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Out of the Darkness


It was the darkness that was the worst. In the pitch black of the barn, all you could hear were the whimpers of the other dogs. The smell was overwhelming; a nasty, fetid stench which told of the dirt and disease that bound us together in misery. In the blackness, you could make out the gleaming eyes of my cell mates as they clambered over each other in search of somewhere dry to settle down and sleep. They would never find it in this filthy hellhole.


I had never known any different, but something told me this was not a life any dog should lead. A Yorkshire terrier like me should be curled up on someone’s lap, not shivering in a damp and dirty prison. It was no place to raise babies, but I had a litter of eight helpless puppies by my side. Just feeling them squirm against me, their soft new fur warm and comforting, was enough to make my heart feel like it might burst with devotion. I knew I could endure anything as long as I had them.


There were other dogs in the barn with puppies too, all doing what they could to survive. We would all lay down our lives for our babies but each of us lived in constant fear that they would one day be wrenched away. It had happened before, you see. I could hardly bear to remember it, but I had reared litters many times – only to have them cruelly stolen from me before they were old enough to leave. This was my sixth litter. My heart broke as I remembered the ones who had come before. Taken too soon, they had squealed with fear and anguish as we were separated. Where were they now?


I wished I could take my babies out into the sunlight. We got a glimpse of it every morning, when a man in heavy boots would heave open the barn door and toss measly amounts of food directly onto the dirty floor of our steel-barred cages. Every morning I’d wag my tail tentatively. Maybe today he would reach down and pat my head? Or unlatch my cage door and lead us out into the fresh air? But he never did. He would simply slam the door shut behind him.


Plunged back into the dark, it was hard to know when the day was over and when night began. It made no difference really. The discomfort was as intense whatever time it was. I could feel the mites crawling through my itchy ears while my body burned from whatever painful skin condition I had developed. My stomach churned but going to the loo felt like wrenching out my insides. Every bit of me ached. I couldn’t keep myself clean, and I shivered from the cold caused by my own dampness.


Some days I could feel my strength ebbing away. There were so many of us in the barn, and many of the dogs were very sick – you could smell it on them, like decay. One had gone blind; another could no longer stand up. But I couldn’t give in, I had to be strong for my babies. I looked down at them and counted eight little bodies. The littlest one was worryingly weak. He couldn’t keep his head up to suckle, and I could feel his heartbeat slowing as I frantically licked his tiny body. Stay strong, little one! I willed him. I had to keep him alive.


The puppies and I fell into a fitful sleep. I dreamed I was outside in a sunlit meadow, roaming free while my babies played happily beside me. Then there was a bang and I woke with a start. Was it feeding time already? Sunlight streamed in through the door, illuminating the ominous figure of the farmer. He was with a younger man today and – oh God – they were both holding crates. Suddenly I was on high alert, throwing my body across my pups. It was then that I realised in horror that the little one was stone cold. He’d left me already.


I was howling with grief by the time the younger man reached my pen. He unlatched the cage door and reached down towards my remaining puppies. Not this time! I bared my little teeth and barked and barked, but it only prompted him to aim a powerful kick at my abdomen. I felt the wind rush out of me as I was thrown against the wall. By the time I had staggered back to my feet it was too late. Every last baby was gone – they had even taken the tiny little corpse.


‘How many then, Jack?’ I heard the farmer ask the other man.


‘I’ve counted thirty-three,’ came the reply.


‘Should be quite the payday! Couple of casualties, though: two dead and one at death’s door.’


‘Chuck the dead ones on the bonfire,’ said the farmer. The door slammed shut behind them.


The howls of pain echoing through the barn told me I was not the only mother who had been robbed of her children that day. Our little ones weren’t ready – they were still far too young to fend for themselves. Instinct told me they should have stayed with me for at least another two weeks. I could only imagine the terror my poor puppies must be feeling now, and I thought I would go mad with the agony of it all. I scrabbled desperately at the bars of my cage, but it was no use. I was trapped here for ever. When would this awful cycle end? I feared I may not survive the physical and emotional toll of raising and losing yet another litter.
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Some time later – days or months, I couldn’t be sure – the barn door opened at a different time from normal. I barely bothered to look up – what could it mean except more suffering? Then I heard voices I didn’t recognise. I hurried to the edge of my pen and put my paws on the bars. I could see several pairs of feet, and one of them was heading my way.


‘Oh heavens! How could anyone do such awful things to defenceless animals?’ I heard someone say. I lifted my head and saw a blond-haired woman peering into my pen. Everything inside me told me not to trust her, to stay well back in case she hurt me like all the other humans had done. But I couldn’t help it. Feebly, I wagged my tail. Maybe she was different from the others. Maybe she would give me the kindness I had longed for all my life.


‘Look at the state of you,’ she said as she reached towards me. ‘Let’s get you out of here. You’re safe now.’


