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			‘The life that was lived was the best that could be done.’1

			Fay Weldon Auto da Fay

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			I have always followed my urges. Without question. The need to do, say, possess or swallow something sweeps through me like a primal scream and opposition is pointless. An urge is, after all, defined as a ‘strong, restless desire’, and we meddle with nature at our peril.

			So when the mantra ‘Get a dog!’ started whirring in my youthful mind, I had to comply. It wasn’t sensible, of course. I was twenty-one, living in one room in Blackheath, south-east London, with no particular idea of what direction my life would take. I had vague thoughts of being a performer and had enjoyed premonitions of fame and celebrity since the age of thirteen, but these were mere daydreams and I can’t claim any real sense of destiny. I had recently applied for a job with Help the Aged because I liked the company of old people and had a taste for Murray Mints.

			But I followed my urges and got a dog . . . and within a few years she had propelled me up the ranks of the alternative comedy circuit and onto television.

			There is a lot of stern advice available to anyone wondering if they should get a dog: Are you ready? Can you give a dog a happy life? Can you afford it? Do you have time? Then, apparently, you have to choose what sort of dog you’d like, what size, gender, age, and so on. I didn’t do any of this. I acted on impulse. I followed a need as compelling as the need to eat or drink.

			The ‘Get a dog!’ compulsion was to return again nineteen years later on 5 November, when I was in a shopping centre in Sutton, of all places, filming a Daz advert. It was stronger this time, and more urgent.

			‘I need a puppy!’ I cried to my assistant Bertha. Fame, the reader may observe, had made me a tad petulant. This sudden need for a dog was to occur again on two more occasions, each time a bit more extreme, like a career criminal taking greater risks as his crimes escalate in an attempt to recreate the first, thrilling rush. In 2009 I was in the middle of a chat show when the host brought on a selection of homeless puppies. I had taken a liking to one within seconds, and took him home. Then in 2019 I locked eyes with a photograph of a dog in a Serbian rescue pound and I sent for her. What next? Will I be snatching dogs from the arms of their owners on the street?

			So my need for a dog (or two) in my life is not to be resisted, that much is clear. Dogs bring calmness and clarity to my life. There is much talk these days about the benefits of mindfulness and living in the moment, but you don’t need to become a Buddhist or go to the trouble of reading a book by Ruby Wax if you have a dog to interact with. One stroke is all it takes, as the rent boy said to the bishop.

			Throughout my adult life there has been a dog by my side, bearing witness, radiating unconditional love or just snoring peacefully. Whatever else is going on, it is the water bowl in the kitchen, the dog hair on my jumper, the knowing gaze from the dog in the basket beside me that comforts me and tells me that all is well. I am not the first person to observe that dogs are uplifting for the human spirit.

			I have a theory: what if each dog has been ‘sent’ to us to help us learn something profound, to enrich our lives and help us evolve spiritually, like cards dealt to us by an all-seeing deity? It’s a thought-provoking wheeze, if nothing else, but stop me if I’m coming over all Dalai Lama. We can blame the herbal tea.

			It is only now that I can fully appreciate the contribution of my four-legged friends. They deserve this book. Without them, my life might have veered off towards a number of undesirable destinations. I feel the need to articulate my appreciation and thanks.

			My first dog, Fanny, came into my life when I was twenty-one and somewhat adrift. At the time I was an aspiring performer, unsure which porthole to stick my head through. Her zest for life and willingness to try every new experience helped me to become bolder than I think I would otherwise have been. More importantly, as I took my first tentative steps on the comedy circuit, she provided the star quality that would otherwise have been sadly lacking.

			Fanny was also my guardian angel. I like to think she still is. (You will get used to my tendency to etherealise.) She stopped bad things from happening to me, just as a St Christopher medal protects the traveller. I hate to break this to you but I was, in my youth, a rather unfussy picker-up of gentlemen callers, oblivious to the risks involved – or maybe just willing to take my chances. Fanny saw off several men who had evil intent, sometimes simply by her presence. St Sebastian is considered the patron saint of homosexuals but I think Fanny the Wonder Dog might be his understudy, should he be feeling under the weather due to all those pesky arrows in his ivory flesh.

