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This book is dedicated to my wife, Emma.

Without her, none of this would’ve happened.


Always remember, a cat looks down on man, a dog looks up to man, but a pig will look man right in the eye and see his equal.

Winston Churchill


A Prologue to the Pigs


It’s the moment every family-pet owner dreads. The kids come skipping home from school to find you waiting for them with a solemn face. They look around, wondering what’s missing, and then you have to break the news. In my case, our beloved cat, Misty, had been struck down on a country lane outside our house.

‘Guys, there’s something I have to tell you . . .’

With four children in tears, the only comfort I could offer was the fact that Misty had suffered no pain. This I had on good authority, because the driver responsible for running her over turned out to be a vet. When the accident occurred, he’d been racing to attend a ‘cowdown’, whatever that meant. On handing over the corpse of our poor cat, considerately enshrouded in a towel, he assured me with conviction that it had been over quickly. I’d done my best to tell him these things happen. I just wished it hadn’t occurred as I was rushing out for a dentist’s appointment. So, I’d placed the bundle on top of the log shelter round the back of the house, with a view to dealing with it later.

Lying in the chair, while being lectured about flossing, I decided that I would make arrangements for a back garden burial. The last time the Grim Reaper of Small Animals knocked upon our door, in the form of a fox that savaged two of my three chickens, I had placed the remains in a feed bag and dumped them in the woods. The kids were horrified when they found out. In their view I had basically disposed of two members of the family by feeding them to predators. Things would be different this time, I thought to myself, beginning with a freshly prepared grave. This way, everything would be ready for us to do the decent thing. So, on my return, I chose a spot at the end of the garden where I had kept the hens, and began to dig. It wasn’t the best place, I realised, on struggling to get through the clay and the roots from a towering oak beside the lane. We were just coming through a hard winter as well, and frost still coated the ground. After half an hour, having managed to create a small depression, I decided it was just about fit for purpose. With the kids’ return imminent, all I had to do was rehearse what I would say. By the time the back door swung open, I was ready to tell them the last thing they wanted to hear.

Minutes after I’d ruined their day, my children filed out into the garden as directed. Being young teenage girls, Lou and May were free and easy with their tears. At six, Honey hadn’t really digested what it all meant, while Frank, aged four, was simply happy to be standing beside the spade. I approached them sombrely with the bundle in my arms, but something didn’t feel right. What I held so reverently no longer felt floppy. I had left it so long that rigor mortis was in full effect, I realised. This wouldn’t have been a problem. It’s just the hole I had managed to dig suddenly didn’t look that accommodating for a stiffened cat with outstretched legs. Proposing that we delay the service until the corpse had softened up was out of the question. I looked at my children in turn, swallowed uncomfortably, and then placed poor Misty to rest as best I could.

Later, when my wife, Emma, returned home from work, I shared our sad news. For a tall blonde dressed for the boardroom, one who never took kindly to being described as Amazonian, she looked unusually close to tears. At the grave, we found that one of the girls had planted a cross made from decorated ice cream sticks. I thought it was touching but Emma was more concerned by the bigger picture.

‘What’s with the big mound of earth?’ she asked, stepping around the plot.

‘It’s because of the problem with the paws,’ I said. By the way she had quickly recovered her composure, I realised I would have to explain myself a little more. ‘The cat is in there diagonally, alright? Upside down and diagonally. She wouldn’t fit, and I didn’t want to upset the children even more. So I told them it was how cats were buried traditionally. In Nepal.’

For a moment Emma looked like she was going to kick-start a domestic. Then, watching her eyes finally well up over our loss, I hoped a hug would afford me a reprieve. Deep down she knew I would always try to do the right thing for the family. Even if that meant exhuming the body under moonlight and starting all over again.

That Misty had left behind a brother was of little consolation. Miso was identical in appearance to his sister. Both black with white socks, they only differed in their personality. In short, Misty had been outgoing and fun to be around while Miso wasn’t.

When it came to avoiding human contact, Miso was a master. In this house, at any rate. We suspected that he chose to work another family nearby, who clearly indulged him with treats. He also had a penchant for hunting wild rabbits, dismembering them, and leaving body parts outside the front door. Within the bunny community, I imagine our surviving cat had a reputation as some kind of serial ripper. One summer, Miso was so prolific that I took to leaving a spade outside the door for the sake of convenience. Every time he delivered a severed head, hind leg, bones or entrails, I’d scoop it all up and fling it into the hornbeam hedge on the other side of the lane. This was a practice I had to stop come autumn, however, when all the leaves dropped to reveal the rabbits’ remains. For a long time afterwards, I worried that passers-by would think we had strung up some kind of ghastly pagan offering to ensure that spring would come around again.

Showing up only at mealtimes hardly endeared Miso to me, and his indifference to the death of his sister failed to change my view. Our second born, May, was the only one who tried to identify with him. Nobody dared to point out that the cat clearly hated her as much as any of us. A sensitive child, she could see something in Miso that was invisible to everyone else. Whenever any kind of communication took place, the cat evidently saw her coming. May couldn’t bear to see Miso’s saucer empty, even if he’d just cleared it. Once, she found him lapping from a glass on her bedside table. It led her to believe that this was a cry for help. In May’s view, the cat could die from dehydration unless she placed cups brimming with fresh water all around the house. Including random steps on the staircase. Miso went on to learn very quickly that what he really needed was space from me every time I kicked a cup over. Apart from the cursing, I didn’t feel it was appropriate to spell out what I really thought about our one surviving feline. Such was the grief shared by my wife and kids over Misty’s death, it would’ve just made things worse. Nevertheless, we all knew it. The wrong cat had been run over. Where Misty had brought joy into our home, Miso just brought us grief. I could only think he served to remind Emma that something was still missing from our lives.