She scooped me up and held me against her chest. I had no idea where she was taking me or what it all meant. But the warmth of her body and the gentleness of her touch felt like something I could trust. She turned and walked towards the open door and the beckoning sunlight.


Exhausted, I slumped my head against her chest and allowed sleep to carry me away. Was I really safe at last?
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Starting from Scratch


I flung open the windows of my little cottage and breathed in the fresh spring air. It was one of those glorious bright blue mornings where the scent of blossom hangs tantalisingly on the breeze. I could hear the lambs in the next-door farm bleating gently and see a cheerful clutch of daffodils swaying in the garden. The day felt full of possibility.


Grabbing my cup of tea, I wandered out into the pretty garden, keen to make the most of a morning which heralded the return of warm weather after the gloom of winter. I still hadn’t got over the novelty of perching on my tumbledown wall and taking stock while my boxers, George and Ginelli, sniffed around the flower beds and songbirds chirruped in the trees. It was a far cry from the cramped little patio of my old flat, where the only morning chorus you heard was the honking horns of traffic and distant trains whizzing by.


The nineteenth-century cottage, with its ivy-clad walls, cosy nooks and stone-flagged floors, was still quite new to me, as I had only moved in a month ago. But I was in love with it already. The noise and pollution of London felt like a distant memory, and I could see how much the boxers, as well as my white poodle Gypsy and Lala the Dalmatian, were enjoying being country dogs.


‘Not a bad way to start the day, is it?’ I asked Gypsy, the princess of the pack, who liked to hop up on the wall next to me while I sipped my tea.


I had always planned to move out of the city eventually but it was still a big step to leave behind Harrow, the suburb where I’d spent most of my life, and start a new chapter out in the countryside. In the end, the move had been for practical reasons. My job training animals for films was growing ever busier and it made sense for me to be closer to Shepperton and Pinewood studios, where I did most of my work, rather than doing battle with the M25 every morning. Days on set could be long – sometimes as much as twelve hours a day – so I was grateful for the quicker commute.


The cottage was perfect, with three bedrooms, a snug living room and a big, bright kitchen with an Aga – and a lovely warm spot on the flagstone floor in front of it where the dogs could curl up. As soon as I moved in, I had painted all the walls in cheerful yellows and peaches, and hung pretty floral curtains at the windows.


I didn’t know a soul in the village I’d moved to – Long Marston in Hertfordshire – but it didn’t matter because it already felt like home. I loved wandering its winding lanes lined with hedgerows and spotting red kites circling overhead, looking for food. I had my dogs, as well as my two cats, Jazz and Sky, for company. The village had a couple of welcoming pubs and a small shop, and with so much natural beauty on the doorstep I didn’t feel I needed anything else.


Gulping a mouthful of tea and feeling the sun warm my cheeks, I still couldn’t believe it had taken me so long to take the plunge. As a born and bred city girl, I thought I would miss being able to go and see any film I wanted at any time of day or night, or to choose from about fifty takeaway options on a lazy Friday evening. But I couldn’t miss any of it less. The quiet, the cleanliness of the air, the miles of uninterrupted fields over which I romped with my dogs – it all made perfect sense. It felt like the beginning of a whole new life.


This year – 2003 – was a fresh start for me in more ways than one. Having worked for the legendary Hollywood trainer Gary Gero for the last few years, I was now striking out on my own. Gary had given me my first big break back in 1995, when he had hired me as the head dog trainer on 101 Dalmatians. Then I had gone on to train animals for the Harry Potter films, working alongside his US-based team. For those movies we had trained about 250 animals in total, from a slobbery mastiff who played Hagrid’s dog Fang to some very dim-witted owls who proved quite a challenge. I smiled guiltily as I remembered one of the owls grabbing not the letter prop it was meant to, but the director’s important production notes and swooping off without a backward glance as we desperately tried to catch her.


Despite a few mishaps with the owls, Gary must have been impressed. Now that the second Potter movie, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, was out of the way, he had appointed me director of a new UK arm of his company, Birds & Animals. The idea was that I would run it, becoming increasingly independent of the US sister company as time went on. Filming Potter had been a whirlwind, but taking charge of my own branch of the business was going to be a challenge in its own right. I was so proud that Gary had put his faith in me and determined not to let him down.


Now was the chance to prove myself, because I had just secured the first job for Birds & Animals UK. We had been contracted to supply and train a dog for a new teen movie called What a Girl Wants. It was an American production, but it was mainly set in Britain, so most of the filming would take place over here. The teen star Amanda Bynes was set to play an American girl who discovers her long-lost dad is an aristocratic British politician, played by Colin Firth. A quest to reconnect with her dad lands Amanda’s character in the midst of British high society – and brings her face to face with the royal family. The script called for a Yorkshire terrier who would play a dog belonging to Sylvia Syms’s character, Princess Charlotte, a little diva of a thing who bonds with Amanda Bynes, endearing her to the aristocrats. It would be my job to cast and train the dog.


