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Pour Alizée, ma femme chérie.

For Inigo, you never met Ella, but she knew you existed before we did.

And, of course, for Zulu, Inka, Luna, Mabel, Nala and Isla.






Prologue My Darkest Night [image: ]


All the colour has leached out of my life. I exist in a black and white world empty of emotion and feeling. I am perpetually agitated. If I go anywhere – to work, to a party, to the cinema – I feel compelled to leave. Yet once I do, I am still lost, aimless; pacing purposelessly.

There is no respite from this constant restlessness. It is almost impossible to describe the sense of unease. It is not so much a feeling as an absence of feelings. A void at my core. I have no purpose or direction. I cannot feel pleasure, excitement or anticipation.

There is a constant noise in my head like a radio that cannot be tuned; an unnerving crackle and buzz. The moment I find the delicate balance and the noise eases, the tiniest flinch of a muscle will set it off again. I cannot escape it.

I’m conflicted. I want to stay in bed all day, but my heart is racing so fast I feel it will burst out of my chest. As I lie there, it is as if someone is screaming into my face and the only way to stop them is to get up.

But there is nowhere to run when I do, no respite from the pounding of my heart, the assault on my senses.

Life is no longer worth living. I am suicidal. I contemplate ways of dying so I can get off the giddy roller-coaster that is sending me to the brink of madness.

I cannot sleep because my mind is in tumult. The insomnia is dizzying. I am utterly exhausted.

I feel misunderstood; a complete failure. I wouldn’t wish the sense of worthlessness and desperation, the isolation and loneliness on my worst enemy. I think I’m going crazy.

Yet I know I am privileged; fortunate, too, to have a loving and close-knit family – Mum and Dad, my sisters Catherine and Pippa, their husbands William and James – but I push them all away. I do not answer their phone calls. Emails remain ignored. Invitations to visit go unheeded. I hide behind a double-locked door, unreachable.

One bleak November night in 2017, I reach my lowest ebb. It is around 2 a.m. and I cannot sleep. I’ve barely eaten for days, and when I do, the food clogs my throat and makes me retch. I pace round the flat where I live alone, the four walls that confine me seeming to close in on me. I feel suffocated, desperate for air.

I want to go outside but fear meeting late-night homecomers in the street.

At the top of the stairs there is a skylight. It leads to a flat roof where the water tanks sit. Once I went up there to fix a problem with the hot water. Since, during happier times, I have levered myself up through this opening in the roof and watched the sun set over a breathtaking London skyline, or climbed out to watch fireworks over the river.

Today I want to escape from myself. So I unhook the telescopic ladder, clamber up and propel myself onto the roof.

I stand and look out at London. There, spread out before me, is our majestic capital city – glittering lights, landmark buildings, the slow meander of the Thames – but now I do not see its glory.

I pace up and down, but there is no reprieve from the torment in my mind. Dark thoughts crowd in on me. What can I do to make them stop?

I think about jumping from the rooftop. Who would find me? A passing taxi driver? A neighbour?

I wonder, if I jump, could it possibly be construed as a tragic accident? That way my family, although they would grieve desperately, would be spared the added torture of knowing that I had ended my life by suicide.

As I pace, I look down through the skylight and see my spaniel Ella’s gentle eyes looking back up at me. Like me, she has been wakeful all night. She senses my strange, agitated state of mind. She cannot climb the ladder – I would not want her to; it is too dangerous on the exposed rooftop and there are no safety rails – but she is standing at the foot of it imploring me with her eyes to come down.

I pace, look down again. My beloved Ella is still there. Do dogs ever feel despair, I wonder, or is it a peculiarly human malfunction of the mind? I imagine myself without her, and the chain of thought makes me pause.

What would Ella do without me? She depends on me and I on her. The feeling is entirely reciprocal.

I begin to pace again, back and forth for an hour or so, but find no comfort in the fresh air. The malaise I feel is so much worse than physical pain. It does not stop or even lessen. It silently warps the person I am. It is a corrosion of the mind.

I glance down the ladder again. Ella has not moved. Her brown eyes are still staring intently at me, soulful and pleading, and as my gaze locks on hers again, my brain quietens. In that instant I know I will not jump. What would happen to Ella if I died? How long would she wait alone in the flat for someone to find her?