Not for a moment did I consider what shape this would take.

I like order in my life, I’d be happy to settle for just that. With four children, peace and quiet are out of the question. In my book, we count as a big family. A complete family. As for my wife, she tends to look at what space is left and then fills it.

‘What is the difference,’ Emma asked me some days after Misty’s burial, ‘between a gerbil and a guinea pig?’

‘I can tell you what they have in common,’ I said. ‘Neither have a place in this household.’

‘But it would be great for the little ones,’ she said. ‘A pet that Frank and Honey could call their very own.’

‘Hamsters and guinea pigs are hardly pets,’ I replied, aware that the task of cleaning them out would invariably fall to me. ‘They’re always breaking. It’s like buying cheap furniture. You always regret it in the end. If you’re going to get another animal, at least make it count.’

‘Like what?’

I turned to look out at the garden. In a coop at the back, across from where we had buried Misty, stood a forlorn-looking hen minus many tail feathers. I was still gutted about the fact that a fox had made off with Maggie’s two sisters. What’s more, we lived in a village where almost every household kept at least a couple of chickens. An outsider might be struck by the fact that all of them appeared to be from the same breed, and they would be right. The fact is these tawny-coloured utility hens had all come from one source. Namely the free-range poultry farm on the other side of the woods. The one with the hole in the fencing that the farmer never got round to repairing. It wasn’t unusual to see the odd chicken roaming freely around the churchyard or even roosting upon a road sign. Whenever one wandered into a garden, often the owner would quietly claim it for the pot or their own poultry stock. On being offered three such runaways by an old boy down the lane with a flock too big for him to manage, I’d found it hard to refuse. Like the dog, who provided the family with security, three chickens served a purpose. They might not deter a burglar but they could offer us eggs. After everything she’d been through, however, Maggie couldn’t actually manage that any more.

‘How about something to deter a fox?’ I suggested idly. ‘Like a grizzly bear, a pond with piranhas in it, or maybe some kind of pig?’

‘Right. A pig. In a domestic back garden.’ Emma’s gaze tightened. Just enough for me to know this was no time to be making stupid suggestions. ‘If you want to keep foxes away all you have to do is urinate around the perimeter,’ she told me. ‘Apparently they pick up on the testosterone and run.’

‘Do you really think that could work?’ I ask.

Emma considered me for a moment.

‘Probably not.’

Looking back, I blame Maggie the chicken. Had I not seen her looking so vulnerable and lonely, it would never have entered my head. All I know is that suggesting our surviving hen might like some company beyond a buried cat must have seeded the need for a little online research. How can I be sure? Because the next day I received an email from my wife at work. The image was bizarre: two pigs perched upon a twig. My first thought was that it couldn’t be real. Then I read her message underneath, and a chill passed right through me:

soooooo cute!!!
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PART ONE
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On Children and Animals


Ever since she was a little girl, Emma always wanted a big family. She gave me plenty of warning. We were at primary school together, after all, though we didn’t start dating until our twenties. By the time we got married, I knew she had plans to go beyond the national average when it came to having kids.

I took the view that three girls were quite enough. Emma countered that we needed a boy, and on that basis pushed it to four. I don’t like to think what would’ve happened had we produced another child ready-made for pink hand-me-downs. Privately, my joy at the birth of a son was also fuelled by a massive sense of relief. At last, my job was done.

I also knew just who I needed to turn to in order to retire on a permanent basis.

Our doctor divided opinion. Some considered him to be a medical pioneer. Others marked him down as a psychotic self-harmer. When I learned that he had been the first man to perform a vasectomy on himself, I just crossed my legs and expressed disbelief. Why anyone would want to go there was beyond me. I figured it must’ve taken a heroically steady pair of hands or a huge intake of drugs. Either way, he had gone on to become evangelical in providing a walk in/hobble out service from the local surgery. Had anyone conducted a straw poll in the neighbourhood, I doubt they would’ve found a father of two point four children capable of producing any more. I had only escaped the doctor’s clutches because Emma went to great lengths to shield me from him. For quite a while, I wasn’t allowed to be ill. If I’d needed antibiotics, I reckon Emma would’ve faked the symptoms herself in order to get me the treatment. As far as she was concerned, I was not going to be another statistic in the doctor’s fertility cleansing programme. But as soon as he was assigned to our son’s first antenatal home visit, something Emma hadn’t foreseen, I think even she knew the game was up.

Within weeks of Frank’s arrival, I prepared to be put out to pasture. Leaving Emma in the waiting room, unusually subdued as she leafed through a magazine recipe for plums past their prime, I took steps to do the right thing. Our doctor needed Emma’s written consent for this, which she provided without a word. Even so, before the swelling had subsided, it became clear to me that, in her view, such a simple procedure would have far-reaching consequences. She didn’t make me feel guilty. Far from it. I received tender, loving care and cups of tea while I recovered. I just knew from the look in her eyes that it was a loss she suffered more than me.

Having known Emma since I’d been in shorts, I knew that her need for a sizeable brood stemmed from her experience of growing up. Her childhood home was not a happy one, and much of this was down to her father. A closed individual with a difficult upbringing, he was a man who found it hard to connect with those who looked to him for love. His wife and two daughters saw the good in him, but he just did not know how to show it unreservedly. Instead, he escaped into a solitary drinking habit that would come to overshadow his life. Emma’s mother did her best to cover for him but their relationship took its toll on her health. Her slide into a fog of medication, along with periods of absence as work became her means of escape, left Emma and her younger sister to spend their formative years with front door keys around their necks.