			Valerie, my whippet crossbreed, escorted me through my forties, urging kindness where otherwise petulance might have triumphed. Poised and fearless, the Germaine Greer to my Bernard Manning, she kept things in proportion, as if to say: ‘Showbiz is not all of life. I am here. I care nothing for your profile, bank account, TV series or magazine covers. Now pick up my shit and shut the fuck up.’

			Ten years later, she was joined by Albert, a jaunty geezer type, sent to acclimatise me to middle age, perhaps, to instruct me about the benefits of peace, quiet and an afternoon nap, and to help me seduce my future husband, mediate between us and prevent him from slipping through my fingers.

			Most recently there has been Gigi: a fur bullet, an inscrutable, unpredictable, hilarious acid trip of a dog. Gigi has expanded the boundaries of love beyond where I thought they lay, and proved that there are no limits.

			Without these four dogs – well, there would be nothing to write about.

		

	
		
			Part One

			 

			Fanny

			 

			 

			 

			‘Dogs never bite me. Just humans.’

			– Marilyn Monroe
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			Chapter 1

			Urges in South-East London

			There were three tenants in three rooms in the Blackheath flat I lived in, and there was a payphone in the hallway, from which I dialled South London Dog Rescue. It wasn’t a dog rescue charity in the conventional sense – it had no kennels staffed by outdoorsy types in monogrammed polo shirts. It was just a kind, animal-loving woman on the end of the phone.

			‘We’ve been told about a dog in distress in a pet shop,’ she said in answer to my enquiry about dogs in need of a home. ‘It’s in a very cramped cage, not well looked after, and it’s been there for weeks.’

			I wrote down the address and said I’d go and see the dog the next day. This meant I had the night to think about what I was doing. Really, it wasn’t a good idea. I was twenty-one and footloose. I called my mother, who said all the appropriate things: a dog is a tie, you’re not settled, you have no job. No doubt she was worried that she and my father would end up looking after it once the novelty had worn off.

			‘So I suppose you’d better go and get it,’ she finally said. She sounded a little cross and exasperated but also, I decided, encouraging. My mother was a big fan of spontaneous acts. She had to say the right, sensible things, but I told myself there was a subtext to what she was saying. Be reckless.

			‘If you think about it for too long, you’d never do anything’ was one of her sayings. When she and my father got married and had my sister, they had no carpets on the floor – but they bought a top-of-the-range London Baby Coach pram.

			Our family’s first experience of owning a dog when I was a child had come about by another of my mother’s impulsive acts. Each summer we would pile into my father’s Ford Zephyr and set off for Cornwall for two weeks. We stayed in a little cottage near St Ives. I have memories of us on the beach, sheltering behind a canvas windbreak, investigating rock pools and other traditional activities. As is the way with British holidays, the weather was unreliable. One year, when I was aged about seven, it rained relentlessly for the entire fortnight. My mother has a gift for telling long, improvised stories that could, if necessary, go on for days. When we were stuck inside our cottage during those long, wet August days, one of the stories she made up was truly epic. It involved a family, much like ours, who were on holiday in Cornwall when it rained and rained and never stopped. I think floods were involved, and they might have bobbed out to sea for a while in a tin bath, but they made it home in time for a cream tea. As she was making it up as she went along, the story would be inspired by whatever happened to be around. We’d go on long country drives in the rain. If we passed a man with a beard, then it was a fair bet that the story would suddenly feature just such a character. In his beard would live a mouse who would come out at night and nibble on the Cornish pasty crumbs that were stuck there. If we passed a windmill, then that would be where the man lived.

			One day, my mother told us that the fictional family piled into their car and went on a drive. Down a country lane they saw a sign that read ‘Puppies for Sale’. They went in through the gate and there was a litter of puppies. The family chose an adorable puppy and took it home with them. Their holiday was saved – transformed from disaster to triumph, just like that.

			‘And that’s what we’re going to do tomorrow!’ concluded my mother.

			‘Really?’ asked my father, choking on his coffee. It was the first he’d heard about it. But we children were squealing with excitement, of course, so it was too late for discussion. So that’s how, the next day, we acquired a miniature long-haired dachshund puppy that we named Monty. In hindsight, it was not an outstanding success – no reflection on the dog. He was delightful for a while and I remember how thrilled my sisters and I were, and how we fought over him, jealously demanding possession. I don’t think we had much idea of how to treat or train a puppy. He grew, as puppies do. But then he grew some more, until it was clear there was nothing ‘miniature’ in his genes whatsoever.

