

    [image: ]

  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            BARKING AT WINSTON
 
            Barry Stone

         
 
         
            
               
[image: ] 
                  
               

            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            In memory of Mum
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1

         
 
         It was the boiling summer of 1976. I’d been alive for one human year and unless I got lucky I wouldn’t be around for another: if a dog at the municipal kennels wasn’t homed by day seven the vet offed it and tossed its corpse into an incinerator thoughtlessly positioned nearby. Think how you’d feel, chatting with a neighbour in the morning, then breathing him in as his smoke wafted past in the afternoon. Still, if I’d been in the Far East, I’d probably have been served up as dinner for six.
         
 
         Some of my mates made things worse for themselves: they got angry, which meant they weren’t offered for rehoming. Even the most committed dog lover wasn’t going to choose a mutt that might eat the baby. I admired those dogs for their sheer bravado, but pointless suicide wasn’t for me: I was no hero, and a Collie Cross can usually count on a long life. I wasn’t going to deny myself the remotest chance of getting one.
 
         And, just then, ‘remotest chance’ was spot-on. It was the middle of August when most humans were flying off to sunnier climes, not thinking about the kennels where my week’s grace was flying by. And anyone who did visit hurried past me, after a swift glance at the mange that had left my back hairless and my tail looking like its blood  supply had been cut off.
         
 
         Would you reject a human orphan because its face had  more boils than a witch’s cauldron? If that’s a yes – go on,  be honest – you’ll understand my anxiety. My red-raw  appearance was such that even those Far Eastern chefs  would have rejected me. For a while I considered eating my  paw – if nobody else was going to relish me, I’d do it myself  – but I couldn’t go through with it. I had enough problems  already with my terrible skin.
 
         The big Alsatian in the next cage – Her Hoityness, I  called her – told me I was a coward as she ripped at her  flesh with her claws. They soon stopped that with a set of  clippers, so then she started chewing her teats. Result? The  vet offed her early. Tragic. I’d thought she had a lot to offer,  even if she was an up-and-down sort whose female cycle  apparently turned her into a part-time she-devil – and the  dog the vet might actually have understood because she,  too, had moods. Sometimes a mutt only had to look at her  the wrong way to get itself dispatched straight to the kennel  in the sky.
         
 
         By the end of day six I’d stopped looking up at the few  humans who visited (flinching at the sight of my mangy  back). I knew that if my nerves settled my lovely  black-and-tan coat – complemented by white hocks –  would grow back, but the bitter fact was that it no longer  mattered. I was all for my own survival, but I’d sunk so low  I was on the verge of biting the poor kennel lad – thereby  advancing my own offing. 
 
         Yet, with twenty-four hours to go, something held me in check. I’d wait for Psycho Vet to come in her own good time, syringe poised.
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         I sensed her outside my cage before I actually saw her. I was lying on the concrete with my head on my paws, eyes half closed, facing the grassy square that was framed by the four terraces of kennels.
         
 
         First, I felt a rise in temperature – I put that down to the sun getting higher. Then I was aware of a familiar red mist. Sometimes it means anger but mostly it’s joy. You can tell the difference right away: anger makes your coat bristle but the other gets your tail wagging like it’s got a mind of its own – and my baldy tail was going like a lizard on scalding concrete. I looked up. My sore blue eyes – I had conjunctivitis as well as mange – widened. A ginger-haired woman of about fifty-five was smiling at me. Her nose was broken – that must have hurt. I wanted to lick her face.
 
         ‘Aren’t you an artful bugger?’ she exclaimed.
 
         I was taken aback. I was just being myself, not artful, but the red around her got brighter. She’d been playing with words.
 
         ‘Aren’t you an artful bugger?’ she said again, bending so close that I saw my quizzically pricked ears reflected in her big green eyes.
 
         ‘Yes, you are! As artful as they come!’ she cooed.
 
         Well, artful or not, if that wasn’t the moment for me to make a painful sacrifice by rolling on to my sore back, I didn’t know what was. Dog-loving humans can’t resist a belly that’s offered for a tickle.
         
 
         And since you must be wondering about the impediment of my cage, well, I saw it as an advantage: my admirer would have to crouch to put her fingers through the bars – thereby getting nice and close to me.
 
         Instead she straightened up and stepped back. Fear jolted through me like an electric shock. Didn’t she want me? My first human had had a cruel streak as wide as a river – that was why my mange came. The electric shocks he’d given me had only stopped when the human from the RSPCA took me away with him.
 