I knew I had to enjoy the peace of the garden while I could, because I had a busy few months ahead of me. I was on my own now and it was down to me to make it work. The search for a new canine star was about to begin.
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Casting Call


Right on cue, the phone rang from the kitchen. I hurried inside, knowing it would be Jo Vaughan, a fellow trainer who had come on board the new company.


‘All right, Jules?’ came Jo’s familiar voice down the line. ‘What are we thinking about this Yorkie, then?’


I smiled. Jo wasn’t one for much of a preamble, she was too no-nonsense for that. It was one of the things I loved about her. We had been working together for four years, since we first hit it off on the set of 102 Dalmatians in 1999. Jo had been on the team of puppy trainers Gary had hired for that film, and from day one we just clicked. Her diligence and unflappable nature meant she stood out from the rest. I only found out later that it was her first time working with dogs, having previously trained sea lions for shows at a safari park. You would never have guessed when you saw how natural she was around the puppies.


Jo and I quickly learned that we train and think in a very similar way. Like me, she puts the happiness of the animal at the centre of everything she does and never compromises when it comes to making training fun and nurturing. Over the years we had become not just colleagues but firm friends, and one of the reasons I had ended up in this part of Hertfordshire was because she lived not far away. Now that we were striking out from the US business, Jo and I were working more closely together than ever. Finding myself faced with business decisions on a daily basis, I relied on her support and good judgement, and I already saw her as my right-hand woman. Just last night we had been texting about What a Girl Wants, and Jo had promised to help me find the perfect dog.


‘I haven’t worked with any Yorkshire terriers before, but what I do know is that we’ve got to get it right,’ I told her now, scratching Gypsy behind the ears as I spoke. I knew that Yorkies were known to be energetic and feisty, which would be great for training, but also that some can have a tendency to be a bit snappy or yappy.


‘The director told me he wants a dog with proper star quality: “a scene-stealer” was how he put it.’ I didn’t need to add that as our first job as a solo outfit, there was a lot riding on this one.


‘Well, it could be our lucky day,’ said Jo. ‘I’ve just been in touch with an old contact of mine, who trained the Yorkie in that bank advert – you know, the one that was everywhere about a year ago? The dog is still working and knows all the basics already, apparently. Could be just what we need.’


It did indeed sound almost too good to be true. But still I hesitated. What a Girl Wants was an opportunity for me to set out my stall and put into practice the values I hold dear. My very first dog when I was a child had been a rescue, and I wanted to continue that legacy. I’ve therefore always tried to use rescue dogs in films whenever I can because I truly believe that every animal deserves a second chance. And there are so many wonderful animals languishing in rescue centres that it would be a waste not to look there as a first port of call when embarking on a new project. These animals are literally on the scrap heap after years of cruelty or neglect, and I know I can give them the lovely life they so desperately deserve. Over the years I’ve taken in animals who have been starved, beaten, abandoned and just plain unloved. There have been cats so dirty there are maggots burrowing through their skin and dogs who don’t know what it’s like to be let loose to run free. The world had given up on these animals as lost causes – in some cases, they would have been put to sleep if I hadn’t plucked them from their rescue centre. Given that second chance at life, they all went on to repay me a thousand times over with their talent for training and enormous capacity for love.


But on the other hand, filming started in just three months’ time, and we didn’t have any other leads. I had been ringing round my usual contacts at rescue centres and dog charities to see if they had any Yorkies who would fit the bill, but so far I had drawn a blank. So the Yorkshire terrier from the bank advert could be the perfect solution.


‘Sounds great, Jo,’ I said. ‘Can you email me over a video of the dog being put through his paces?’


‘Doing it now,’ she replied, and hung up.


I opened up my laptop and logged on to my email. As I waited for Jo’s video to pop through, I scrolled idly through the BBC News website. Then something caught my eye which changed everything. Perhaps I would be able to cast a rescue dog after all.
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A Twist of Fate


‘Dozens of dogs kept in shocking conditions at illegal puppy farm’ read the headline.


Already feeling sick at the thought of the cruelty the dogs must have endured, I clicked on the link. The story was about a raid on a farm near Swansea where animal inspectors found starving and dying dogs being held in sheds and barns while the unscrupulous owners made tens of thousands of pounds from selling puppies online.


The father and son who ran the awful enterprise posed as caring family sellers, but in reality their dogs were little more than breeding machines. More than fifty dogs had been removed from their filthy barns but they were so poorly cared for that two had already had to be put to sleep. Tipped off that they were about to be raided, the breeders had fled – and police were now hunting them so they could be brought to justice for the horrors they had inflicted.