			I thought it was a good game to get down on the floor and pretend to be a dog too, playing tug-of-war and growling and yapping. This went wrong one day when he was being fed and I tried to take his food away. Monty bit me. It was my fault, and my parents pointed this out. But as the months passed, he started to snap quite often. He bit my sister and my mother too. He was quite a cross dog. My father understood him best and always excused Monty’s bad-tempered ways – until he bit my father. Then my father decided that the dog had to go. We were all very upset, so to soften the blow my parents told us that Monty would be going to live with my grandparents in Norfolk, so we would still see him during the school holidays. So off he went. He continued to grow in every direction until he was Cyril Smith with fur. A quiet life in the country suited him better. He lived to a ripe old age and never caused any trouble again.

			Monty was the only dog we had when I was growing up. The 1970s was a rather frantic decade: both my parents were working and I had a long journey to school and back. We went for cats instead. We had two, Cindy and Robinson, but I wanted one of my own. Being told that Robinson could be ‘mine’ if I liked wasn’t good enough. So aged eleven, I brought a kitten home from a pet shop in Richmond, despite being told very firmly that I wasn’t allowed another cat.

			‘You’ll take that straight back!’ thundered my father.

			My mother had been observing the scene. As I left the house, sobbing, the black and white kitten tucked inside my school blazer, she put her hand on my arm and said, ‘If they won’t take him back, then we’ll have to keep him, I suppose. . .’.

			And we did.

			 

			Now, as a young adult, I found myself in the grip of a new impulse – and this time it was the puppy in distress that was occupying my thoughts. After calling the lady from the South London Dog Rescue, I lay awake all that night thinking. Things always seem negative in the dark, I find, and worry and anguish flooded through me. How could I look after a dog? What if my landlady objected? Supposing I didn’t like it? What would happen when I found a job?

			And what about my nocturnal activities? I had been more or less unemployed for the last two years, since I’d left university. To say I had dipped my toe into the gay scene would be an understatement. I had immersed myself as if it were a jacuzzi. I was popular. By which I mean, available. Well, why not? I went out most nights with my friend Steven, a handsome, funny Irishman from Belfast with a gift for living in the moment that made him exciting company. Steven could lock eyes with a man on a train or the street and, through willpower and charisma, lead him astray on the spot. We would stroll to the bars and clubs of Soho and Earl’s Court and we very rarely went home alone. I would end up in all sorts of dodgy places, waking up entwined with a man whose name escaped me. How could I leave the dog all night? Well, I could either change my sluttish ways or drag my booty back to Blackheath with me. And there was always Cathy, a nurse who lived in the room next to me. She would dog-sit. As would Nick, my best (and only) friend from school, who lived nearby.

			There was another factor in all this. I was prone to being infatuated by unattainable men. I got sex and love confused quite often and would be left hankering after random men I had spent a few torrid hours with. Then I would drag Steven with me to the bar I had met Henry or Jacques or whoever in, hoping for a reunion that never happened. Consequently, I was often heartbroken and bereft. Then the only solution was to find someone new, which of course I did. I think, perhaps unconsciously, I thought a dog would take care of these unfulfilled, unreciprocated needs.

			But most of my anguish that night was about the dog. I didn’t know what it looked like or even what gender it was, but I kept seeing the pitiful creature, fear in its eyes, staring through a wire mesh cage, whimpering, waiting to be rescued. Having heard about the dog’s plight, I couldn’t leave it now. It was as if I had already passed that cramped cage and was being drawn back to it. The gift of liberty, of kindness, was mine to give.

			I got up early the next morning and walked from my flat in Hardy Road to Lewisham High Street to catch the bus to the location. Rescuing that dog from its current circumstances suddenly felt urgent. I couldn’t bear the animal to suffer for a moment longer than was necessary. I was trembling, I realised. Scared, as if I was about to do something reckless, which in a way I was. But it’s something good, I reasoned with myself. I’m not going shoplifting.

			I remember the cramped, chaotic pet shop and the gruff, unshaven old man who ran it. I don’t think he liked gays (and I was very gay, in my sleeveless T-shirt and ripped jeans and with my tousled blond hair). I looked around, but there was no sign of a dog anywhere.

