months into years. Life settled into a comfortable routine. I like routines. They soothe my anxiety. Best of all, I felt loved. Safe. Sometimes a whole day would go past without me even thinking of my mum.









Chapter 4


Try to see things my way. Now, a day for you is no big deal. Some may drag, others may race past but, on the whole, it’s not a huge chunk out of your life. But for us dogs it’s a bit different. As I said a while back, one human day is like roughly a week to us. This isn’t a moan. It’s not special pleading. Just an observation. To let you know that things can get boring.


So, much as I enjoyed my life with Jill and John, there were times when I was overcome with ennui. There were days when Jill was off running a division of a literacy charity and John was working in Westminster when I had nothing to do but snooze and sit on my bum. OK, so that might be a bit of an exaggeration. I also got to watch TV and scroll through Twitter on the phone John had bought me. You can waste hours looking at videos of humans doing dumb things.


I also did a lot of reading. Fiction mainly but also quite a lot political and social history of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. A dog has to keep his mind active. One of the first books John lent me was Flush by Virginia Woolf, a supposed biography of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s cocker spaniel. Between you and me, I actually found it a bit annoying. You can have too much overwrought stream of consciousness. Everyone needs a bit of downtime when not every feeling is critically important. No wonder Flush went on to bite Robert Browning. He was desperate to escape his rarified gilded cage and his opium-addicted human.


From there, I moved on to Dickens. A great bloke who was obsessed with dogs. Though I will never forgive him for his portrayal of Jip in David Copperfield. A lapdog almost as idiotic as her owner, Dora. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who let out an almighty cheer when she was killed off. There were plenty of other dogs in Dickens to keep me amused. As there were elsewhere in Victorian literature. So, I became something of an expert on nineteenth-century English fiction. Shame it’s now out of favour in so many university English departments. Otherwise I might have had a career in academia.


I wouldn’t want you to think I was neglected. I wasn’t. I had plenty to do in the day, meeting up with friends and taking them for walks and, on their days off and in the evenings, I would sometimes take John and Jill on the bus into town to go to a gallery – all three of us were very keen on British studio ceramics – or to the opera. I once starred in a production of La Fille du Regiment at the Royal Opera House. Not the greatest music ever written but I was sensational. My walk across the stage into the soprano’s arms completely stole the show. Everyone said I should have won an award for it.
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