         I kept very still so Ginger – as I’d dubbed her – wouldn’t move further away, and fought the need to blink. I was convinced that my life depended on unbroken eye contact between us. My conjunctivitis was really stinging now.
 
         ‘Artful bugger,’ she said again – but this time in a way that suggested she was considering me as her companion. She was probably alone in the world, I thought. If I could just stop myself blinking until she’d got herself fully committed, I’d have the life of Reilly – whoever he was.
 
         Then, beyond her legs – she was wearing trousers in the same pea-green colour as her top – I saw two pairs of tatty sandals and two more of unpolished brogues. She’d stepped back because she wanted some kids to get a good look at me. Suddenly I was in a tizz and panting hard. I jumped to my feet and started to pace – round and round my cell I went. I was seeing double – or even apparitions … 
 
         No, I wasn’t: Ginger’s kids were two quirky-looking sets of twins. Jack and Vanessa were sixteen, Craig and Rachael, a year younger. They all had a thick mop of black hair that clearly came from their dad’s side of the family, and equally thick black eyebrows. Otherwise they were Ginger to a T: they had her skinny lips, Roman nose, pointy chin and honest shiny green eyes, all eight of which were glued expectantly on me. Any second now they’d see I was a repulsive freak and move on to a dog with a full fur coat.
         
 
         Except that those eyes had me hurtling into a tunnel that I knew I’d never come out of: even if they didn’t take me, I’d forgive them. It was love at first sight.
 
         Maybe I had encountered an apparition after all. One that filled me with an iron resolve to elude Psycho Vet. I shoved my right paw through the bars of my cage and did some of what the kids and Ginger would have called whimpering – but it was their laughter that brought on my embarrassing seal wiggle (I suspect there’s a splash of Labrador in me somewhere).
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         Jack, the elder lad, stepped forward and touched my paw, which was still sticking out of my cage, with the toe of his shoe. I took that to mean he wanted to make contact without getting in my face. He didn’t want to pressure me, did he?
         
 
         Then he spoke: ‘What a frigging mess! I’ve seen more hair on a football!’
 
         That was alarming – not to mention cheeky: his own hair was so thick and unruly it probably had a missing football team in it. I shoved aside the thought as I pushed the other front paw through the bars and clasped both round his ankle. It was a blatant attempt to soften his hard little heart, shameless begging, in fact, that would have enraged Her Hoityness.
 
         He withdrew his leg, and pronounced, ‘There’s more mange in this cage than there was blood spilt in all of the Second World War.’
 
         Unaware that this strange comment was an allusion to the family history, I was so annoyed I nearly growled. Hastily I blocked the sound – but too late: to my horror, my lips had parted to reveal my fangs. It was a pretty treacherous act by my own body, especially when I was fighting for my life.
 
         To my relief, he looked at me now with respect. Most humans would have moved on to a mutt that was all charm and maybe wicked inside: nothing would make me turn on a kid. And young Jack had got me where I hurt most: I feared I was unlovable. That was what my first human had banged on about: he’d said I was ugly, worthless and should have been drowned at birth. Like he – the man who’d given me electric shocks – was my Saviour.
         
 
         By now, the red mist around Ginger was mixed with colours from the kids. Green was Jack’s primary shade: green for sensitivity and determination. Like a plant that surrenders when the season’s up, but always comes back.
 
         Vanessa elbowed her brother aside, serenely telling the younger twins to take no notice: until last week he hadn’t even known the dates of the war. ‘Still,’ she added, crouching to face me and raising her voice, ‘it’s amazing what you can learn in a single history lesson, isn’t it?’
 
         Jack told her to get stuffed, then added for the benefit of the others that she was just rehearsing for when she grew into a big fat cow. It was an effective riposte: she was indeed carrying a bit of extra weight and went as red as a lobster quicker than you could have said, ‘It’s a dog’s life.’
 
         ‘I am not’, she retorted, still facing me, ‘rehearsing to be anything. Especially a cow. Fat or otherwise.’
 
         That got me spinning, not least because the colours around my little pack were so bright I might pass out and be offed by Psycho Vet: she would have found a devastating alternative cause of the dizziness to which Vanessa was oblivious.
 
         Suddenly she wheeled away from me to stand nose to nose with Jack, who was just half an inch taller, and therefore on the short side for a boy of his age. ‘Did you hear what I said – Stick Insect?’ she demanded. That wiped the smirk off his lips.
         