			‘I’ve heard about a dog that needs a home,’ I said.

			The old man grunted and jerked his head towards the back of the shop. I followed him out into a dark, shadowy yard piled with wood, cardboard boxes, rusted corrugated iron panels and assorted rubbish.

			‘She’s in there,’ he said, pointing to a rotten rabbit hutch. ‘Can’t shift her. No one wants her.’

			I squatted down to peer inside. The hutch didn’t look big enough to contain a dog, unless she was very tiny indeed. Then I saw a pair of round, dark eyes shining. Hopeful, confused, but not scared.

			‘Hello,’ I said quietly. She came forward immediately and pressed her head to the roof of the hutch and her cheek to the wire. Her back feet scratched the wet sawdust in her attempt to push herself forward more, and her front paws came up to the wire on either side of her face as if she might squeeze through to me. I put my hand to the wire. Her tongue darted out and curled around my finger, back and out again. From the back of her throat a high-pitched whine communicated a desperate need for help.

			‘How long has she been in here?’ I asked the man, trying not to sound too aghast.

			‘Few months. Can’t shift her.’

			‘Can I get her out?’ I asked.

			He shrugged and gave a short-tempered huff. ‘Yup.’

			The door of the rabbit hutch was secured with some bent nails. I fiddled unsuccessfully with them, and the inhabitant began to whimper.

			‘Here,’ said the man crossly and pushed me aside. He turned the nails, opened the door, lifted the wriggling puppy out by the scruff of her neck and put her in my arms. She immediately pushed her head under my chin. I held her pitifully thin chest with one hand and her trembling legs with the other, and could feel her heart pounding.

			‘Oh dear, dear,’ I said. I tried to pull my head back to have a look at her, but she was glued to my neck. She smelled musty. Of sawdust, fear and urine.

			‘I know,’ I said. ‘Poor little sausage.’

			My billing and cooing was a bit much for the shop owner, who exhaled loudly and rubbed his eyes. ‘I’ll be in the shop,’ he said and left me alone in the yard with the dog. I didn’t stop there long. Nowadays, if you rescue a dog there is paperwork, adoption fees and microchipping to take care of, but not in 1980. The shop owner wanted a fiver for the dog, so I obliged. I carried her out straight away, having barely looked at her, and didn’t let go of her until I got back to my flat. I put her down in the kitchen. After several months in a rabbit hutch, it took her a few moments to move from a crouching position. She more or less froze, as if unable to cope with the change in her circumstances. Eventually she stretched her neck and looked around, wide-eyed. While she took it all in, I was able to see for the first time the dog that was now mine.

			She was petite but elegant. Light and feline, like a whippet. She had short hair and her back and long, gently curving tail were black, fading to a warm honey colour across her shoulders and down her legs, with a white belly and matching paw tips. Her face was the same honey colour, but her extremities slowly grew to black again. Her eyes, which I would spend so much time gazing into, were brandy coloured with sparkling black pupils. They were enhanced with dark upward-sweeping markings on the outer sides, like an ancient Egyptian pharaoh. Most strikingly, she was beautifully symmetrical, both in markings and posture. She was the loveliest creature I had ever seen. A sudden sob pulsated in my throat. I thought my heart would burst with love.

			I got her a bowl of water and she drank most of it then sat down, tidying any drops of water on her chin or whiskers with her tongue. Now she looked at me with a mixture of amusement and inquisitiveness.

			I sat on the floor next to her and she leant forward, sniffing me several times before licking the back of my hand. She licked for so long that I eventually moved my hand and stroked her head, which caused her to raise her head, freeze and close her eyes. Slowly her ears relaxed and I leant forward to kiss her gently on the nose, then she licked the side of my face. The pair of us sat there on the kitchen floor for some time, getting to know each other. After more stroking and licking, I patted my lap but she looked away shyly. She sat stiffly, looking questioningly at me, not sure of what was expected of her. After stroking her head again, I slid my hand down her shoulder and under her front leg, then slowly lifted her paw and held it, gently massaging the pad before placing it on my leg. She dropped her head a little and her body softened. It took me a while, but slowly I eased her onto my lap. She sat there awkwardly, as if expecting to be thrown off, before suddenly flopping down with a noisy sigh. Her limbs relaxed, her eyes closed and she curled into a ball, her tail wrapped around her face and over her ear with a slow, balletic flourish, as if she were silently rehearsing the entrance of the shades in La Bayadère. While she slept, I traced small circular movements across her head and ears, enjoying the sound of her breathing.