I have loved her with every bit of my being since she was a tiny, sightless newborn pup. She has been my companion, my hope, my support through my darkest days. She has loved me unconditionally, faithfully. At night, when sleep eludes me, she is there on the bed beside me, willing me through the bleak pre-dawn hours.

Even when I have felt that the labour of living is not worth the effort, I’ve taken her for walks and fed her. She gives me purpose, a reason to be.

How can I contemplate leaving her now? What would she do without me?

Suddenly I realise that in the chill of the winter air I am shivering in my pyjamas. It is as if, for a second, reality has intruded. I haul myself back from the brink, slowly climb down the ladder and stroke Ella’s silky head.

She is the reason I do not take that fatal leap. She is Ella, the dog who saved my life.






Chapter One No Creature Too Small [image: ]


I’ve always found animals more engaging companions than people. As a child, I used to put Tom, our family cat, in a wicker basket on my bike and cycle with him to the village shops.

I’d hatch eggs in the airing cupboard, cradling the tiny chicks tenderly in my hands, feeding them corn until they grew into a clutch of clucking hens.

My first pet, a hamster named Hammy, went with me everywhere in my pocket, constantly escaping and scuttling off behind the fridge or into the larder, until my long-suffering father got tired of launching rescue missions and implored me to keep him in his cage.

When Hammy died – my first, crushing taste of mortality – I begged for a replacement. Rushing home from a village fete where they were selling hamsters for fifty pence, I begged Mum for a pound so I could buy a pair, a brother and sister to be friends for each other.

I can still call to mind the cajoling tone I used. ‘Please, please can I have them, Mum?’ I had the cage and food already, I reasoned. So Mum relented. ‘Yes, you can have them both,’ she sighed with slight exasperation.

So I cycled back to the fete, breathless with excitement, and picked out the siblings, a girl and boy (or so I thought) who were to take the place of my departed hamster.

In fact, in my thrilled anticipation and excitement, I’d overlooked a couple of salient points: the ‘hamsters’, it emerged, were in fact guinea pigs; and they were both males. Max and Harry, I called them.

But my endlessly patient parents accepted our unexpected rodent adoptees. We procured a bigger hutch for them and they settled in comfortably at Bucklebury, our family home in Berkshire. Then, when I was seven, we upgraded once again and they were joined by rabbit Jess.

Jess and I forged a bond of trust. I taught her to sit and stay; she learned to recognise her name and respond to it. She even hopped to heel on a lead, bounding along beside me as I walked to the shops. I rewarded her with a carrot for these extraordinary feats of obedience. These early pets instilled a mutual understanding. Actually, I grew to love them, and my compassion extended to the entire animal kingdom.

A dying mouse floundering in the school swimming pool? I’d dive in to retrieve it. If a bird broke a wing, I’d nurture it, warm it in the airing cupboard, feed it by pipette, ferry it to the RSPCA. No cause, however desperate, was abandoned; no ailing creature was too much trouble.

In fact, at my prep school, St Andrew’s in Pangbourne, it became my mission to rescue any creature in distress: beetles struggling upside down on pathways were gently set on their feet again; and spiders retrieved from bathtubs were liberated into woodpiles, where they could forage happily for grubs and flies.

I’m sure now that my teachers must have been exasperated by my philanthropic rescue missions, especially when protracted negotiations with animal charities were involved. How many hypothermic mice could the RSPCA accommodate? How many dying blackbirds? Needless to say, I was on first-name terms with all the inspectors.

My sisters, Catherine and Pippa, are, respectively, five and three years older than me. Growing up surrounded by three strong, capable women felt like having three mothers, and I would rely on Catherine and Pippa for advice.

They never dismissed me as their little squirt of a brother who wasn’t worthy of their attention. On the contrary, they let me join in their games and included me in their friendships – they still do to this day. While we were at prep school together, they would fuss over me like mother hens, reporting back to our parents on my many (mild) misdemeanours, more in a spirit of concern than because they were telltales.

Never noted for my neat appearance, I’d emerge from some ramble with a borrowed dog, my shirt untucked, my hands smeared with mud and brambles snagged in my hair, to be reprimanded and given a bad order mark, which would be chalked up on a board. These accumulated and were only redressed by good order marks. Naturally, Catherine and Pippa, being exemplary students, managed to get through their entire school life without a single demerit, but I amassed a handful of them every term.