 
         Their bickering had brought a scowl to Ginger’s face, which deepened when Craig started mooing, getting up the hooter of his own twin Rachael, who said, ‘Do something, Mum. Our Craig’s going retard.’
 
         Vanessa broke eye contact with Jack. ‘We don’t say “retard”, Rachael. It’s not kind.’
 
         ‘Rachael can say whatever she likes.’ Jack grinned, clearly thinking his younger sister was bound to appreciate his support.
 
         She made a face as if Santa Claus had given her a parcel with a fizzing fuse sticking out of it. ‘Who asked your poxy opinion?’ she asked. ‘Creep.’
 
         If you’ve ever seen a chicken with its head freshly sliced off, that was Jack – strutting and cursing while Craig did hysterical giggling that worried me. All I’d seen around him so far was white, a non-colour, the worst, suggesting a life that could spin in any direction. By contrast Rachael’s was a deep blue, representing the strength the youngest girl in this family obviously needed.
         
 
         For a couple of seconds Jack was lost in black. He was snarling at Craig for his ‘moronic giggling’ – although his eyes were shiny with tears, his fists clenched, not against his brother but against the humiliation of crying his not-so-hard heart out.
         
 
         ‘Leave our Craig alone! You always pick on him when you can’t cope,’ snapped Vanessa – I’d got her as purple. What that signalled, though, was a mystery: I felt so dizzy I was becoming confused.
         
 
         Then all four of them were going at each other. Their voices had squeaky bits and gruff bits and God knew how many other bits wildly overlapping.
 
         Ginger let out three or four sighs – the build-up to an explosion: ‘If you bloody kids are going to turn this into yet another row, we’re going home empty-handed – so you’d better stop right now!’
 
         I was at my dizziest yet. As you are, when your only hope of survival is being nuked by the very family that’s just stolen your heart.
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         The kids were on tenterhooks.
         
 
         When Jack broke the awkward silence, I heard a tremor in his voice: he was trying to hold back the tears that were still in his eyes. ‘We’re sorry.’ He really meant it. ‘Aren’t we?’ he asked Vanessa.
 
         She sidled close to him and gave his ribs an affectionate prod. ‘Yes,’ she agreed, her green peepers on her mum, whose right eyebrow arched so high it only needed a dot under it to become a question mark. ‘You lot better start behaving,’ she cautioned, prompting sighs of relief from Jack and Vanessa that made me want to bite the bars of my cage and rip them away – I was desperate to be part of the topsy-turvy love I could see right before my eyes.
 
         But those kids scrapped like deranged alley cats – they couldn’t have maintained a truce if their own lives had depended on it, let alone mine. Instead of keeping schtum, Rachael put her hands on her hips and exclaimed, ‘Well, I didn’t say a blinking word!’
 
         Which was an invitation for Craig to retort, ‘You called me a retard!’ – with Jack adding, ‘And me a creep!’
 
         Well, no matter how much his little sister – who was beady-eyed with fury – wanted to respond to that, she resisted: her mum had emitted an almighty groan.
         
 
         There was another silence in which, once more, I feared for my life – until Vanessa came to the rescue. ‘Mum, we absolutely totally promise not to argue any more,’ she declared, looking daggers at her sister, who was still on the edge of snapping back at Jack. Instead she gave a shrug, which meant that, for the time being, she was biting her tongue.
         
 
         ‘You too, Craig,’ warned Vanessa. Her brow lifted in response to his salute, while Ginger smiled.
 
         ‘Whatever you say, our Vee,’ Jack concurred. ‘So,’ he then decreed, ‘no more arguing.’ He didn’t look at Rachael and Craig in case he sparked another row, but now Vanessa wasn’t the only one steering them – and me – away from the rocks. The mutts in the cages on the other side of the grass must have seen who was really in charge.
 
         It would all of have been quite amusing if I hadn’t been consumed by the burning hope that they’d get me away from Psycho Vet before Ginger did a complete Armageddon job.
 
         But things seemed better: as though, despite her earlier stand-off with Jackie, Vanessa had become the ultimate peace broker. ‘That’s settled, then,’ she announced, and offered Ginger a wry smile. ‘We’re truly sorry, Mum. We can’t help ourselves. We’re barbarians.’
 
