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To Keira and Pirate, for allowing me to trust them

and

To all of the dogs and their humans who have placed their trust in me






Dogs and their humans

There is no love like that which our dog friends feel when we come home. No happiness. No joy. A bounding, overleaping, urgent love that blots out everything else. And for that moment, as we share in it, we are pulled blinking into the absolute present. Into the eternal now of that love. The greatest ‘present’ that has ever been gifted and shared. We echo their love back, as we kneel on the floor, as we scratch behind their ears, as we rub their bellies. As we use that voice that we use for no one else in our life and tell them how good, so good, the best of all dogs they are. As the day’s hardships melt away. Our joy begins as a reflection of theirs, but as a glorious tingling flame infuses our entire being, in that moment we are truly happy. Because what could be more joyful than to love and be loved without condition? To those who have never experienced it, it is like trying to describe music to someone who has never heard it.

Wherever this melody of unconditional love plays in our lives, our world is immeasurably better. It allows us to be the best humans we can be. Those of us who have known and felt this love will hold it inside us forever. So much so, that a dog isn’t just ‘at home’, a dog ‘is home’ – the place we feel most safe, where we are allowed to be truly ourselves in total peace and without judgement.

I know this for a fact because I know what I lost when, after fourteen years, my best friend, Keira, left my life. The slipper-chewing, room-flooding, bristly-eyed centre of my universe. It was as if the sun had gone behind a cloud and would never come out again. As if some essential sense, some limb, some part of me had died with her. Life was darker, quieter, colder and emptier. Since then, however, her light has gradually re-emerged, first in the smaller and then in the really big things. Her love and her light have transcended time and space. They live on both beside me and within me forever, guiding my way through fears and crises, and radiating through moments of joy. Her light shines in even my smallest triumphs and she is there during my difficult surgeries, day or night, my beacon of hope when all seems dark and lost and my safety net when I fall. She came and found me when I sat, slumped on the floor, unable to stop crying; she came and sat by me, then walked, nuzzled, muttered, stretched up onto her hind legs and licked my tears. And she still does.



It is estimated that all mammals, apart from humans, get a billion heartbeats. It is a fact inscribed by nature that at some point we will lose each other. And yet, in spite of this immutable law, there are studies suggesting that, in fact, our heartbeats can synchronise with those of our canine companions.

I have spent my life trying to maximise the number of synchronised heartbeats that dogs and their humans are allowed to share. That is the centre of it. I have never believed that humans own dogs and I don’t routinely use the term owner in my veterinary practice. You cannot own love. It is an echo of one sound, a reflection of one light, a sharing of the same heartbeat. The dogs we share our lives with give us permission to be truly human. I have witnessed every sort of human come into my consulting room – monarchs, presidents, generals and global celebrities alongside the rest of us. Dogs arrive in expensive 4x4s and beaten-up old hatchbacks, in the baskets of mobility scooters, cradled in the arms of crying children and held on the laps of doting elderly people. Every shape of family, every sort of relationship, every type of person, every kind of life. All of them come with the same need, the same urgent prayer they offer to the universe. ‘Please, not now. Not like this. Please, just a bit more time.’ They all feel the same thing and come for the same thing – hope.

In my consulting room, every family is the only family at that moment in time, and their challenges, fears and hopes are the only focus of my attention. For this family, I am totally in the present and completely available to them and them alone.

Sometimes they have come to me because everyone else has said no, there’s nothing that can be done. There are many reasons why no one else does some of the things I do. They may not have the technology or the experience or they may have other practical constraints that I don’t, or different perspectives from mine. But I have never preserved a life where I truly felt that it was ethically more appropriate to hold a paw and a hand and let life pass. I have never performed a surgery just to please a guardian, no matter how much they beg. It has to be in the patient’s best interest. It’s not enough to be able to do something; it must be the right thing to do. But there have been, and continue to be, those who feel that some of the operations I perform are not actually ‘right’. That the ‘kindest’ thing is to amputate the limb or put the animal to sleep. But what some may perceive as ‘an unethical step too far’ may be a procedure I have performed a dozen times successfully. I only ever offer procedures that I believe can provide a tangible, pain-free quality of life – and such procedures, to me, are no more or less difficult than those which others may recommend.

This is a paradigm I have fought for all my career – that the life of a dog or a cat deserves the same respect as my own, and that they deserve the same access to treatment options too. And it is through this prism that I have lived my life. I have committed my life to advancing medical care of dogs, cats and other animals, domestic and wild, because there is no value I could place on a thousand, on a hundred, on one more shared heartbeat with Keira. In 1985, I was offered a place at both human and veterinary medical schools on the same day. I chose to care for animals and to do my very best for them, as I would have done for humans if they were my patients. So, I find it very frustrating when rational, caring people do not feel as I do that treatment options for animals must continually be improved. Earlier in my career, I could only provide limited options by comparison with those we have now brought into existence. I want to leave medicine for animals better off when I’m finished than when I started, and to do that, someone must take the first step within a good ethical framework. I believe that animals have taught me more about humanity than I could ever have imagined, which is why I have called this book Dogs and Their Humans.