			I had much to think about. She was here now. I was responsible for her. Life would never be the same.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Laser Love

			I’m not sure how long I had been asleep for, sitting on the kitchen floor, leaning against the wall. I woke up when Cathy, my flatmate, came home. She was a nurse at Greenwich Hospital, where she worked on the geriatric ward. She had porcelain skin, cupid lips painted frosty pink and a halo of white-blonde candyfloss hair.

			‘Let’s have a look at her, then,’ she said, taking off her coat and lighting a cigarette. The dog wagged her tail and moved in for a tentative lick. Once up and awake, she seemed to need to burn off some energy, I guess, after her long weeks of confinement. Cathy and I stood open-mouthed as she created a circular route around the kitchen: onto a bean bag, two chairs, the table, the kitchen counter and, with an athletic leap, back onto the floor again. This was repeated with increased speed until we were giddy watching. Giggles turned to wide-eyed horror when drops of liquid splashed on our faces as she passed. She was sprinting and having a wee at the same time. Remarkable, really. Some sort of canine celebration of her new-found liberty, perhaps. When she did slow down – between us, we managed to block her route – I held her in my arms. We got J Cloths and the mop out, and spent some time cleaning up. There was urine up the walls, over the windows and dripping from the light fitting.

			‘Such a clever dog,’ observed Cathy. ‘I’d better take my uniform off and put it in the wash. My old dears might not like dog’s piss. Mind you, they don’t seem to have any objection to their own.’

			I carried the dog down to the patch of ground behind the flats, where she made herself comfortable. Back in my room I laid her on my bed and stroked her, wondering what name would suit her. I wanted something proper, something that would imply a dog of some substance. Margaret and Maureen were strong contenders for a few hours, until the word ‘Fanny’ just came out of my mouth spontaneously. Who knows what thought process preceded it? I knew it was right because she pricked up her ears and looked at me knowingly. So that was it.

			Fanny settled in very quickly. I got a cardboard box from the corner shop and made her a bed with cushions and old towels, which I placed next to my bed that evening, so I could give her a reassuring stroke in the night. But one thing led to another and she got on the bed, then in it within ten minutes. I slept on my side, spooning her, her head resting on my arm, covers pulled up over her shoulder. She didn’t snore but made contented sighs, and if I stroked her ribcage, she emitted a pleasant, tuneless wheezing sound, like a novelty bagpipe.

			I took her to a vet the next day for her injections, worming tablets and flea treatment. Fanny was undernourished, he said, but otherwise fit and healthy. She was a lurcher, which just means a cross between a sighthound and a terrier – characterised by doggy types as gentle, loving, affectionate and loyal.

			‘She could be anything,’ the vet said. ‘There’s probably a bit of whippet in there.’ Fanny was about four months old.

			It soon became apparent that Fanny’s main interest was food. She hadn’t had much of it, and never recovered from the hunger she must have felt in her early months. She always consumed her own food as a matter of urgency, but I was never able to teach her any manners or restraint regarding my own, or anyone else’s. She’d eat anything in a flash. Off the table, out of the bin, in the street, from a passing child’s hand. Even if it wasn’t food. I learned my lesson early on when I left my dinner on the table to answer the phone in the hallway. It was lamb chops with potatoes and vegetables. I was only gone a few seconds, but when I came back to the kitchen, not only was my food gone, but the plate had been licked so clean, I had to check that my dinner had existed in the first place. The only proof was the dirty pots and grill in the sink. Fanny was sitting innocently in her basket and seemed outraged at my accusation of theft. Out for a walk on another occasion, she briefly buried her head in a bin liner. Half an hour later she began to retch, then I swear she regurgitated an entire, slightly green, uncooked chicken. She must have inhaled it. How she got it down her throat and back up again, I will never know.