The system worked like this: since bad order marks were cancelled out by good order marks, it seemed that every commendation my sisters notched up would be nullified by one of my wrongdoings. So while the female Middletons would be applauded for being helpful to teachers – opening doors and carrying books for them – I’d undo all their kind deeds by scampering along the corridor instead of walking because I was late for a lesson. (Two bad order marks for the price of one there.) And while Catherine and Pippa got full marks for spelling tests and top grades for essay-writing, I lagged behind on both counts, accruing a batch of misconduct marks for my below-par school work.

The net result of this was that at the end of each term when the marks – favourable and negative – for each house were added up, the Middleton family did not actually make an impact either way.

My school reports charted my academic shortcomings, but there was always a wry aside, a gentle allusion to my affinity with the animal kingdom. ‘If only James could apply himself as much to his school studies as to his humanitarian work with animals,’ my teachers would sigh via their pens.

The thing is, I wasn’t wilfully undisciplined, just mischievous. One teacher, Mr Outram, had a golden retriever; another, Mr Embury, a poodle. I’d clamour to take both dogs for walks and thought that I’d be given credit for my sense of responsibility and helpfulness.

The trouble was, I was always late back for lessons, having become so immersed in my adventures with the dogs in the woods near our school that I just forgot about returning from break.

I’d hear the bell ring and scamper back breathless, bedraggled dog in tow, ready to face the inevitable bad order mark. Even so, the teachers felt I was trustworthy enough to take their dogs out again, and this built my confidence.

This confidence clearly shone through, and in my final year I was awarded the Headmaster’s Prize, an accolade, on this occasion, given to a good-natured boy who would never breeze effortlessly into university with a clutch of glittering exam results, but would rather perish himself than abandon a dying animal.

Academically, I lagged behind woefully, so I was desperate to counter this shortcoming by being considered responsible. Because the truth was that until I could prove myself I would never have the dog of my own that I yearned for.

Until I could get a dog every other pet was a stand-in. But I made the most of the animals I was entrusted with. And I continued to hone my skills as a potential dog-trainer on my rabbit.

Sometimes I thought I’d be happier as an animal. Mum tells me that when I was four years old, I even crouched down to eat the cat’s food from his bowl on the floor. (I got a severe telling-off for that.)

I pleaded with Mum and Dad for a dog. They resisted, but I did my best to make myself indispensable to other dog-owners, offering myself for walking duty whenever I was needed.

I befriended every dog in the village. When our neighbours moved away, taking their Rottweiler – a vast, slavering beast I’d fearlessly wrestle with in their kitchen – I was inconsolable. Until, that is, new neighbours moved in with a couple of lovable black Labs who became my new playmates.

I adored my grandparents’ British bulldog, Gibson, and would rush to their house, barely pausing to acknowledge the old folk before scampering off with the dog on a kite-flying expedition or fishing trip.

My first dawning awareness that a dog could become a loyal companion – actually an extension of myself – was when I read the Famous Five books. I warmed to George and her mongrel Timmy, a dog so devoted, clever and affectionate that their bond became inviolable.

In this make-believe world, a dog could accompany a child to boarding school. In my real world this would never happen, but I could wish and hope for the next best thing.

Being a few years younger than my sisters, I was still at prep school when they graduated to Marlborough College. And every time I was dragged along to spectate at one of their sports matches, I’d sidle off and beg the headmaster’s wife to let me take her beautifully groomed Old English Sheepdog for an amble round the grounds.

These innocuous-sounding walks escalated into Famous Five-style adventures (although in our case we were an intrepid duo). At the final whistle, as my sisters emerged triumphant or deflated from their sporting feats, a bedraggled, mud-flecked vision – half human, half canine – materialised from a nearby copse, having splashed heedlessly through puddles and streams for the past hour.

I still remember the look of amused exasperation on the face of the headmaster’s wife. ‘Oh James,’ she’d sigh, retrieving her prize dog. ‘I think you’ll both need a bath after this.’

By now, my longing for a dog of my own had become an ache of yearning. I craved a companion in my adventures. A solace at times of sadness. Actually a friend who loved me unconditionally – without judgement or ridicule. Because I was an unusual boy. Try as I might, I could not get enthused by football – either spectating or playing – and would rather tinker around with a tractor than kick a ball.

My principal passion, from my earliest boyhood and through adolescence, continued to be animals. Had I not been dyslexic, and my mind a constantly bubbling cauldron of restless energy that made concentration on schoolwork almost impossible, I’d have loved to have become a vet. But I knew I’d never make the grade academically.