I scrolled open-mouthed through pictures of the hellish pens where emaciated dogs cowered with their puppies, surrounded by faeces. The article reported how most of the dogs had painful skin conditions, infections and sores but had barely seen daylight, let alone a vet. Animal cruelty is nothing new, but every time I’m confronted with it I’m still astounded by how humans can treat defenceless creatures in such a way.


‘These poor dogs,’ I murmured, half to myself and half to Ginelli, my handsome red boxer who had followed me in from the garden. Ginelli was also a rescue dog, and had been nervous around humans when I got him, but like George, a white boxer with a big brown patch over one eye who had been taken to a boarding kennels by an owner who clearly didn’t want him, then just never picked up, he had responded with joy to the training I gave him. Both dogs went on to work successfully in films and adverts, and they were also wonderful pets – George was so gentle and sweet despite the neglect he had experienced, and Ginelli had this madcap, adventurous spirit which never failed to make me laugh. They were living proof that no matter what an animal’s past, the right love and care can give them a bright future.


I could only hope that the dogs rescued from the puppy farm would get the new life they deserved. Right at the end of the piece, it mentioned that the rescued dogs had been temporarily placed in a local rehoming centre, which was appealing for potential new owners to come forward.


‘What do you think, then?’ I asked Ginelli, who had stationed himself by my side and was peering at the computer screen, trying to see what I was transfixed by. ‘What are the chances they have a Yorkshire terrier?’


Ginelli sighed and settled himself at my feet as I hammered the name of the rescue centre into the search engine. I was dialling their number before the page had even properly loaded. I knew it was a long shot, but it had to be worth a try.


The woman who answered the phone with a soft Welsh accent told me they had been overwhelmed with offers of new homes ever since the story went live.


‘We do have a couple of dogs still looking for a place, though,’ she went on. ‘Some of the older bitches – they’ve been bred until they’re almost broken. They are the poorliest of the lot and it’s made it harder for us to find someone to take them on.’


My heart broke at the thought of these pitiful creatures who were exploited for profit and would undoubtedly have been dumped as soon as they outlived their usefulness. The Kennel Club recommends that dogs only have up to four litters in their lifetime and most vets advise resting the mothers between cycles. But on puppy farms the dogs are bred every time they are in season – every six months – and the only limit to how many litters they have is how many they can produce before they drop dead.


‘Can I ask what breeds the remaining dogs are?’ I asked, barely daring to hope.


‘Yes, there’s a couple of schnauzers, but someone is coming to look at them this afternoon,’ the woman replied, ‘and there’s a Yorkshire terrier too.’


I couldn’t believe it. My head was spinning as I hung up, promising I’d be there to see the Yorkie as soon as I could. I clicked back onto my email and saw that the video from Jo had dropped in. Not even bothering to watch it, I typed out a reply. ‘Thanks for finding this but let’s pause for now. Another Yorkie has come up. Do you mind watching my dogs today? Am driving to Wales – will explain later.’


Jo replied within minutes – she had a key to the cottage and was happy to come and take the dogs out. ‘Intrigued to hear what you’re up to this time …’ she added.


I was out of the door and into the driving seat of my battered Mitsubishi Shogun in ten minutes flat, glancing quickly at the road atlas so I knew where I was going. What were the chances of the last remaining dog from the puppy farm being a Yorkie – just when I needed one? There was no other word for it: this had to be fate.




OEBPS/images/pro.jpg
Prologue





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Also by Julie Tottman



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue: Out of the Darkness



		1 Starting from Scratch



		2 Casting Call



		3 A Twist of Fate



		4 To the Rescue



		5 Puppy Love at First Sight



		6 Homeward Bound



		7 Road to Recovery



		8 Risky Business



		9 Dog Days



		10 A Special Bond



		11 Social Animal



		12 Starting School



		13 Practice Makes Perfect



		14 Working Like a Dog



		15 Crowd Control



		16 Fight or Fright



		17 A Living Nightmare



		18 Facing the Fear



		19 The Final Countdown



		20 Girls on Film Set



		21 Action!



		22 A Star is Born



		23 Going Out with a Bang



		24 Home Truths



		25 A Walk to Remember



		26 What Pickles Did Next



		27 Out in the Cold



		28 Field Research



		29 Lost and Found



		30 Amazing Pickles



		31 Hollywood Smile



		32 The Impossible Question



		33 Time to Say Goodbye



		Epilogue



		How to Spot a Puppy-Farm Dog



		About the Author













		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/ch001.jpg
Cinapler One





OEBPS/images/ch003.jpg
Chapler Three





OEBPS/images/ch002.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Will You
Take Me
Home?

The brave rescue dog from the puppy
farm who h came a movie star

Julie T pnan

sphere





OEBPS/images/9780751580082.jpg
From the movie animal trainer ‘

:

Will You
Take Me

Home?






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