There is always a place for kindness and there is, of course, a time and a place for death, but I have seen again and again where that place or time is not here or now.

I have euthanised hundreds of patients where I believed it was the right thing to do, and I have advised euthanasia for patients where clients have declined to do so. Also, let me emphasise that I believe vets are good people who every single day seek to do the very best they can for their clients and for the animals of whom they are the guardians. I am the biggest and most ardent supporter of vets and vet nurses, all of whom have big hearts and minds and dedicate their lives to the care of some of the most vulnerable beings on earth.

My fifty-six years on this planet originated from a childhood growing up on a farm in Ballyfin, County Laois, where animals were functional. One of my earliest memories is crying my heart out over a dead lamb in a frozen winter field. My best and only true friend was Pirate, the sheepdog. I went to vet school in Dublin and moved as fast as I could to America to further my studies. I spent my first years as a vet in a large animal practice back in Ireland, performing cow Caesareans, delivering lambs and piglets and stomping about on misty Irish hillsides. Then I came to England where I worked all kinds of jobs and attended as many courses and training periods at universities and specialist practices as I could in pursuit of the dream of becoming the best surgeon I could be.

I performed most of my early orthopaedic surgeries in a wooden shed in a garden, then in a room next to a pub and a kebab shop, and then in my first referral practice, a converted army building in the middle of woods. I borrowed a few million pounds, lost a few million pounds and now reside in my world-class facilities near Godalming, in Surrey, where I do what I was put here to do. I studied for exam after exam, performed thousands of surgeries and wrote innumerable scientific papers, getting lots of letters after my name and becoming a professor as I helped to found a vet school. And of course, my patients care about none of these letters or ambitions; all they care about is being held and being healed. I can hold and comfort any animal in a shack, but the kind of healing I want to offer demands a massive infrastructure.

Over thousands of hours, my colleagues and I have developed techniques, mechanisms, procedures and protocols that have made the impossible possible. We have built an engineering hub and a factory where paradigms shift and where the future of medicine is born in every molecule of titanium, polyethylene and cobalt chromium that we sculpt into limbs and life. We built a regenerative medicine facility where fat cells grow into anti-inflammatory cells for treating arthritis and where bone and cartilage cells grow to patch up broken biology. All with a single aim – to provide good quality of life in the best way possible for our patients. It is because of this, and the work of countless vets, nurses and other members of the team I am blessed to call colleagues, that I have been lucky enough to witness time and again that look in the eyes of dogs and their humans, as they realise that they have indeed been given more time. As they bound, or limp or crawl towards each other, into that glorious ‘now’. I have seen every scale of tragedy, every extreme of high and low that a family can face. I have shared their tears, but often I have been lucky enough to be part of their joy, their relief and their immense gratitude. Over the last three decades plus, I have been humbled and honoured to be present at that moment when dim hopes become brightest reality more times than I can remember.

I never forget the responsibility inherent in what I do. My job is much like that of a paediatric human surgeon, in that babies can’t give informed consent and neither can dogs or cats. So, their guardian and I must weigh up all available information, all potential risks and benefits, all personal and medical circumstances and make a fully informed recommendation.

There are so many similarities between dogs and humans. The skeletal structure of a human and a dog are remarkably similar. Our bones have the same names and are moved by the same muscles, more or less. A human down on ‘all fours’ with toes and fingers outstretched even looks like a dog. Most of the basic principles of every surgery I have ever performed are the same for a dog or a human. Humans and dogs share a common ancestor that lived approximately 90–100 million years ago. Dogs share human patterns of voice-recognition in the anterior temporal lobes of the brain. Humans and dogs have about 84 per cent shared DNA. There are at least 500 diseases of genetic origin that dogs share with humans and our immune systems are near identical. The types of cancer that humans and dogs may be affected by are also often identical. In the USA, humans condemned to certain death because of genetic mutations of their cancer have been saved because their cancer ultimately proved susceptible to drugs that had been trialled only in dogs at that point, bringing a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘my dog saved my life’.

So, it’s little wonder that we are each other’s best friend.

While it’s fairly predictable that similar personality types in humans and dogs attract each other, and I often see dogs who are nervous, reclusive, ebullient or plain angry as a reflection of certain personality traits of their human guardians or in response to the particular environment their humans have created, it is also surprisingly common for animals and the humans they love to share physical ailments too.

And yet, though our skeletal, organ and immune systems are nigh-on identical, little effort is expended on studying naturally occurring cancer, arthritis, infections and other challenges in dogs that are identical challenges for humans. Human and animal doctors rarely communicate with each other. I deeply respect my human doctor and surgeon counterparts, but sadly my experience has been that they often feel ‘it’s only a dog’; most people don’t know that dogs get the same diseases as us humans, and most of us don’t like to think about our safe drugs and implants coming from experiments on dogs and other animals who are sacrificed for our benefit.