I remember being envious of her independence. Emma could pretty much do whatever she pleased. In my eyes, unaware of the bigger picture, she was the true definition of a free spirit. It was only later that I realised she viewed my kind of background as something she would like to have experienced for herself.

Emma’s most vivid childhood memory is of screaming in the street, aged five, because she had woken up one morning to find her parents were nowhere to be found. I can barely recall a moment when I was home alone. My mother worked for the NHS as a part-time physiotherapist, fitting her hours into a school day. It meant she was always there for my little brother, sister and me, while my dad was a BBC engineer and the kind of green-belt commuter who would come home to find supper on the table. Naturally, I didn’t fully appreciate the stability at the time. Nor did I seize the opportunity to use it as a springboard into the world. I was a bit of a worrier when it came to taking on new challenges, while Emma was forthright and unafraid to stand up for herself. In a way, we were drawn together by what each of us lacked in ourselves. It had worked well over the years, and despite my wife’s instinct to keep building the family she’d missed out on as a girl, she did agree finally that going to five was, well, insane.

‘I can’t help how I feel,’ she reasoned, ‘but I’m sure I can channel it into something other than more babies.’

In short, with the offspring ticked off the list it was time to take on some animals. There was only one obstacle to this newfound need. As we were crammed into a three-bedroom terrace in London’s East End, one of which I used as an office, we had no room for anything other than ourselves. For a time we kept a couple of goldfish. Unfortunately, we rarely saw them. Despite my best efforts, the walls of the tank became increasingly caked in a stubborn film of algae. Every now and then, one would swim close enough to the glass for us to be reminded of their existence. Eventually, they came up for air and never went down again.

In some ways the fate of the fish came close to mirroring our financial situation. Several years earlier Emma had given up a good career to return to full-time motherhood. I kept the roof over our heads and put food on the table by writing books for children and taking what freelance journalism I could find. But with the increase in the number of mouths to feed, I began to struggle. We were OK: happy, but totally cash-strapped. So, when Emma was offered the chance to reignite her career on a part-time basis, the decision was largely driven by a bid to avoid living out of skips. That the job was outside London proved another draw. Here was our chance to raise our children in a rural county while not being so far away from the capital that they’d be freaked out by things like neon signs and elevators. One final thing persuaded me it was time to move on. I had discovered that the youths who frequently parked their car outside our house and opened up silver foil wraps on their laps weren’t, as I thought, eating sandwiches. As Emma informed me when I made the observation, in front of her mother and toddler group, they were in fact dealing crack cocaine. With her job offer on the table, it didn’t take long for us to agree that here was our chance to downsize to the countryside.

‘If we sell this house we can just about find something with a garden,’ suggested Emma. ‘The kids could even keep a rabbit outside.’

I wasn’t resistant to the idea at all. As I worked for myself, it meant I could juggle my hours between writing and being a house husband. Privately, I knew we could do a bit better than a bunny. From my childhood experience of looking after one, I just remembered rabbits to be high on maintenance and low on reward. By the time we left the city behind, I had set my sights on something more robust.
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A Real Man’s Best Friend


A dog made perfect sense. This became quite clear to us within a week of moving. We had fallen for a place on the edge of woods in a ragged region of West Sussex. It was on the crest of a lane leading out from a village, with a few houses peppered sporadically on each side. The property was badly run down with a scrappy, overgrown garden, all of which made it affordable. In fact, the whole purchasing procedure was fairly straightforward on account of the owner being deceased. Unoccupied for eighteen months, it was one of those places where the interior space and location ticked the right boxes, while the sense of abandonment was something we just had to see beyond. Having no curtains didn’t help. Nor did the fact that we were miles from any street light. If Emma and I were going to sleep soundly at night, we needed something to protect us from what we regarded as major threats to our safety: the darkness and the silence.

After ten tranquil years of inner-city living, every sundown over the trees here felt like a remake of The Blair Witch Project, and so it was agreed that a canine companion would serve a useful purpose. Emma and the children campaigned for a labradoodle. I didn’t see how something that camp-looking was going to grant us peace of mind. Knowing I would be the one to walk it, I argued for a real man’s best friend. I couldn’t face taking out a curly-haired hybrid; that screamed wrong. I wanted something noble, upright and strong. I just wasn’t clued up enough about dogs to know what breed would fit the bill.

The answer came that summer, during a camping holiday in France. We were on a beach, fooling around with sandcastles, when a white wolf emerged from the pine trees that pinned the shore to the sea.

‘Get back to the tent and zip yourselves in!’ I ordered the children, hefting a plastic spade in my hands as if it would protect me from rabies. ‘No sudden movements. Just take it very easy!’

For a moment, I watched in awe as the creature loped down the beach. As soon as I spotted the collar around its neck, I realised that I was in fact looking at a domestic dog of some description. I had just never seen anything so formidable in my life. With its square-cut muzzle, arching ears, muscular haunches and sloping tail, it really did look like something from a fairy tale. The dog’s presence was certainly enough to turn heads among the other holidaymakers. Admittedly, I didn’t see anyone else usher their family to safety. On turning to check mine were out of harm’s way, I realised they had merely gravitated towards their mother for protection.

‘Stand down, soldier,’ said Emma. ‘It obviously belongs to someone.’