It is ironic, really, that my parents finally gave in to my incessant pleas for a dog when I was 13 and just going off to boarding school. To my unending delight, Tilly, a golden retriever puppy, arrived, and although she was a family dog, it is no surprise that I appropriated her as my own. This boisterous little bundle of wet-nosed energy was all I had ever yearned and wished for. Yet she was arriving just as I was leaving home.

As I stroked her silky golden head and said my tearful goodbyes when I left for my first day at Marlborough College, I was choked with sadness. Consumed by homesickness at school – the yearning manifested itself as a physical pain like an ache in the heart – I willed away the seconds until the weekend, when I’d be back at Bucklebury and Tilly would bound into my outstretched arms.

I felt at sea in those early days at boarding school. I missed the easy familiarity of the tight-knit bunch of friends I’d made at prep school; the fact that they accommodated and understood my eccentricities, my obsessive love of animals, my indifference to football scores.

What was more, I was starting from scratch at Marlborough. Nobody knew about, or made allowances for, the quirks of the slightly scrawny Middleton Minor, who had arrived in the wake of his two accomplished big sisters.

It was assumed that I would be as talented as they were at sports, and I was automatically put into the first team for rugby, but in my debut match I got so spectacularly pummelled I was instantly relegated to a much lower division. Comments like ‘Are you really a Middleton?’ echoed round the changing room and pitches. They cut to my heart, and my confidence – buoyant at prep school – waned in this less forgiving new environment.

Sensitive and vulnerable, I was an easy target for teasing and mockery. There is a fine line between good-humoured practical jokes and bullying, and I don’t want to cast myself as a victim, but I think some of the boys set out to intimidate me.

In the vast dining hall at Marlborough, we had to take our trays – laden with cutlery, crockery and water glass – back to a rotating conveyor belt once we had finished our meal. Occasionally the unwary would trip and the contents of their trays would go flying, the crash as the plates, dishes, knives and forks hit the floor reverberating in the cavernous room.

One lunchtime, as I was returning my tray, an older boy stuck his foot out on purpose and I sailed headlong over it, smack onto the floor, my tray soaring skywards then descending, its contents smashing with a deafening clatter. As it did so, the hall erupted in sarcastic applause and every head turned to see who the klutz was.

Blushing furiously, I scraped up the debris and scuttled off, humiliated as my tormentor had intended. I knew the boy. He had wanted to date Pippa but she had refused him. This was his way of retaliating. There was one consolation: I knew she’d made the right decision and would be better off without him.

I wonder if my oversized wool blazer also made me a target. I was a slight boy, dwarfed by a garment several sizes too big – Mum had bought it so I would ‘grow into it’; in fact it saw me through until sixth form, by which time it was as tight as a sausage skin – and one morning I was sitting in chapel enveloped in this substantial garment.

The service progressed and we got to prayers. As I sat in the pew, my head bowed in silent contemplation, the quiet was pierced by a sudden strident and insistent beeping.

It didn’t take long to realise where the noise was coming from: the pocket of my own blazer. A prankster had put an alarm clock in it, and, knowing the exact moment silent prayers would begin, had set it to go off in the middle of them. To make matters worse, he had pinned up the pocket’s opening so I struggled to retrieve the clock and stop the alarm.

The horror of it all consumed me. The chaplain’s appalled gaze met my beseeching one. Every head in chapel swivelled to stare at me.

It wasn’t my fault, of course, but I was compelled to take the punishment: a pink chit – the reprimand for the worst kind of offence – was issued and I had to run a mile at 7 a.m. to the Wedgwood Stone, so called because it commemorated Allen Wedgwood, who was killed at Gallipoli in 1915.

Actually, this penalty wasn’t a burden to me at all. I enjoyed the early-morning run in the fresh air. In later years, I built friendships by accompanying pupils who had been issued with pink chits on their dawn jogs to the monument, just for the fun of it. In fact, it helped shape the resilient person I am today.

But in those early years, when I was still finding my feet, I was often unhappy, and my solace – in Tilly’s absence – was walks with my housemaster’s dogs, brown Labrador Maddie, and Owen, a Border collie. Whenever I had a spare hour, I’d tap on his kitchen window and beg to take them out, my companions in fantastical imaginary adventures that I’d conjure up in my inventive mind.