The central goal of my life is to promote the concept of One Medicine, whereby drugs and implants developed in animals and humans can be shared equally. At the moment that isn’t the case because human life is understandably considered more valuable. Human and veterinary medicine are two separate, parallel worlds that have much to teach each other, but hardly any bridges have been built since their divergence a few hundred years ago. I founded a charity called Humanimal Trust to build these bridges of mutual respect and understanding for the benefit of all living beings. We still have a very long way to go.

The reason for this book’s existence is to celebrate our most special of friends, to entertain and to educate and to advocate that we demand only the best-intentioned efforts for the treatment of their ailments in return for the immense love they share with us. Trust should be a two-way street, hence the name of the charity: human + animal + trust. I believe that it’s the moral responsibility of the profession I love to make it so.

To that end, this book is a collection of just some of those tales (tails) of dogs and their humans. And because dogs free us to be more human, it runs the range of the human experience too, from laughter and joy to all the times I have sat in silence, holding the hands of those too sad to speak. The bit people think is hard – the surgery – is the easy bit. It’s all the other stuff that’s the hard stuff. I get to hear about everyone’s lives. Families speak to me with a freedom they don’t have with anyone else. Perhaps it’s partly to impress on me how much this matters. Of course, I try my hardest every time. But I think it’s also that when their most important of friends is hurt and in danger, everything else falls away. Everyone becomes a child in my consulting room. They want someone to make the hurt disappear.

I have changed most names and identifying details in this book to protect the privacy of dogs and their humans, and have sought permissions where necessary. I have also conflated some stories for your ease as a reader and because several journeys may have had a similar central message to share with all of us. Every story I tell is the absolute truth and it’s the distillation of my thirty-plus years of meeting dogs and their humans. Their personalities, their foibles, their bravery, their fears and their love.

In the 30,000 years since human and dog first began to walk in step, they have been there for us and they have given us the gift of being there for them. They have been present at every moment, often the centre of our universe. They come in every shape and size, with every sort of personality: from mischievous to long-suffering, from boisterous to dignified, from slobbering to self-contained. I want to take you on a journey through the full range of what we can mean to each other. It will involve laughter, tears, paw prints, chew marks and lots of dog hair.

As I write this, I can see Keira’s gravestone in the garden outside my practice. I can hear the gentle patter of her paws on the floor. I can feel the insistent brush of her rough wiry hair against my chin as she nudges me while I type. This book is a thank you to her. For all that she gave to me.






1 In the doghouse Franky the West Highland Terrier, Tanya (and George)


‘I’m telling you I need a vet right now!’

The deep male voice came booming through from the waiting room, impossible to ignore. I heard the quiet tones of our infinitely patient receptionist, Hannah, as she attempted to calm him down. But it clearly wasn’t working.

‘I don’t care what he’s bloody doing. Get him here now!’

I sighed and caught the eye of Benji the Shih Tzu, who I was attempting to carefully examine, and he seemed to raise an eyebrow at the kerfuffle. What you gonna do?

This particular afternoon had already seen a run of drama. There’d been Max the beautiful Border Collie with a broken hind leg after being hit by a car, Chairman Meow the cat who had his paw crushed under a bookcase, and an unending succession of poorly animals affected by varying magnitudes of crises alongside their concerned guardians. I had been hoping things were winding down for the day, but clearly not. At this time in my life I was new enough to this to feel I was still earning my stripes. Only a couple of years out of veterinary school, I had come straight from mixed practice in Ireland where I had been calving cows, lambing sheep and operating on dogs, all in an afternoon. Though I covered it up with a decent dose of the blarney, I didn’t feel like I’d quite got my bearings in this new environment – in a village near Guildford in Surrey.

After a few minutes, I got Benji safely back into his cage and headed out to see what was going on. I was greeted by the sight of a very large man pacing up and down our tiny reception. He was wearing an expensive-looking suit and the sort of pink shirt I was to learn only a certain sort of English geezer wears. Sitting in a shiny Bentley immediately outside in our equally small yard was a distraught but extremely glamorous blonde woman, and on her lap was an extremely glum-looking West Highland Terrier. The car door was open. They both had panicked looks on their faces.

I looked at the man and held out my hand. ‘I’m Noel,’ I said. He didn’t shake it, but rather ushered me in the direction of the car. The blonde woman in the Bentley was dressed like a queen, and as we approached, she made to get out of the car.

‘It’s Franky,’ she said, standing up as I drew aside her. ‘He’s dying!’

As I reached to take Franky from her arms, pink-shirt guy fired up the loudhailer again. ‘You’ve got to sort him out, guvnor!’

He strode over and took my hand before I could do anything else and I saw there was a fifty-pound note in it. ‘I’m George. Give Franky the premium service, doc. He’s like Tanya’s actual basin. Most important member of the manor, if you get my drift? And you know what they say – happy wife, happy life.’ I didn’t get his drift at all and it was only several years later that I learned that ‘basin of gravy’ is rhyming slang for baby, and his manor was his big house.