			The trick, I learned the hard way, was to have plenty of treats about my person. However distracted she was, she would focus on me the instant she heard the rattle of the treat packet. Doggy choc drops were a thing back then, and maybe she had a sweet tooth. She was mad for them and would stare at me wide-eyed, silently begging for them, straining every sinew, like a junkie at her dealer. She was a remarkably quick learner if a reward was involved. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for a single choc drop. It took seconds for her to learn how to sit, lie down, stay. Once she knew I was the giver of treats, it was simple to stop her unacceptable behaviour around other foody distractions. Her early experience of starvation meant I, as the giver of choc drops, was the meaning of life. She adored me and she was lavish with her displays of affection – not just gazing at me with laser love but leaping with joy whenever I returned to the room, jumping into my arms and licking me endlessly. If I turned my head she would get her tongue deep inside my ear. If she couldn’t lick my face, she’d lick my hand, my feet – even, if all else failed, a clothed limb. It was a manic, not altogether hygienic, obsession that she never grew out of. She’d lick anyone. Even strangers on the bus.

			She had other habits that were just as impossible to break, and from which we must draw our own conclusions. A casually raised hand would cause her to cower, sometimes flatten herself on the floor, as if she were about to be struck. Raised voices had a similar effect: they made her assume a sort of canine brace position. Whatever traumatic experience caused this might also explain her behaviour whenever we drove along the M40, past the Heathrow Airport turn-off. Here, to allow for incoming planes, the lamp posts are low. Whenever we drove along this stretch of road, Fanny would duck at every lamp post, as if she were about to be struck. Since we were travelling at 70 miles per hour, this meant she was permanently ducking up and down, like a music fan at a ‘happening’ gig. Except she was clearly reliving a past trauma. I learned to try to ensure she was asleep before we drove along there.

			I was enthralled by my dog. Fanny was such fun: she was bright and eager to please. She greeted everyone she met with delight and excitement. Despite what she might have been through in her past, she was never wary or shy. I thought it was important for her to have a variety of experiences as she was still a puppy, so I took her on trains, tubes and buses, to markets and shops, to parties, pubs and festivals. She was always eager and confident. She liked to be in the throb of things, always bright-eyed and curious about her surroundings. It was very rare for her to be bashful or worried.

			Maybe because I was young and carefree, unaware of the risks – or possibly just reckless – I let her off the lead and didn’t fret about her whereabouts. If I was at someone’s house drinking, dancing and generally carrying on, as we young things did in the 1980s, I didn’t give a thought to the poor dog until I was ready to leave. The first place I’d look was the kitchen, where I’d invariably find her sitting on a lesbian’s lap or clearing up splashes of spilled chilli con carne from the lino floor. If she wasn’t there or if I’d had a particularly eventful night, she might have sought out a bedroom or be asleep in a corner. If she wasn’t anywhere obvious, I’d whistle. Each dog I’ve owned has had their own whistle, that has evolved to suit their personality. Fanny’s was a simple two-note affair, a kind of ‘Yoo-hoo!’, the second note higher and shriller than the first. It worked in a park or at a party, with immediate effect. However far away she was, or however deep in slumber, she would leap up and rush to my side at once, always ecstatic to see me.

			With hindsight, it all seems very irresponsible. Awful things might have happened. Fanny might easily have disappeared, been taken, come to some harm, and it would have been my fault. But I’m not here to pass judgement on myself, just to tell you what occurred as accurately as I can. It was my good fortune that fate had paired me with a dog so well suited to my frisky lifestyle. I can’t say that Fanny enjoyed every moment of those wild parties but she came to no harm and had a more interesting, if less restful, life than she would have had sleeping in front of a coal-effect fire in a bungalow in Peterborough.

			I spent a lot of time talking to Fanny. She would gaze at me with great interest and I’d chat away about whatever was on my mind, where we were going, who I was hoping to meet. She had an expressive face, sometimes knowing or aghast or even cynical. I’m very wary of crediting dogs with human emotions and understanding, but Fanny was exceptional. She never looked at me with blank incomprehension. Boredom, yes, and there were occasions when she’d fall asleep while I was talking, but (when awake) she always seemed to be considering whatever I was telling her and her psychic response was always one of love: unconditional love, the great gift of dogs to humanity. I very quickly became emotionally dependent on Fanny and couldn’t remember my life before her. She came almost everywhere with me. We were partners, and I was never lonely with her by my side.