The dogs grew to like me, and they followed me around. When I was compelled, reluctantly, to join in a game of five-a-side football, Maddie would bound up to me in the middle of the pitch, a stick clamped hopefully in her mouth, and stay there, ignoring the other boys’ jeers, waiting for me to throw it for her.

I’d break off from playing to hurl the stick, which never made me popular with my teammates, who were intent on winning, not appeasing friendly dogs. And there were school rules I’d flagrantly infringe, encouraging Owen to follow me into the boarding house – hoping, even, that he wouldn’t be missed if he curled up at the foot of my bed for the night. But of course he was, and we’d both get a sharp reprimand.

It was 2001, the end of my first-year Christmas holidays, and we’d gone out to get my hair cut and buy trainers for the new term, when I broke my ankle – unglamorously, by falling off a raised pavement in a multistorey car park.

Mum and Pippa were waiting in the car for me while I paid for the parking at Mum’s request. I ran across to the meter, misjudged the height of the kerb, rolled over on my ankle and came hobbling back to the car.

Neither Mum nor my sister were very charitable when I complained constantly about how much it hurt – until, that is, I got home and took off my sock to reveal a livid bruise spreading across my entire foot. After driving me to hospital that evening, poor Mum burst into tears when the X-ray revealed a broken bone.

‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t sympathetic,’ she said, fretting about how challenging it would be for me navigating school on my crutches. Actually, it was even more of an ordeal than she’d feared, because the crutches were stolen by a fellow pupil, so I had to hop around until a teacher intervened and retrieved them for me.

Life, I realised with adolescent resignation, wasn’t fair, but I did learn compassion and sensitivity, and I stood up to the bullies who picked on other boys.



Our school encouraged us to be intrepid. There have been many adventurous Malburians: Frank Bickerton, an alumnus from the turn of the twentieth century, was an Arctic explorer, treasure-hunter, soldier, aeronaut, entrepreneur and film-maker.

Then there was Dr David Pratt, whose invaluable contribution to the trans-Antarctic expedition in 1955 earned him a Polar Medal. Closer to my time were explorer and writer Redmond O’Hanlon from the sixties, and mountaineer Jake Meyer, the youngest Briton to climb Mount Everest.

I wouldn’t presume to align myself with any of these esteemed figures, but I will say that I can add escapologist, handyman and nocturnal explorer to the dubious list of accomplishments I acquired at school.

During a design technology lesson, I liberated a screwdriver, and later used it to unscrew the safety locks on the windows of our dormitory. Then, I hit upon an idea: I’d make a rope ladder.

I hit on an audacious – and slightly dodgy – scheme for acquiring the necessary materials from the design technology storeroom. I was making a collapsible garden parasol (an entirely legitimate project for an exam) with lots of pulleys and ropes, and I requested slightly more rope than needed so I could use the surplus for my ladder.

Having smuggled the excess rope out of the workshop in my rucksack, I got to work knotting and tying so it would comfortably bear the weight of an adolescent boy.

My plan was to let it unfurl out of the open window at night, so everyone in the dormitory – except the person picked to stay and be lookout – could go night-walking.

We managed this quite successfully without detection for several weeks, I alone being able to appease Maddie and Owen, hushing them when they barked as we made our escape.

I’m sorry to say we didn’t get up to anything nefarious on these nocturnal walks – we just trekked through woods and fields under cover of darkness, and that was thrill enough – but inevitably one night we were discovered. Our lookout called us in a panic to say there was a bed check, so we all raced back, scaled the rope ladder and threw ourselves into bed before the teacher arrived to do his rounds.

But in our scurrying haste to climb back through the window, the last boy forgot to pull up the rope ladder, and next morning it caught the eye of a passing teacher.

‘Where did this ladder come from?’ he asked us.

‘Well, I made it, sir,’ I admitted, volunteering no more than the necessary information.

I was suspended for a few days, but actually there was no punishment: Mum and Dad had gone on holiday and I couldn’t be sent home.

Now, as an adult, I recognise the amiable, mischievous rogue I was, always straining to break free from the classrooms that I felt imprisoned me.

I hated being confined by four walls. Study was anathema to me and the written word baffling; even disquieting. Words jumped and blurred on the page. When it was my turn to read aloud in class, my efforts bore no resemblance to the sentences printed in front of me. I remember the laughter that rippled round the room as I misread words and stumbled over pronunciations before, capitulating to my inability to decode the letters, literally inventing a story.