         At this point I was driven to call upon another feisty female spirit for help. ‘If you’re there, Your Hoityness, make it happen,’ I prayed. ‘Please.’ I’d remembered that, for all her angry ways, I’d wanted Her Hoityness as a mum, her lovely black and yellow fur mine to snuggle into. Because, let’s face it, at one human year old I was still pretty much a kid myself.
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         Craig was next to crouch before me, and right away I saw loss and pain behind his eyes. It reminded me of the pup that was told he should have been drowned to spare the world its repulsive self. Perhaps now one loser would reject another: the kid and me, worthless and vile, the pair of us.
         
 
         But he broke into a huge grin and declared that I was a beautiful boy. Before I knew it, my tongue was between the horrid steel bars and licking his nose, which made him laugh and me feel better.
 
         ‘A lovely beautiful darling,’ he said, in Ginger’s fetching OTT style.
 
         Jack and Vanessa good-naturedly rolled their eyes to Heaven.
 
         By now the kennel lad – who had thick blond hair and healthily tanned skin that I was so glad I hadn’t bitten – had turned up.
 
         ‘Blimey, our Craig!’ exclaimed Rachael, as Ginger gave the newcomer a thumbs-up that set my heart pounding. ‘You can’t go around calling dogs lovely beautiful darlings! Lovely beautiful darling!’ she mimicked, not unkindly. I actually barked with joy, causing her to laugh with everybody else, while Craig nodded, blushing, at the kennel lad, who winked at him and stepped back. He didn’t want to intrude on the family that – would you believe? – now resumed its competitive ways.
         
 
         ‘Craig can say “lovely beautiful darling” if he likes.’ Jack smiled down at me and prodded his brother’s shoulder with the toe of his shoe, as he’d done to my paw a few minutes earlier. ‘Can’t you, our kid?’
 
         ‘Yup,’ agreed Craig, who – concentrating on me – had stopped blushing. He glanced at the kennel lad for approval as he reached into my cage to feel my sore and wasted flanks. His eyes brightened, as if he’d hit on the answer to something dead important, like world hunger. ‘And I’ll tell youse what,’ he announced. ‘We’ll call him Bruce!’
 
         Well, there was a moniker! It wasn’t daft like Biggles – and my seal wiggle was going so hard I could have been 90 per cent Labrador. My excitement grew when Jack declared that Bruce was a great name. ‘In fact, I’d go so far as to say bloody great.’ He crouched down again and slung his arm across Craig’s shoulders. With them being so close, and so alike, and so happy, I was licking both their faces now, my poor nose getting knocked to bits on the steel bars as I shifted from one to the other.
         
 
         ‘Look at them, Mum! Three crazy dogs!’ exclaimed Vanessa.
 
         ‘I think’, said Ginger, to the grinning kennel lad, ‘that Bruce has found his new home.’
 
         But then she went and asked Rachael what she thought, causing another twist in the roller-coaster ride that had started when I’d noticed somebody lurking outside my cage.
         
 
         ‘Not Bruce, Blue,’ Rachael insisted, as she replaced Jack beside Craig on the concrete path – none of them would have got down on it if they’d seen what the kennel lad swilled off it.
         
 
         Craig gritted his teeth, kept his eyes firmly on me and repeated, ‘Bruce,’ until Vanessa decided that though ‘Blue’ was right for my eyes, she preferred Bruce too.
         
 
         ‘Come on, Rach!’ Jack urged. ‘Be a good sport. Let Craig choose his name.’
 
         The kennel lad suggested they put it to the vote. The kids’ eyes were as wide as gobstoppers, their furry-caterpillar eyebrows so far up their foreheads that they were lost in their floppy black hair. Four fantastically quizzical expressions that had Ginger laughing like a drain, probably because voting was a novelty in this family: usually whoever shouted loudest was the winner. ‘I say!’ She beamed at the kennel lad, whose well-proportioned features were enhanced by the amusement in his pale blue eyes. ‘What a simply fabulous idea! Why don’t we do exactly that?’
         
 
         ‘Because I’ll lose,’ Rachael shot back, and joined in with the hilarity that followed. ‘Okay, our Craig,’ she conceded. ‘Bruce it is. But he’ll get called Brucie anyway,’ she added, as she got up from the concrete and joined Jack, Vanessa and Ginger.
 
         Now they and the kennel lad waited for Craig’s response to his sister’s last remark.
 
         He was unfazed by it. Once more his eyes lit up as if he’d hit on the answer to another world problem – the halting of the arms race, perhaps. He kept his cheeky gaze on me as he said, ‘Brucie-Wucie-Lucie darling!’
         
 
         Everyone fell about laughing with sheer joy at my rebirth as Brucie. My first human had called me Runt.
 