			I’ve no idea why, but one day I said to her, ‘You’ll stay with me till I’m forty.’ At twenty-one, forty seemed a lifetime away, of course. She gave me a steady, unusually mournful look. She understood the demand and the commitment she was solemnly undertaking.

			‘Pace yourself,’ I advised. ‘It’s going to be a bumpy ride.’

			Within weeks, Fanny understood a lot of commands (or suggestions, if you prefer). Training her was easy, as her attention was always focused on me. I learned that the best method was to wait until she was doing something, then say the command. If she happened to sit, I’d say ‘Sit!’ If she was walking towards me, I’d say ‘Come here.’ If she was getting into her basket, I’d tell her to ‘Go to bed.’ She mastered ‘Wait’, ‘Freeze’ and ‘Walk slowly’ quickly using this method: the advantage was that Fanny was given praise immediately and rarely encountered my disappointment. ‘No’ would stop her in her tracks whatever she was doing. ‘Up’ meant she had to leap in the air: I mostly used this when we were entering an Underground station and I needed to carry her up or down the escalator. From a standing position, she would leap vertically to my waist height. Then I’d catch her in my arm and off we’d go. A finger click meant she had to calm down and pay attention. It had the effect of a sedative on her. If she was told off (usually for eating something she shouldn’t have), she would affect a simpering expression with hunched shoulders, half-closed eyes and quivering lips. It was so dramatic and pitiful that, whatever her misdemeanour, I would crumble at once, lavish her with affection and tell her it didn’t matter.

			If I was going ‘out’ to gay land with Steven, then Cathy or Nick would happily look after Fanny for the evening – and very possibly the night. On my return, after the ecstasy of our reunion Fanny would sniff me disapprovingly and give me a maiden aunt look, so I’d go for a bath to wash away the smell of carnal union(s).

			If I brought someone home with me, my reunion with Fanny would only last until she spied the ‘trade’ behind me on the doorstep. She’d sniff them, and a weak wave of her tail, the equivalent of a limp handshake, was all they would get from her. In the bedroom, as I swept dog hairs from the sheets in preparation for my one-night stand, she would jump on the chair and curl into a ball, the better to avoid seeing or hearing the congress that, in all probability, had already started.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Fanny Feels Frisky

			During these early days with Fanny, I was cheerfully unemployed. A year before I had completed a three-year Drama and English course at Goldsmiths, part of the University of London. I had arrived there a fey, virginal eighteen-year-old with a wardrobe of Marks & Spencer slacks and jumpers, and I had – as you are discovering – evolved somewhat.

			Before that I’d gone to school, of course. A strict Catholic arrangement called St Benedict’s, alive with paedophile monks at the time, it later transpired, although I remained untouched. The best thing to come out of my time there was my friendship with Nick Reader. He was very funny and smart, able to mimic classmates and monks brilliantly, draw hilarious caricatures and slip in and out of an array of comic personas. He gave every monk and master a nickname. I was delighted to discover that it was possible to make fun of those in authority. It had never occurred to me before.

			I’d led a sheltered life in the sunny suburban streets of Teddington, where my sensitive nature and innate campness was not a concern. But at ‘big school’, Nick and I had some serious bullying to contend with. Life became increasingly difficult. We were nicknamed Daffodil and Daisy and became notorious for our effeminate ways and subtle rebellion. But we were best friends and together, with grace and humour, we got through.

			We chose for our creed the teachings of Miss Jean Brodie, and from then on walked with our heads up, like Sybil Thorndike, ‘the woman of noble mien’. I remember Nick telling the Second Master when he commented – with a spark of envy in his eye, as I recall – upon the mauve tint of Nick’s hair: ‘Forsooth, Mr Nickerson, I defend the right of the individual to choose the colour of his own hair.’

			Our greatest discovery was Teasing Tone – a hair colourant that came in sachets, which you shampooed in. It only cost thirty pence. Subtle as they were, these colours left no one in any doubt once the wearer was sitting in one of the shafts of sunlight that shone into the school dining hall. After I had dyed my hair a ravishing Plush Peach, Nick and I were having lunch one day when a dish of tomato ketchup whizzed my way. The tide had turned, we knew. We retreated to the safety of a secret room full of old costumes from school plays that we had discovered above the stage. Little did we know then – although we were much prone to conjecture – that the events that had led to those afternoons had indicated that we were each to have a fascinating life. Even though the tide changes the detail of the shore, the fundamentals undergo no metamorphosis. Our friendship will last as long as memory.