I was an outcast. And although I kept track of football scores and forced myself to learn the names of managers and players, I was afraid to join in with the easy patter of my classmates, fearing they would sniff out my try-hard approach and jeer at my stupidity.

My interests set me apart, too. While most boys plastered their walls with posters of football teams or bikini-clad girls, mine were festooned with pictures of Land Rovers and engines. I squirrelled away old car parts and cycled to the local garage to watch intently as the mechanic tinkered with greasy machinery.

These obsessions alienated me from my classmates. But dogs never judged me. Mum asked repeatedly if I wanted to bring friends home to stay at weekends. But truthfully all I wanted to do was to see Tilly.

When she drove to fetch me from school on those Fridays when we were allowed to come home, she would be full of questions about how my week had gone, but I ignored them and asked instead about our dog. What had she been doing? Had she missed me? I’d jump into the boot of the hatchback with Tilly and travel alongside her, chatting to her all the way home.



Throughout my teens, my two obsessions, with dogs and all things mechanical, flourish. Weeks before I am due to turn 18, in the spring of 2005, my father asks what I’d like for my birthday. He gives me a choice: a little second-hand Peugeot 206 or a dilapidated and ancient tractor. A tractor? Yes, he knows in his heart that I’ll choose the quirky option – and I do.

So he drives me down to Devon. It’s a proper father-and-son road trip and we set off at the crack of dawn to find the farm where the venerable old vehicle has been advertised for sale.

When we get there, its owner, a strong, sturdy-looking chap, is practically in tears. He is loath to part with his rusty old tractor and explains that he’s had it from new. The sheaf of paperwork he hands us documents its entire service history. It still has its original number plate. And although it’s in urgent need of a lick of paint, it starts on the button. The engine has a lovely purr to it.

Dad and I load it onto the trailer. As we drive back to Berkshire through lanes bright with wild flowers, I reflect on how thrilled I am with my gift. Catherine and Pippa received beautiful jewellery when they turned 18. I have a tractor, and I decide to honour her by naming her Tilly, after our beloved dog.

The restoration of Tilly becomes a project – and naturally her namesake, golden retriever Tilly, is my ever-present companion in this. I build her a little platform where she can sit safely, and we chug to the shops, Tilly comfortably ensconced on her perch, eliciting the amused interest of pedestrians as we pass by.

Tilly is a sweet-natured dog, loyal and obliging. She shepherds me from boyhood through adolescence and on to the cusp of adulthood. When I’m making my first tentative foray into dating, she’s there, dispelling awkward silences – she has a talent for appearing with a tennis ball when there is a lull in the conversation – and giving me an excuse to go for walks in the countryside, hold hands, sneak a first kiss.

But she is very much a Middleton family dog. And, truthfully, what I want more than anything is a dog of my own.

Meanwhile, I do so badly in my final school exams – including setting a humiliating school record of failing chemistry A-level four times – that my poor mum is reduced to tears. Dad says my expensive education has been ‘a waste of money’.

I take a gap year, but mine is not crammed with travel and horizon-expanding adventures as other pupils’ are. As they set off to trek through Costa Rica or the Antarctic, or to volunteer in the Peruvian Andes or remote African villages, I spend six months in a sixth-form college in London labouring through my A-level retakes.

The one spark of light in this dark time of dusty classrooms, of swatting and cramming – I’ve sat retakes so frequently I can practically recite the syllabus by heart – is Tilly.

She loves to come with me on the old Routemaster bus, hopping onto the open end and standing there with me, proffering her paw as passengers get on and off. It is one of her endearing qualities: she rests her paw on your hand as if she is shaking it.

People give her treats. If they balance them on her nose, at the command she flicks them up in the air then catches them in her mouth. It’s her party trick. She gets an awful lot of treats.

We try the Underground too, but it’s a challenge to carry her up and down the escalators – she’s a big, heavy dog – so we revert to the bus or seek out Tube stations with stairs so she can be my classroom companion at college.

We students are a motley assortment, with some, like me, taking resits and others who have been expelled from school, so our teacher is grateful that we turn up at all and indulges the presence of a dog.