Sure enough, the creature in question had just dropped down beside a woman on a beach towel with a mobile phone in hand. Obediently, it sat there looking out across the water as if on guard for some sea-borne strike. Right then, I knew that I had found my kind of dog. I just had to find out the name of the breed. The trouble was the owner in question happened to be young, beautiful, oiled and topless. I couldn’t simply go sauntering across the sand without looking like I was scoring on her. With pleading eyes, I turned to Emma.

‘Oh, go on,’ I said. ‘She won’t feel threatened if you ask.’

‘I hardly think you present a threat,’ she replied. ‘You’re the one who wants to find out. Don’t let me stop you.’

I sighed to myself, wishing I had come to the beach wearing more than a pair of over-sized, regulation Brit-abroad shorts.

‘Very well,’ I said, sucking in my belly a little bit. ‘Just don’t blame me if she falls for my charms.’

The woman in half a bikini became aware of my presence at the same time as her dog. Only one of them growled. I could’ve walked on, but such was my determination that I ignored the loss of feeling in my legs and stopped before them both. I drew breath to introduce myself, and my innocent reason for coming across. What prevented me was the fact that she still had the mobile phone pressed to her ear. Backing out was not an option. That would’ve been weird. All I could do was stand there and wait for her to finish the conversation. I had hoped she would take just a second or so to close the call. When a minute passed, it felt more like a millennium. While she focused on the sand and did her level best to ignore my presence, the dog simply stared at me with baleful eyes. As for me, I just did not know where to look. Every time I shifted my gaze, somehow it felt like I was trying to sneak a crafty glimpse of her breasts. Even admiring the clear blue sky felt like an invasion of her privacy. Eventually, to my great relief, she snapped her phone shut.

‘Hi!’ I said brightly, while dying inside. ‘I was just admiring your dog. I’m really sorry to trouble you, but could you tell me about it?’

The woman said nothing for a beat. Then, much to my discomfort, she crossed her arms to cover her chest. I even found myself doing the same thing; clasping my ribs as she did. She looked unsettled, but thankfully not alarmed. Maybe that was because the dog curled back its slack black lips and showed me its fangs.

‘She’s my bebe,’ the woman said eventually, in a heavy French accent. ‘A she dog.’

‘Is it? Right. OK. Thanks! Sorry to bother you.’ I began to retreat, hating myself for failing, having come so far. It wasn’t exactly the depth of information I’d been holding out for, after all. Only as I turned, however, did she appear to take pity on me.

‘She’s a Canadian Shepherd, you know? Like a German Shepherd, but not so the same.’

I came around full circle to find the woman had risen from her towel. She was still covering herself, which encouraged me to lock my attention on the dog. It was no longer growling now, but watching its owner move towards the water. I raised my eyebrows at the beast, as if to seek permission to follow. The dog climbed to its feet, clearly unwilling to leave me alone in her company.

‘Does she bite?’ I asked, on catching up with her.

‘It depends.’

Warily, the dog glanced across at me, and then left me behind to pad into the shallows.

I watched the woman sink into the water. Half of me wondered whether she was inviting me to follow her. The other half that wasn’t living in a total dream world knew for sure she was trying to create some distance. Once submerged up to the neck, she turned to face me once more. I didn’t speak much French, but now I could read her body language fluently. I swapped a look with her dog. Even if I had been the sort of person with designs on her, it was clear I wouldn’t get so much as a toe into the water without having my throat ripped out.

‘I really just want to know about this fine animal of yours,’ I assured her, spreading my palms. ‘Really and truly. I’m here with my wife.’

I gestured behind me, and then glanced around. I had assumed Emma would be watching me intently. Instead, she had returned to building the sandcastle with the kids. Evidently she wasn’t concerned about my potential to seduce. I turned back to the woman in the water. Judging by her wry smile, it seemed she had drawn the same conclusion.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Ask me anything.’

Over the course of the next ten minutes, despite the language barrier, I learned a great deal about Canadian Shepherds. By the time we said goodbye, I was convinced that a dog like this was what we needed to protect our family.

‘That seemed to go well,’ said Emma, when I joined her on the groundsheet. ‘What’s her name?’

‘She’s a bitch,’ I said. ‘That’s all I know.’

Emma looked at me side on.

‘What did she do? Make fun of your shorts?’

‘Oh, the woman didn’t say much about herself, probably for personal security reasons. But I can tell you I will be going on a mission to find us a Canadian Shepherd. Apparently they’re great with kids, and with none of the aggression of German Shepherds.’

‘So why was that one showing you its teeth?’

I reached for the sunblock.

‘It was doing what comes naturally. A dog like that is fiercely loyal. When the children are a bit older they could take it into the woods for a walk and we wouldn’t have to worry about a thing.’

As I spoke, the woman and the Canadian Shepherd returned to their spot on the beach. I had fallen in love. Emma could see it in my eyes.

‘You really want a dog like that, don’t you?’

‘It’s fate,’ I said. ‘How do you feel about it?’

‘It’s some responsibility,’ she replied. ‘Are you sure?’

‘We have so many children that we can’t even fit in a normal family estate car,’ I reminded her. ‘How much extra work can it be?’
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An Escalation of Pets


Back home, sourcing a puppy became my pet project. While Emma prepared to return to work, I spent my free time scanning classified adverts in pedigree dog magazines. Once I found what I’d been looking for, and sealed the deal over the phone, it was just a question of counting down the days before we could collect our very own White Canadian Shepherd puppy. I even settled on an appropriate name before I’d set eyes on her. With such a striking white coat, I figured something to do with snow would be fitting. Feeling artistic, I turned to the internet for an Eskimo term. Sesi struck me as fitting. The name wasn’t hard to find, even though I had assumed it would take some canny research. As it turned out, I picked it up from a website called Eskimo Names for your White Canadian Shepherd.