			Ever since then, Nick has been a constant in my life. Funny, arch, wise beyond his time – and unfailingly honest. As life took us down various different paths he was always there, in good times and bad, to put things in perspective. When I went to Goldsmiths, Nick went to study acting at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama.

			Now I was on the dole, as were most of my friends, including my Goldsmiths graduate friends, Nick, Steven and others. Our giro cheques arrived once a fortnight and we eked out our money, living off baked potatoes and the kindness of strangers. Because we were young and full of ourselves, we assumed everything would just fall into place sooner or later.

			The previous summer I had enjoyed my first ‘acting’ job, playing the challenging role of Aunty Vera in the Covent Garden Community Theatre production of I Was a Teenage Sausage Dog. It was an anti-vivisection, cartoonish show which the cast of four took on tour for several months, performing at inner-city adventure playgrounds and community centres in a cloud of dope smoke. I was on a break, hoping to be asked to do the next summer’s show.

			So I can see why getting a dog seemed like a good idea to me: for security and to fulfil my emotional needs. The carousel of cock I was riding was all very well, but a person needs a bit of unconditional love between ejaculations.

			Speaking of matters genital, one day, when Fanny was about seven months old, I noticed that she kept licking herself ‘down there’. What I can only describe as her vulva, which had always been the size of a small rosebud, was swollen and pink and suddenly of great interest to her. A trip to the vet informed me that she had come into season, which wasn’t as exciting as coming into money. She was on heat. I hadn’t thought about this side of doggy life before, and I certainly wasn’t prepared for what was to come.

			‘Keep her indoors,’ said the vet breezily.

			With my lifestyle and Fanny’s exercise requirements, this didn’t seem possible. I took her to Greenwich Park as usual, and dogs made a beeline for her. As the week progressed, so did their ardour. Fanny wasn’t backward in coming forward, either. Any dog with dangly bits was greeted as if she was Juliet on the balcony and they were Romeo. Never mind polite introductions, it was ‘vulva in the face and let’s get down to business pronto’.

			As a gay man, I was familiar with the ‘wham bam thank you ma’am’ approach, but this was keen by any standards. We all like a good seeing-to, but my baby girl was suddenly more rampant than a coked-up rock star. Wherever she went, Fanny left an irresistible scent trail that no red-blooded male dog could resist.

			After a week of this, I woke one morning to the sight and sound of six male dogs in a state of high arousal, sniffing at the front door, moaning and groaning with desire. Fanny wasn’t just popular; she was Blackheath’s pin-up of the month. 

			There was nothing for it but to retreat to safety. We got on the train to Swindon, where my parents had a secure, fenced-in garden and nothing could possibly go wrong. Or so you’d think. Unfortunately my father, getting up early to go to work as a security guard, let an innocent-looking Fanny out into the back garden at seven the next morning while I slept upstairs. Unaccustomed to Fanny’s presence, he forgot about her and went off to work. When I emerged in the late morning in my Japanese kimono, there was no sign of Fanny, either in the house or the garden – until she squeezed through the fence in response to my whistle, covered in mud and with a post-coital glint in her eye. In the distance I saw a hefty black Labrador heading for the hills.

			‘She knows what she likes,’ said my mother.

			But surely she was too young? There was no way she could have got into trouble, was there? I put the matter to the back of my mind and we carried on regardless. I didn’t like to think I had a child bride on my hands (the shame of it!), but within a few weeks, the thickening of her girth and the swelling of her teats told me all I needed to know. Fanny was with child.

			The vet wasn’t pleased. Fanny was still growing and wouldn’t cope with the strains of motherhood well. He had a feel around and said it could be worse – there were only two pups there. I’d seen the size of the probable father, and was worried that the puppies would be big. Fanny’s appetite – voracious at the best of times – went into another gear altogether, and I decided that the least I could do was try to satisfy her hunger pangs. I fed her four times a day and spent most of my dole money on expensive steaks for her. She was still hungry and always on the lookout for anything edible.
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