I beckoned them all inside, carrying Franky myself. He was panting and whining gently. I could see he was spasming, gasping and retching, his little body heaving, his abdomen sucking in and out with each violent effort to vomit. Normally Westies are bouncing around, irrepressible balls of white spiky-haired fun and energy. Or they watch the world go by and grin. But Franky was not in a happy place. He lay his head on my arm and looked up at me with his almond-shaped blue eyes, asking for help. And lovingly drooled all over me. Tanya seemed very timid and had apparently acquiesced to George always taking the lead. They clearly had the lifestyle and the material possessions, but in that moment, I felt sorry for her as she clutched the love of her life in her hands on my consulting room table, her perfectly manicured and varnished nails at odds with the dribble trickling down Franky’s soggy chin.

‘Has he eaten anything he shouldn’t have?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know. I was out all day and came back to him like this,’ said Tanya. We both looked at George. There was something shifty about him I couldn’t quite place. He looked at the floor.

‘No, I was playing golf all day. I told you,’ he said. ‘I only got back just before you.’

I knelt down and listened to Franky’s heart. Lub-dub, lub-dub. The heartbeat sounded fine. But there was definitely something amiss. He had a temperature too.

‘He keeps retching but there’s nothing left to come out,’ Tanya wailed.

‘But what does that mean?’ asked George. ‘Will he be all right?’

I continued to examine Franky on my table. George seemed to look disapprovingly at how close I was to his wife but all I could think of was the mingling of the poshest perfume I’d ever smelled with the bilious tang of fresh vomit in the same whiff.

‘Right,’ I said, taking control of the situation as best I could. ‘I’ve checked his heart. It’s fine. I’ve felt his stomach and it feels to me like there could be something in there. I am going to give him a drug called an emetic to try to make him bring up whatever is in there. But you must understand that if that doesn’t work, I’ll need to knock him out and take some X-ray pictures and possibly operate. Do you understand?’

Realising the gravity of the situation, and also the increasing distress of his wife, who had by now started to cry, George simply said, ‘Do what you have to, doc.’

I was very aware that the emetic might not work, but wanted to avoid anything more invasive if I could. We carried Franky out to the patch of grass in front of the surgery, where I popped him down and administered the emetic. After a couple of minutes, he shuffled over under a hedge, sniffing the ground and retching, smacking and licking his lips agitatedly. I felt very sorry for the poor fella. Tanya ambled nervously nearby, blowing her nose on some tissue and struggling to stay erect on her high heels. George held back near the Bentley, growing impatient.

And then it happened. All of it. Quicker than I could take in at the time. Franky squatted and, with what seemed like horrendous contractions of his abdomen, and the loudest honking bleagh sound – a mixture of a grunt, a gag and a heave all in one – out it came… whatever it was! It looked like a long piece of red string covered with the contents of his stomach.

Tanya stood by his side almost retching herself with dismay and holding the tissue to her mouth. George marched over. We all stared down at Franky and the foreign body lying on the grass. Franky licked his lips and looked up at all of us, immensely relieved and, it seemed to me, a little bit proud that he had finally eructated the alien object from within. Then he sniffed at it curiously, as dogs do, and I knelt down beside him.

I pulled a precautionarily pocketed glove out, popped it on and picked up the offending item. And it was only as I held it up, and the morning sun glistened off it, that all there present could immediately see that it wasn’t a red string at all, but a delicate crimson-red suspender belt. It was like dominos falling as first I realised what I was holding, then George’s realisation, and then him turning to see if Tanya had seen and rapidly clocking that she had indeed.

I have never witnessed a person’s demeanour change more quickly from ‘authoritative overbearing man in control’ to ‘little boy with tail firmly between legs’ as the blood drained from George’s face. My hand hovered as I stood up, not intentionally but rather unfortunately, holding the pukecovered scrap of fabric between George and his wife.

‘Well, what are the chances—’ started George.

‘Shut up, George,’ Tanya said.

‘He must have been in your underwear drawer, babes.’

In quicker than the blink of an eye, this petite, reserved, submissive wife suddenly grew six feet tall in front of my very eyes, as she snatched Franky from the grass, clutched him to her chest and screamed, ‘That. Is not mine, George!’ almost as disgusted that he had not noticed that, as anything else.

She marched off across the car park, her high heels ringing with righteous fury before deciding they were slowing her down, taking them off with one hand, while clutching bewildered Franky with the other, turning and throwing them directly at George. One missed, and as I shuffled out of the way, the heel of the other hit him squarely on the chest. By then she was out the gate, barefoot on the road. Undoubtedly, whichever expensive designer had made these shoes hadn’t had their use as missiles in mind, but the shoe was certainly effective, and I saw George wince as it hit. He called out, ‘But, babes!’ after her ever more forlornly.

There’s nothing quite like witnessing the innocent honesty of a dog silencing the greatest bravado of a man, putting him firmly in the doghouse rather than his own house. His manner had indeed cost him his manor in the end. We let dogs into every area of our lives, including our embarrassment and heartbreak. They hear our arguments, our reconciliations, our tears and our joy. They are there at the beginning of a relationship, as we can hardly contain our excitement. They are there at the end, watching baffled as we bawl along to break-up songs or cope with our heartache in whichever way we see fit. And they are there by our side at every stage in between.