Sure enough, just as the woman on the beach had promised, our new arrival was a darling. For the first few weeks at least. When our seal-like pup started growing sinew and teeth, and then rounding up the children, I figured she might be a handful. As Sesi became more like the wolf I had witnessed prowling the sands, only less submissive to her master, I began to worry that I might’ve bitten off more than I could chew. In the space of three months, we stopped being afraid of the dark and switched our fears to the dog.

One evening, all but barricaded upstairs with the wife and kids, I realised something had to be done. I took my responsibilities seriously, of course. Despite the half jokes, I had no intention of having Sesi put down or rehoused. I was responsible for a difficult dog. It was down to me alone to do whatever it took to ensure she found her place within the family. What it took involved much of my life savings. At a visit to the local dog training school I learned that what Sesi needed was a month-long residential reprogramming. The trainer, a man who kept a Rottweiler named Satan as a kind of calling card, assured me he could bring out the best in her. Figuring my family also needed the break, I wrote the cheque and swore to myself I would never take on another animal for the rest of my days. Four weeks later, Sesi returned to me as a different dog. According to a parting comment from the trainer, one I swallowed bitterly, she now had the disposition of a labradoodle.

Despite Sesi’s newfound obedience, the experience left me in the doghouse with my family. I’d had my chance to choose a pet. Now it was their turn.

First came the kittens. We’d had some field mice in the loft, so it did make sense. I put forward just two reservations. Firstly, we now lived at the top of a quiet country lane. It was the kind that could see no vehicles whatsoever for an hour or more. Then, when a car did appear, it would hurtle over the crest as if completing the final leg of the World Rally Championship. In my view, a cat caught in the headlights would stand no chance. My second reason for being less than keen on cats took the shape of the dog.

On Sesi’s return from canine rehab, the trainer offered me some advice. Such was her size and spirit, he suggested, it would be safest for everyone if she had some space of her own. This wasn’t down to a fear that she would turn on the kids. It was evident to one and all that she loved them to pieces. What concerned the trainer was the risk of her trampling them with affection. So, having fitted child gates on the doors into the kitchen and my office, Sesi now occupied a kind of boot room/mud airlock. The arrangement worked wonders. The dog was still at the heart of the family. She just couldn’t dominate it. Nevertheless, I had no doubt that one glimpse of a feline mincing through the house would send her into a frenzy. Frankly, I just didn’t need the grief.

‘If you get cats, it’ll be your responsibility,’ I told Emma. ‘Should Sesi tear them to pieces, I am not liable.’

‘I’ll have my lawyers contact yours,’ she replied, before making the call to a friend whose pedigree puss had been knocked up by a stray.

In retrospect, I should have known that my wife would not stop there. Soon after the kittens arrived, without due warning or negotiation, Emma upped her game with the rabbits she had promised. One for each child, to be exact. By now, in terms of pets, she had come close to breaking me. I even helped in setting up the hutches in the yard and their runs out in the garden. The kids loved all four bunnies equally. It was just that the kind of love they showed didn’t extend to feeding them regularly, cleaning them out, or closing them in securely so Miso couldn’t slaughter them. Quietly, I assumed a kind of support role to ensure they didn’t die.

Before long I began to hold out hope that the rabbits might perish prematurely. Unlike the dog and the chickens, they offered nothing in return. What with their daily demands, including ferrying them to and from the garden for exercise, it felt more like I was caring for invalids. Emma would argue that the bunnies made the kids happy. As I saw things, their hutches took up much of the yard and the runs left us with little space to sit outside.

‘Everywhere I look there are cages,’ I complained. ‘It’s like Watership Down meets Guantánamo Bay out there.’

‘We’d have more room without the chicken fencing,’ Emma suggested. ‘Why don’t you get rid of it?’

‘Because we still have a chicken,’ I reminded her. ‘Maggie might be on her own, but it’s our duty to give her a good life.’

I did think about getting a couple more hens to keep Maggie company and also provide more eggs. What stopped me was the threat of a return visit from the fox. More importantly, I knew that it would prompt the animal equivalent of an arms race. If I could take on more chickens, Emma would regard it as justification for something else that looked adorable but was essentially incontinent. I only had to consider that worst-case scenario to pass on the prospect of additional poultry.

Besides, even Emma could see we were operating at capacity here.

Then the speeding vet reduced the feline contingent by one. It was undoubtedly a sad loss. For my wife, it was also an opportunity. With our number down, here was a chance for her to end the pet standoff once and for all. The stealth moves she went on to make in a bid to swell the animal count would have far-reaching consequences. Not just for me but for every member of the family. Even Emma herself was unprepared for what would become animals of mass distraction.


4

Size Matters


Shortly after Emma emailed me the image of two pigs on a twig, the offensive campaign unrolled.

‘Kids,’ she began on her return from work, showing them the picture she had printed off. ‘How would you feel about getting a minipig? They’ve been especially bred to be as teeny tiny as possible.’

‘Is this wise?’ I asked as the children cooed collectively. ‘Shouldn’t you wait a while and see if they do a nano version?’

‘Any smaller and we’d risk losing it!’ she declared happily. With her enthusiasm in full effect, Emma made way for the children as they gathered around the picture. ‘This is the perfect size for us.’