         ‘Brucie-Wucie-Lucie darling,’ Craig repeated quietly, with a shy grin for the kennel lad, who said I was a fantastic dog. (I regretted all the more the time I’d wanted to bite him because he was answerable to Psycho Vet.)
 
         ‘You’ll love him to bits,’ he added.
 
         Craig turned crimson again. ‘We love him already, thanks. Loads and loads,’ he added, as he got up and went to stand with Vanessa and Jack. They were smiling between themselves, Ginger was thoughtful, and Rachael was as inscrutable as granite.
 
         ‘Well,’ said the kennel lad, at last slipping the bolt on my door. ‘Brucie’s all yours, folks.’ With that he left me with my new family. And I discovered, to my delight, that I wasn’t the only one who had fallen headlong that day. Now it was confirmed that, far from being worthless, I was a mutt who was adored like he never would have believed possible. I said a prayer of thanks to Her Hoityness.
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         Ginger signed my release forms while the kids took me outside to where a bumpy gravel car park overlooked a Sunday cricket pitch that was brown after weeks of sun and the hosepipe ban. We passed a gleaming yellow and chrome Raleigh Chopper chained to a post.
         
 
         ‘That’s his bike,’ said Rachael, with interest. ‘The kennel lad’s.’
 
         ‘So? What’s the big deal?’ asked Vanessa. Craig’s grip tightened on my lead.
 
         ‘None,’ broke in Jack. ‘Except that he was in our Craig’s class.’
 
         ‘And …’ persisted Rachael, ‘… got taken away from school because he tried to do himself in.’
 
         Vanessa told her that if the kennel lad had taken his mum’s sleeping pills, like everybody said, then it was one thing Craig couldn’t be blamed for. I wondered just how wonky my colour sense had gone: all I’d got from the kennel lad had been a promising red.
 
         Still, I’d been getting an overload of colours. And something obviously had happened because Craig had been so awkward when the kennel lad appeared. I guessed this was because he’d been worried his ex-classmate would think they’d all start talking about him. That, of course, was exactly what they’d just done, though this was one topic that even Rachael was glad to drop.
         
 
         ‘Is Brucie okay?’ called Ginger, as she came towards us.
 
         The tension on my lead slackened.
 
         ‘Mum, he’s more than okay!’
 
         ‘He’s brilliant!’ Jack punched the air.
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         The ‘taxi’ waiting on the far side of car park was a silver mini-bus with more dents than a tank that had taken a direct hit. ‘Blimey,’ said the driver, on seeing me. ‘They must be low on dogs.’ When he saw the kids’ glares directed at him, he apologized hastily.
         
 
         ‘Back to Shangri-La,’ instructed Ginger, with a chuckle.
 
         Maybe they lived in a semi with lace curtains and a lawn mown to resemble a carpet. Or not: I reckoned the family lacked a dad to cut the grass – or he’d have got a mention at least when it came to choosing a mutt.
 
         ‘What’s this Shangri-La place, then?’ asked the driver, after he’d managed the tricky turn out of the car park and on to the road to the coast.
 
         ‘Utopia!’ chorused the kids.
 
         Ginger laughed. Then she patted her thighs, inviting me to come to her. I stood up and put my front paws on her lap. ‘Artful bugger,’ she murmured, cupping my head in her hands and looking me in the eye as the dented silver mini-bus carried us towards my new home.
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         Ginger was in a huff. ‘Don’t be so damn cheeky!’
         
 
         Rachael retorted, ‘I was not!’
 
         Jack insisted, ‘Oh yes you were!’
 
         ‘You said Brucie’ll think Mum’s painted the front door like a boiled sweet!’
 
         ‘Actually,’ corrected Vanessa, ‘she said Liquorice Allsort.’
 
         ‘Who the heck cares?’ Craig was tickling me between my ears where the hair was patchy, but not as bad as it was on my scabby back. ‘If he can’t cope with his first impression he’ll be so freaked by the rest of the house he’ll run back to the kennels. At top bloody speed!’ he added. Everyone eyed him and me with tons of affection: like we already had a special bond. And I guessed we had. I loved all the kids but Craig was the one I felt most protective towards – the way some humans instinctively right a beetle that’s on its back kicking helplessly at the air. But why this one kid in particular out of the four, I had no idea – as you might expect when I’d just tumbled out of the taxi in front of my new home. It was an old terraced house with a wide double-storey bay window and a peaked attic.
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