There was the time a client had locked his friend Bilbo the British Bulldog in his sports car, while he popped off for a cheeky dalliance with someone who was not his boyfriend. Bilbo somehow got the pin of a badge stuck into the pad of his foot, nicking a blood vessel, and spent the next half an hour jumping around inside the car, covering it in blood. When Bilbo arrived at the surgery, he had a tie wrapped around his foot as a kind of tourniquet to stem the bleeding. I’d thought nothing of it, concentrating on getting Bilbo into my consulting room. But once Bilbo’s other dad arrived, he certainly did think something of it.

‘Whose tie is this?! Whose bloody tie is this?!’ he screamed at my client. They went outside, where we all pretended not to listen to what was being shouted, as we attended to Bilbo’s wound. It was easy enough to bandage and give a dose of antibiotics, in contrast with the ‘blood-letting’ outside, which would take more than a bandage to fix, it seemed. I kept Bilbo in overnight, sensing that this was probably best for both him and his humans. Thankfully, by the following day they seemed to have patched up their own wounds. Bilbo checked in on them both when they arrived, with a good long sniff of both faces to see how they were doing as they snuggled him. Bilbo the Bulldog may have landed one of his dads in the doghouse, but now he was a bridge over troubled water. He may in fact have saved that relationship as, a few months afterwards, I received a card to say thanks, with a picture of all three of them on holiday, smiling broadly.

I have seen many times how dogs have sent their humans to the doghouse in no uncertain terms. It would appear that dogs not only inherently bring out the best in people, but they also often expose the worst. They don’t mean to. They don’t understand the concept of adultery and our other transgressions. They just wander through life innocently wondering who or what this new person or situation in their life is. They can’t speak, of course, but it’s amazing how often they find a way to show what is really going on.

There was a time very early in my days of small animal practice when I couldn’t work out why a client was so embarrassed. I could hear a buzzing sound coming from her canine friend’s stomach that was even louder than his heartbeat. ‘He’s right out of sorts. Pacing, trembling… won’t settle… and… well, I guess it must be his stomach rumbling then?’ she said. Her friend was a droopy-eyed St Bernard. A slobber of drool spun like a strand of cooked spaghetti down from his even droopier lips. Then he suddenly and without warning shook his big shaggy head, splattering this sticky token of his affection across my cheek as I stooped to place my stethoscope on him. I heard a dull, repetitive monotone, something I had definitely never heard before. It wasn’t the heart, and it wasn’t the chest. I moved my stethoscope further backwards, following the sound as it seemed to get louder. And louder. Finally, with my stethoscope resting over the stomach, where normally I heard very little, or maybe a few gurgles, I could definitely hear an intense buzzing.

I sedated him to take a radiograph and, when I held up the X-ray picture, saying, ‘It looks like some sort of blurry torpedo,’ the client looked very sheepish indeed. I explained I’d have to operate to get it out. It was only when I quizzically held up the pink plastic torpedo I’d removed from his stomach that one of the nurses had to whisper to this poor innocent Irish farm boy what it actually was.

He made a full recovery and, when she came to pick him up, she immediately fell down on her knees, cuddling him and losing her face in the huge bed of fur on the top of his head. When she finally emerged from fur-hiding, she looked up and hesitantly reached forward as I gave her his lead and a carrier bag containing what we’d taken out of his stomach. She blushed as red as I’ve ever seen a human’s cheeks go and said, ‘Oh dear. It’s amazing what they can swallow when rummaging around in the park, isn’t it!’

It sure is amazing what happens in parks when dogs are around! Dogs are smile-making and conversation-making machines wherever they go. It’s remarkable how many people have met their partner while out walking a dog, especially in parks, which is exactly what happened for Eric and Fi. Dogs like nothing better than to spread love and to introduce their humans to other humans. Norman the Norfolk Terrier nearly pulled Eric’s arm off to meet Fi’s dog, a Cockapoo called Cricket, when they first bumped into each other. They touched noses and sniffed each other’s bottoms as their two humans awkwardly said hello and, before long, did the human equivalent.

One thing led to another and, over the months, Eric and Fi started to see each other. They left leads and dog treats at each other’s houses. Each dog would look for the other if one of their humans ever went for a walk without each other’s company. And the two humans felt exactly the same way. Walks just didn’t seem right without all four of them being present. So finally, several hundred walks later, the two dogs ended up with their humans on a hiking trip together. Eric had intended to propose to Fi in a delightful woodland cottage, perhaps on the balcony beneath the stars, undoubtedly with both Norman and Cricket curled up beside them supervising.

He had the engagement ring in the pocket of his trousers, from whence he had planned to pull it out nonchalantly at the perfect moment. But he had absent-mindedly also put doggie treats in the same pocket for calling the wayward doggies back when on the heath. Off he went to have a shower before dinner, leaving said trousers on the bed. He came out of the shower, put his trousers on, checked his left pocket, panicked, checked his right pocket, panicked. And then he looked over at both dogs, who had the contented look that only dogs who have recently stolen a treat can have.