I refused to be railroaded. Previously, I’d just let my wife get on with it, but not this time.

‘Emma,’ I said patiently. ‘We’ve already made the mistake of taking on animals with the potential to eat each other. Just look at the efforts we have to make to keep the dog from the cat and the cat from the rabbits. Inviting a little pig into the family wouldn’t just be adding to the pet count. You’d be increasing our personal food chain.’

‘We’ve never had an incident,’ she countered.

‘At a cost.’ I gestured at the dog in the boot room. She was watching us through the bars of the child gate. ‘Sometimes it doesn’t feel like we live in a house. It’s more like a series of holding pens.’

‘But it works.’

‘Yes, but we can’t even let the little ones out in the yard if Sesi is out there. She’s just too boisterous. What’s it going to be like with a little pig running around?’

‘It would be fun,’ stressed Emma, as if I might not be familiar with the word.

Sometimes you just know when the deal is done. Every reservation I could muster was met by a pre-planned response. The proposed pet was highly sociable, good with hens and other animals but would deter Mister Fox. The daily upkeep would be conducted by Emma and the children. They had learned their lesson with the rabbits, they assured me. This time, things would be different. I would not have to be involved in any way. Pigs were also intelligent, so I learned, even the small model. They clocked in as one of the smartest species on the planet after humans, chimps and dolphins. According to the kids, piqued by my lack of enthusiasm, that made them sharper tools than me.

‘Studies even show that all breeds of pig can dominate at videogames with joysticks,’ Emma added, in a brazen aim for my weak spot. ‘Just think about it. At last you can have some company on the Playstation.’

They had everything covered. Everything but the price tag. This detail Emma slipped in at the last moment, along with the fact that our name was on the list. Not just for one. For two.

‘Out of the question!’ I declared, grasping for a reason. ‘There’s only room for one pig in this household, and . . . erm, that’s me!’

In the silence that followed, as my family left me feeling like an old dog before it’s put to sleep, I swore I could hear the patter of tiny trotters preparing to run riot through my life.

Exactly what is a minipig? I’d never heard of such a thing. Could it be a giant con, I asked myself? Searching online was quite an eye-opener. Once I’d got beyond the blog entries about these pint-sized porkers, usually marked by, ‘OMFG!! I so want one!!’, I found a biomedical website that immediately cut through the cuteness. Minipigs were real, I learned, only they hadn’t been invented to make women and children go weak at the knees. In 1960s Germany a breeding programme had been undertaken to create a pig for one purpose only. Part pot-bellied Vietnamese, known for its fertility, and part Minnesota, recognised as being one of the most laid-back varieties on earth, the resulting minipig came into existence to meet the demands of science.

‘These pigs,’ I told Emma. ‘They’re basically lab rats.’

I showed her the website. In silence, she clicked through from the brief history I had read, only to be confronted by an image of a tiny pig with electrodes attached to its head. I couldn’t say for what purpose because Emma shut down the browser in a blink.

‘All the more reason we should give two a home,’ she said. ‘I’ve done my own research too, you know. This breeder has been in the business for years. She raises her own special brand of minipigs, but not so they can have shampoo squirted into their eyes. They’re pets, pure and simple, and I’m not changing my mind on this. Pinky and Perky are going to be part of our family.’

I watched her lips shape the two names. I didn’t need her to repeat what I thought I had heard.

‘Oh, please. Is that the best you can do?’

‘The little ones suggested it,’ replied Emma. ‘Are you going to overrule them?’

‘In the interest of good taste, I have no choice.’

‘From the man who named the chickens Maggie, Marge and . . . remind me of the last one?

‘That had an original theme,’ I countered. ‘A tribute to The Simpsons and Futurama.’

‘But do you think Bender was the most appropriate name you could’ve chosen? The kids went into school and told their teachers, you know.’

‘Bender was a lovely chicken,’ I said. ‘So was Marge.’ I paused there, and glanced out of the window. Ever since the fox attack, the sight of our one surviving chicken at the back of the garden never failed to make me feel bad. I couldn’t genuinely hold Maggie responsible for the impending arrival of two minipigs. I just wasn’t sure I could live with the crushingly clichéd names my wife was threatening for them. ‘How about we keep the theme going?’ I suggest. ‘Bart is cool. So is Mister Burns. Or, how about Leela?’

‘How about learning to live with Pinky and Perky?’

Emma folded her arms. In my mind, I foresaw a day when one escaped, probably the latter, and I would have to roam the village calling its name out loud.

Unlike a budgie or a hamster, you can’t just pop into the pet store and pick up a minipig. Nor is there anywhere like the number of breeders in the country as there is for cats or dogs. As a result, you register interest, cry at the last of the savings you’re asked to plunder, and then wait for a litter to arrive. It doesn’t stop there, however. With a pig of any size comes paperwork. Not that I knew this beforehand. In fact, it only became apparent when I opened the post one morning over breakfast.

‘What’s this?’ I showed Emma the form that had been sent to me. ‘It’s from the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. That’s DEFRA, isn’t it? The Mad Cow people.’

Emma took the form, scanned it for a moment, and then appeared to remind herself of something.

‘I forgot to tell you,’ she said, and handed it back to me. ‘You need to register as a farmer.’

‘That’s a good one,’ I chuckled, and stopped when she showed no sign of joking. ‘Really?’

‘I called them the other day. By law, you have to notify DEFRA if you’re going to keep swine. They told me you needed a registration number. It’s very straightforward.’