Eric had the distinct impression that he was in the doghouse during the not-so-romantic balcony dinner that followed. In their idyllic solitude, Fi had that look which was most certainly expecting a ring to be produced. But nothing was said at all. And for the next three days, Eric followed both dogs around every time they even looked like they might be going for a poo. Fi found it sweet at first, that he was always more than willing to pick up the poo. But she had to admit it was getting weird when he went sprinting into clumps of gorse to bag one up. She also began to secretly feel that it did slightly take the shine off some of the romance. As for Eric, this really had not been how he imagined the trip going. Though, as I pointed out to him later, searching through dog poos for diamonds is about as good a metaphor for life, married or otherwise, as there is. (I think it was still too soon for him to find it funny.)

Anyway, finally, on the very last day of the trip, there, glistening in the steam, a diamond ring!

Using boiled water and a huge amount of antiseptic handwash, he was satisfied the ring was as good as new. He proposed on the last night of the trip. Right on the balcony as planned. Eric couldn’t help but notice that it was the starriest night imaginable, so he gave Norman and Cricket a knowing nod as they sat there contentedly, looking at each other and then up at their humans with smiles that made the moment even more special, as only happy dogs can. She said yes, admired the ring, and was secretly glad the poo bag obsession seemed to have gone away. The two dogs just sat there smiling. Apparently, Fi doesn’t know to this day, and of course, dogs will never let your secret be known, unless you’ve been very naughty indeed… in which case, beware… because you just might end up in the doghouse like George.

I have often wondered if a dog might one day introduce me to their human in a romantic way. Keira was always suspicious of anyone she felt was getting too friendly with me. Not rude, but you could tell she was watching and judging. Something about the tilt of her head. A decisive sniff. She knew that I wanted, and still would like, to be a dad to a human baby, so she was super-fussy on my behalf in deciding which dogs she might deliberately tangle her lead with, rom-com style. The truth is that I’ve been married to the vocation. And it’s hard for anyone to compete with that. There’s always the next patient to be saved, and I have always wanted to build the best practice possible; mediocre was never good enough for me. But there’s only so many times you can come home at 2 a.m., smelling of antiseptic solution, before it gets old. As a good friend said to me, if I had put a fraction of the effort into my relationships that I put into my job, I’d be married with six kids by now. He’s probably right. I’m hoping there is still time for me to have children of my own.

I would be lying if I said that being a vet hasn’t sometimes led to admirers. Maybe it’s one of those jobs that has a kind of competence that some people find attractive. Vet isn’t quite firefighter, but you’re often helping folks in a difficult situation. Even before I was on television, there were a fair few clients who got the flirt on. I remember one particular client who seemed to keep wandering by the practice in ever more elaborate formal wear. One time, I was mid-procedure and heard a knock on the window, to find her peering in wearing a red sequinned dress. This was at a time when I was operating in a remote place in the middle of some woods. There was literally no way you could be passing through, unless you were a squirrel. I had to try and politely mime with my head for her to go away, as both my hands were busy trying to do my best for a poorly dog. I was in my own chosen ‘doghouse’ and that’s where I firmly intended to stay.

A few months after Franky and the suspender belt saga, I was filling up my car at a local petrol station when I caught the eye of someone who looked familiar. It was George. I didn’t know whether he’d be embarrassed, but he strode across to me. ‘Maaaaaate. Hello, me old china.’

Without any shame or awkwardness, he told me everything. How he’d come home the next day to find his suits cut up on the lawn, strewn as sleeveless torsos, with particular attention spent on one particular part of his trousers. He’d had to sell the manor and the Bentley. These things happen. I couldn’t help but notice that he’d ‘downgraded’ to a Mercedes. He said he wanted to thank me for what I’d done for Franky. He was a lovely dog. Funny thing was, he hadn’t thought he would, but he missed him. ‘You never think you’re going to miss dog drool on your trousers but it turns out you do.’ He stood for a moment, lost in thought, and I couldn’t help thinking how remarkably well he had taken being sent to the doghouse. Then he sniffed.

‘Still, onwards and upwards. A lump of ice for ya, guvnor… There’s no point crying over spilt satin and silk, is there? Anyway, there wasn’t enough room for all of us in the bed. Probably makes sense this way around.’

Then he strode off shouting ‘Be lucky!’ over his shoulder.

And not for the first time, I really felt like I was.






2 Taking the lead Larry the Labrador and Gavin


Gavin found trusting people almost impossible. How could you when you’d seen them doing what he had over three tours of active military service? When you’d seen what war demanded of all those involved. How it burns away humanity with every minute you are exposed to it. You learned not to trust anything at all: every pile of rubble at the side of the road could have an improvised explosive device hidden in it. Every person in the street could have a suicide vest on. Every child running towards you could be carrying a hand grenade. How could you trust what that did to you? The decisions that were made, the commands that were issued and followed. The innocent people who died. He couldn’t stop thinking about them. The men and the women and children who were ‘collateral damage’.

I didn’t know any of this when he came into my consulting room on a windy autumn morning. I saw someone who was pale and clearly shaken. I told him to sit down, to tell me what had happened. Obviously, Gavin’s story didn’t all come out in the first consultation, which was focused on the dog that this particular human carried in his arms, but a bit of background will help you understand what followed.

When he’d gone home to Newcastle, every loud or sudden noise made him flinch. At night, he was back there again, in Afghanistan, back in the heat and the dust and the terror. He could be walking down the street and suddenly he’d feel that he was in a sniper’s sights and, overcome with fear, he’d need to duck into a shop and wait until his heart stopped pounding and he could talk again. He’d lost mates out there. Good mates. The ones who’d come back, he found he couldn’t see. They seemed to want to pretend nothing had happened, talk even louder, as if they could drown out everything they’d seen with beer and laughter. They stopped inviting him after a while because he just sat there, his pint getting flatter and flatter as he stared into the middle distance, his knee jerking uncontrollably. So, Gavin just stayed indoors, with the curtains drawn. It was easier that way.

His small three-roomed cottage was sparse; he slept on a small bed, he had a small microwave, a small refrigerator, a small radio, a small television and a small allowance from the army. Everything in his life was small except for his fear and the demons in his head. Post-traumatic stress disorder or depression or anxiety didn’t really capture what was going on for Gavin. His life was suspended in a pain from which he could not escape and didn’t want to. Because outside the pain was guilt, and that was even worse.

One day, there was a knock on the window.

‘Hello, Gavin? Are you there? My name’s Hugo.’

It turned out Hugo was from the mental health service of the British Armed Forces. Gavin told him the same thing he’d told the last person they sent: ‘Go away’ (in slightly stronger terms). They’d tried to talk to him, but he’d just ignored them till they went away. His day was set up to see the fewest people possible. He got food deliveries on apps and shouted at them from inside to leave the bags on the doorstep. Usually he would get to the end of the day and realise the only thing he’d said to another human being was ‘leave it there’. But this time, the person outside didn’t go. This time Hugo said, ‘Gavin. I’ve brought someone to meet you. He’s called Larry.’

Gavin got up and went to the door, intending to tell Hugo and Larry that they could both go away (again in stronger terms). But when he opened the door just a tiny bit, he could see that Larry was a lot shorter and hairier than he was expecting. Looking up at him was a waggy-tailed, bouncy-eared, effusive coiled spring on a lead – a bundle of yellow Labrador happiness who was jumping up and down on the spot. He seemed genuinely pleased to see Gavin.

‘We’re just here to check in on you, Gavin.’

‘Well, now you’ve checked,’ said Gavin and closed the door.

Hugo opened the letterbox and called back, ‘Well, maybe Larry and I can come and check on you tomorrow?’

‘Free country,’ said Gavin.

It took two weeks of daily visits before Gavin finally let Larry over the threshold. Hugo held back, but at least the door was open. He asked Gavin questions as Larry strained at his lead to come further into the cottage and properly say hello to his new friend. Eventually Gavin said, ‘You’re all right, you can let him come over.’

And suddenly Gavin was enveloped in an avalanche of licks and fur and panting. He waited for the panic to come but it didn’t. Subconsciously, his brain somehow knew that this dog meant him no harm. Sensed it with every cell in his body. For the first time since he had been home, he didn’t feel afraid. He felt like a kid again. Somehow, he felt like he was a person who deserved this small moment of pleasure. There was an odd sound he didn’t recognise and he realised it was himself laughing. It all happened so quickly, though; he didn’t realise all of this stuff until later.

Then Gavin let Hugo in. He was very hesitant at first, but Hugo explained that he could help Larry to be happy in Gavin’s company. Hugo was a trained psychologist, specialising in mental trauma, as well as a damn-fine dog trainer. He knew that if Gavin wouldn’t or couldn’t talk to a therapist, then an intervention of another kind – the canine kind – might bring some small chink of light into the darkness of his mind – and he was right. They chatted for a few minutes while Larry went on a sniffing expedition around the room, and when Hugo asked him if he could bring Larry back another time, Gavin said, ‘Yeah, yeah, I’d like that.’

It didn’t all go smoothly of course; it never does with a boisterous Labrador. The next time Gavin held the door ajar for him to come in, Larry sniffed him all over and then went utterly mental, jumping off his sofa onto his bed, off his bed onto his chairs and off his chairs and actually head-first into the small microwave in the kitchen within which there was a half-eaten carton of something brown and liquidy. Down came the microwave on his head with an enormous bang. Gavin came running in, followed by Hugo.

That was day one of training.

Larry had been trained by Hugo to pick things up and bring them to people. These things included water bottles, phones and bottles of medication. His training involved smearing food on each of these items, and along the way, Larry had burst many plastic bottles, mangled several phones and exploded quite a few pill bottles, but eventually he got the hang of it. Larry’s favourite thing in the whole world was a dirty old tennis ball, which was his reward for doing most things.

Hugo knew that Gavin would also benefit from medication and he managed to persuade him that if he could bring himself to have an examination and a chat with a proper medical doctor, he might be able to have Larry stay for longer, maybe overnight. He suggested that they could train Larry to bring Gavin his medication and water. That way Gavin would never ‘forget’ to take it. They set things up so that Larry’s favourite tennis ball was suspended from a rope on the door of Gavin’s fridge.