‘Emma, I’m not a farmer. I write children’s books. If I wanted to get excited by tractors or shout at ramblers I’d have pursued a different career.’ I stopped there to drink my tea as indignantly as possible. ‘Anyway, why do I need to be the farmer? They’re going to be your minipigs. You be the farmer.’

‘I would,’ she said, ‘but you’re at home every day. It just makes sense, in case they need to get in contact or anything.’

I studied the form. ‘So what else does this qualify me to do? Blockade the lane with sheep carcasses and set light to them?’

‘That was the French farmers,’ Emma pointed out, before collecting a pen from beside the phone. ‘And this just needs your signature.’

We didn’t have to wait long before news came that Emma’s minipiglets had been born. In fact, the breeder emailed us regular photographic updates on the progress of the litter. When she sent us the first image, I took one look and wondered whether we had basically been sold shaved vermin.

‘I’m not a complete fool,’ I declared. ‘You should ask for your deposit back.’

The shot in question showed a whole bunch of new arrivals feeding from a saucer of milk. Without meaning to sound distasteful, they were each the length of a sausage.

‘They are minipiglets and make no mistake.’ By her tone, I could tell that Emma did not want to believe anything else. At that moment, I really felt as if nothing would persuade her to rethink this upgrade to her pet plan. Maybe she could see the despair in my eyes, because her expression softened considerably.

‘If it helps,’ she offered, ‘I’m prepared to rethink calling them Pinky and Perky. Actually, I’ve been wondering about the names you repeatedly suggested before each child was born.’

‘The two you always overruled?’ I brightened at this. Having done nothing but object to the whole minipig venture, this was the first instance where I felt a bit more positive. ‘Butch,’ I said, as if road testing how it sounded. I nodded to myself, smiling as I tried the two names together. ‘Butch and Roxi.’

Over the next few weeks whenever new images arrived I would study them carefully and question their authenticity.

‘Butch certainly looks small,’ I said one time, ‘but how do you know that bucket hasn’t been placed in the foreground? Surely that’s a normal sized piglet with a bucket positioned so it looks tiny.’

‘Why would the breeder do that? Her website has loads of testimonies on it.’

‘And another thing,’ I persisted. ‘If Butch and Roxi are from the same litter, how come they look so totally different?’

‘They don’t.’

‘Butch is black with white trotters, so he’s basically part cat,’ I pointed out. ‘And Roxi is the colour of a proper pig.’

I scrolled to a shot just to illustrate my point. The female had a few dark splodges on her, but otherwise her pinkness marked her out from her brother.

‘And you became a minipig expert when?’ asked Emma.

‘Since I became a farmer,’ I said. ‘I think I have a responsibility to know where my flock have come from. If that’s what you call a bunch of pigs.’

‘It’s a herd,’ she told me. ‘And the fact that they have different markings just shows their heritage. Minipigs are a combination of lots of different breeds nowadays. It means all kinds of aspects of the bloodline can come through in the same litter. Whatever it takes to create the perfect little snorter, that’s fine by me.’

I accepted this without question. Why? Because I had saved the best evidence until last.

‘If you’ll just look at this shot with the breeder in it,’ I said, moving onto the next image. ‘You can’t deny that the minipigs suddenly look much bigger. It just doesn’t add up.’

Emma studied the picture. It featured a female figure in wellington boots sitting cross-legged on the floor of a barn. Although cropped at the neck, she was playing with piglets that most certainly could not fit inside teacups.

‘They are quite big,’ Emma agreed.

‘Quite big? She’s not short of a bacon sandwich there!’

I watched Emma take another look. At that moment, I felt a surge of righteous vindication. Then she tapped at the image on the screen and turned to me triumphantly.

‘That’s because it isn’t the breeder. It’s her daughter. She’s five!’

With my eyebrows climbing, I faced the evidence once more.

‘Is she tall for her age?’ I asked, pretty much knowing there’d be no response.


5

A Crash Course in Pig Keeping


There is a sizeable age gap between our first pair of children and the next. It’s enough to lead people to think we must each be onto our second marriage. We’d had Lou and then May within eighteen months of each other. We then left it for well over half a decade before repeating the process with Honey and Frank. The fact is that Emma always had a game plan to build a family of this size. It’s just that until the second wave of infants arrived she also balanced motherhood with a career. The kind that involved wearing stilettos designed to kick through glass ceilings.

Having learned to stand on her own two feet from a very early age, Emma genuinely believed she could bring up children as well as break down Finance Directors until they gave her the budget she demanded for her department. Giving up the power suit and the business phone to have a third and then a fourth child wasn’t easy for her. In fact it was a shock for both us to go back to changing nappies and wearing sick on our shoulders again, but we muddled through. Later, Emma’s return to part-time employment was no surprise to me. The move was mostly for financial reasons, but quietly I knew my wife needed to prove to herself that she could manage.

What I didn’t foresee, following our house move, was how swiftly Emma’s part-time post would snowball into a full-tilt commitment.

Time away from the kids left her torn, of course, and anxious to make it up to the family in any way she could. It also squeezed my opportunity to write for a living into the evenings. Still, the extra income kept our heads above water. It also obliged me to become a domestic god. A man at ease in a world of mothers. That was my ambition, but the truth is it wasn’t easy being seen around the village during office hours. Despite being made to feel like I was unemployed or wearing an electronic tagging device, I managed to keep the last of our children alive through to school age. Once Honey and Frank were safe inside the classroom, my working days became my own again. At least until the bell sounded at three o’clock.

Where we failed miserably was in meeting the entertainment demands of the big and little league. This was what divided the family. We would take Honey and Frank to the playground, only for May and Lou to moan that they could be shopping with friends. So, we’d drive the older girls to the nearest town and feed two hours’ worth of coins into the parking meter. Without fail, Honey and Frank would then misbehave so badly that we’d have vacated the space within ten minutes. Arguably the lowest moment came when Frank threw a tantrum on a busy pedestrian crossing. Unhappy that his family had bailed from Top Shop after he and Honey started chanting ‘Mummy has a penis!’ (which was metaphorically on the money with regard to her professional life), my son went on to throw himself upon the tarmac just as the lights turned from red to amber. Honestly, an airport protestor would’ve been impressed by Frank’s ability to ignore the car horns and resist being moved on. It actually took the appearance of a traffic warden, and the quiet threat from me that he would go to prison, forever, before he finally came to his senses. In every way, ours was a family that creaked and strained like a tall ship on the high seas. We knew that we would get there. It was just a question of keeping the faith and staying on course.

Then came the minipigs.

A week before their arrival, watching my family’s excitement mount, I was surprised to find myself thinking that things could be different. For once, here was something that brought everyone together. Everyone except me, of course, but then the prospect of feeding two more mouths didn’t touch my heart so profoundly. Still, I felt increasingly uncomfortable casting one doubt after another when clearly Emma and the children were committed to welcoming Butch and Roxi into our world. I didn’t want them to think of me as grumpy or obstructive. So, instead of pouring scorn on the stream of undeniably cute little piglet pictures that continued to arrive by email, I opted to offer my support. I would do so in the form of a gift, I decided. A gesture to prove that I was on board.

‘Leave their accommodation to me,’ I announced. ‘I’ll take care of it all. You don’t have to worry about a thing.’

‘That’s sweet,’ replied Emma. ‘But what do you know about their needs?’

‘Nothing. But I know a man who can help.’

The village where we live is just beyond the reach of a London commuter. It isn’t so much the slog of the train journey. It’s the hassle of getting to the nearest rural station and then finding a parking space. As a result, the majority of residents work locally. It means if we ever need anyone, from a painter and decorator to a rat catcher, we only have to visit the pub. Which is directly where I headed with minipig housing in mind.

I have never been much of a practical type. Even self-assembly stuff defeats me. As I write, the desk I built several years ago is slowly falling apart in the manner of a clown’s car. The undercarriage, if that is the correct term, drops away on one side whenever I shut the drawer too hard. Clearly I couldn’t trust myself to build a shelter that would keep Butch and Roxi snug and dry. Despite my shortcomings, I knew an individual who could knock one up with his eyes closed.

Tom was born to fit the description of being ‘good with his hands’. A landscape designer by trade, he could lay a patio in the time it would take me to stop idly surfing on eBay and start writing for a living. Standing at well over six foot, with the kind of weather-beaten features that mark out all men with proper, outdoor jobs, this was someone who knew how to handle a power tool. Tom also happened to keep pigs. Normal ones. He owned a field beside some woods along the lane. Originally a wasteland, he’d bought it at a knockdown price and then transformed it into a smallholder’s paradise. First he built a stable block to house his wife’s two horses, created paddocks for them to graze and canter, and then dedicated a strip beside the trees to his prize porkers. When Tom wasn’t making lengths of timber bend to his will, he would be nursing a pint of ale at the Farrier’s Arms. Sure enough, that’s where I found him. As soon as I offered to buy him a drink, it was clear that I would be after something. In the past, Tom had helped to fence my chickens into an enclosure at the end of our garden and build a gate into it. My role had been to hold posts upright while he hammered them in before finding my skills redundant and making a lot of tea. This time, when I told him what I needed, the look on his face suggested I was asking him to build me a space ship.

‘Minipigs?’ He sipped his pint, mulling over my request. ‘No such thing.’

With great patience, I explained that Emma had researched the subject extensively.

‘I’m even a registered farmer now. DEFRA didn’t dispute their existence.’

Tom sat back in his chair and bit on his thumbnail. I couldn’t help noticing how his cuticles were encrusted with mud.

‘What do you mean by mini?’

I spread my hands a little, only to give up with the estimation when Tom just smirked. ‘Put it this way, the breeder has told Emma she can collect them in a cat basket.’

‘Why do you want little pigs?’ he asked. ‘You won’t get very big rashers off their backs.’

‘I think Frazzles have cornered that market,’ I said. ‘Emma wants to keep them as pets. What I need is a pig ark for the garden, like yours, only smaller.’

‘You’re keeping pigs in the garden?’ Using the sleeve of his fleece jacket, Tom wiped the froth from his top lip. ‘They’ll trash it. Pigs root on instinct. Their snouts are like shovels. They’ll have the grass up in no time.’

All I could do at that moment was look at him helplessly.

‘This isn’t my idea,’ I stressed. ‘It’s just time is running out now. They’ll be here next weekend.’

Tom had just under half a pint left. He finished it with one drawn out gulp.

‘You need a crash course in pig keeping,’ he said, rising to his feet. ‘There’s still time to change your mind.’

To access his pigs’ field, Tom led me through the horse paddock. Here, the grass had been neatly cut down to the stub. Mounds of manure littered the area, as it did in the stable we passed. It made me feel better about our imminent arrivals. At least there would be no mucking out to do on this scale

‘Here we are.’ On reaching the gate, Tom dropped his attention to the white trainers I was wearing. ‘Let’s hope they’re washable, eh?’
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