Larry would open the door by tugging on the tennis ball, pick up Gavin’s medication and bring it to him followed by a bottle of water. Though Gavin did not trust humans, he did trust Larry, and if Larry brought the medication he felt obliged to take it. He would also answer the phone if it rang and Larry brought it to him. Hugo explained that he had to do that, so he could check if everything was OK with Larry. Gavin nodded along. If it was for Larry then it all made sense.

Larry seemed to know when Gavin’s body started to move of its own accord, when his knee started tapping or his jaw started clenching, his body trying to take him physically back to where he did not want to go. Larry would sense it and come over to him, touch him. Lay his head on his lap, or get up onto his hind limbs, planting his paws against him as he leaned forward with his head in his hands. And that would sometimes be enough, just that touch, to bring him back to the present.

One of the great miracles of sharing our lives with dogs is how they seem to know us so intimately. Many clients down through my years as a vet have said how their dog knows them better than their husband or wife. And I think to a large extent that’s true, because a dog allows us to be who we really are, without the distortion of who they would like us to be. As a result, we let them into our inner psyche, our inner soul, to a greater extent perhaps than we would do with a human, because we know they won’t tell anyone about our vulnerabilities and sensitivities and won’t ever judge us.

However, in this way there is a danger of anthropomorphising dogs too much. I have never in my career directly imposed human characteristics upon dogs, though it is a natural thing for us to project humanity onto them. It’s one of the ways we try to understand them. But it’s really important to recognise that they are beings in their own right and that a dog’s perception of the world is different to ours. We should love and respect them as their full, unique doggy selves, and not as small furry humans.

Of course, there is something about that moment when you just know what your dog friend is thinking. When they give you a quizzical look, or are annoyed with something you’ve done. In that moment, the distance between our species collapses and you know without a doubt exactly how they feel. This immediate empathy is one of the great joys in life and those who haven’t experienced it are missing out. But what do they see when they look at us? We know that dogs have the same five senses as us. But the balance between them is very different. Though it’s not true that they see in black and white, it’s generally agreed that they have poor colour perception when compared to ours and their eyesight is better in low light than ours. They also have a wider field of vision due to the positioning of their eyes but find it harder to judge distances. Their hearing is incredibly acute; dogs are able to hear sounds that we cannot, both in terms of frequency and volume. Their hearing is up to four times as sensitive as ours, with ear flaps optimised to move so that they can maximise the soundwaves entering their ears.

Their sense of smell is remarkable and it is hard for us to understand what the world smells like to a dog. Most dogs have about fifty times the scent receptors we do. Bloodhounds have upwards of sixty times. Some people even believe that dogs have the smell-brain intelligence to self-medicate by eating plants and mushrooms that contain ingredients they are lacking or feel may benefit them. The nose print of any individual dog is as unique as the fingerprint of a human. They can trace scents for more than a mile, tell different varieties of bird by scent, and they can sniff out adrenaline and many different human and animal pheromones from a distance. So, when your dog is sniffing you, they are learning more about you than you may know about yourself.

It is no wonder that smells we humans may perceive as simply unpleasant may to a dog present a rich cornucopia of olfactory delight. To you, you’re a smelly stinky mess; to them, you’re infinitely fascinating. Perhaps counterintuitively, most dogs’ sense of taste is less developed than humans. They have around 1,700 taste buds, which are concentrated around the tip of the tongue, compared to our 10,000. That won’t be of surprise to anyone who has seen the things their furry friends eat in the park.

It’s so common for us to gaze into the eyes of the dogs in our lives and wonder ‘what are you thinking?’

Dogs possess the same brain structure as we do, which means they have essentially the same emotional equipment. They have the same hormones and chemical signals communicating between their neurones as we do. It is not currently possible to know exactly what it feels like emotionally to be a dog, but our best guess is that dogs experience a wide range of emotions like humans do, including excitement, distress, contentment, disgust, fear, anger, suspicion, shyness and love. These canine cognitive processes have even been accurately mapped using specially trained dogs who will sit for long enough in functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) machines. Interestingly, it is currently thought that dogs might not feel shame, guilt, pride and contempt in the same way that we do, however much they might look ashamed when they steal the Sunday roast off the table. It appears that where emotions are concerned, they are literally the best of us.

But, in the same way that the word oxytocin doesn’t explain the feeling you experience looking at your child when you release this so-called ‘kindness hormone’, none of this truly explains the mixture of magic experienced emotionally between a dog and their human.

Gavin would look down at Larry looking up at him and he would feel that he really mattered to him. He could tell that Larry knew what was going on and just the fact that there was one being in the universe who saw, who knew and who reached out to him changed everything. He found himself talking to Larry. Not about big stuff. Just chattering away, telling him what he was doing, holding a conversation. And the act of doing that loosened something that had been tied tightly inside his brain for a very long time. He no longer got to the end of the day only talking to delivery people through a window or door. He had Larry to talk to.
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