I realise how firmly Tilly is embedded in my affections on the day she goes missing at Bucklebury. It is Bonfire Night and she is scared of fireworks. We go to a display in our village, leaving her at home but forgetting the ground-floor window left slightly ajar.

When we return, she has disappeared. My heart gives a lurch of fear. I drive round all night, stopping, searching with a torch, calling her name. A sense of panic and loss consumes me. All sorts of thoughts flash through my mind: what if she has been taken, or hit by a car? The sick feeling in my stomach does not disperse.

But when I get home, exhausted, distraught, in the early hours, there is Tilly. Someone has returned her. She rushes to me, still shaking with nerves. I am shaking too. ‘I will never let you out of my sight again,’ I tell her, burying my face in her fur.

This sense that we could have lost her through a moment of careless inattention sharpens my sense of responsibility: when I have my own dog, I will cherish it as a parent does a child.

Then, as summer draws to a close, to our delight Tilly is pregnant. I am to have one of her pups. It has been promised; I cannot suppress the smile that springs to my lips whenever I think about it. There are two causes for celebration, because I also finally scrape into Edinburgh University – by the skin of my teeth with the minimum permitted grades.

Then comes a crushing blow. Tilly loses her litter. Three pups are stillborn and the fourth is so weak and tiny he does not live. The weight of sadness – for Tilly and for myself, deprived of the puppy I yearned for – casts its shadow as I drive myself to Scotland, but already the thought is forming: I will look for another puppy. I’ll finally get my longed-for dog.

I’m in my sisters’ hand-me-down car and it’s crammed with the paraphernalia of student life: duvet, speakers, mugs and crockery, battered holdalls. Before I’ve even got to my room, my best friend from school, Nick, spots me and rushes over laughing. ‘So you got here in the end. How did you manage that?’ He can’t actually believe I’ve made the grade.

For the next term, I make occasional forays to lectures, but I’m easily distracted. I’ll stop for a coffee in a bookshop and idle away hours scribbling ideas for businesses in my notebook (like Mum and Dad, who started their company, Party Pieces, from their kitchen, I am by nature an entrepreneur), realising with a sudden jolt that I’ve missed the lecture entirely.

I miss Tilly so much that occasionally I drive home to collect her for a stay in Scotland, smuggling her through the entrance to my student halls in the dark or waiting until the kinder security guards are on duty and begging them to turn a blind eye to my visitor.

But it isn’t fair to my parents to appropriate the family dog on a whim, and I’m certain – against precedent and rules – that I’ll be able to look after my own puppy at university. It’s just a question of finding exactly the right one.






Chapter Two A Tiny Sightless Bundle [image: ]


It is hardly a revelation to me that I’m unsuited to academic study, but my parents – convinced that a degree is the only option for me – have yet to be persuaded that my destiny lies elsewhere.

But for all my reservations, I shall be eternally thankful for the time I spend in Edinburgh, because it is thanks to Ben, a university friend, that I find my adored dog Ella.

Ben’s brother Luke lives on Islay, the southernmost island of the Inner Hebrides, and there are many Friday evenings when we’ll drive to catch the ferry to his home on this beautiful and remote outpost.

There I meet Luke’s black cocker spaniel Zulu, a dog of such character and mischief that he instantly charms me. Zulu has all the acting talents of a seasoned thespian. If he wants to get your attention, he’ll pretend to have hurt his foot and adopt a convincing hobble. Then, the minute your back is turned, he’ll race off, his foot miraculously restored.

I’ve never met working cocker spaniels before, and on these trips, in the company of Zulu, I conclude that they’re exactly the breed for me. Easy-going, affectionate and fizzing with restless energy, they’re also a suitable size to fit under your arm if you need to carry them. And they crave the attention I’m longing to give.

Needless to say, if Luke and his wife want to go away for the weekend, I’m first in the queue to dog-sit.

‘If Zulu ever sires puppies, I’d love one of them,’ I tell them. Actually, they say, the deed has already been done – with Mabel, a lemon-coloured cocker spaniel. By happy coincidence, Mabel belongs to the parents of one of Pippa’s friends.

My sister was also at Edinburgh University, so such chance collisions of our worlds aren’t rare, but in this case I feel I am destined to have one of Mabel’s pups.

But I have to prove myself worthy of one: a responsible, loving and committed person, a lifelong companion for a dog. I make the first tentative phone call.

‘Hi, I’m James, Pippa Middleton’s brother. I hear you have a litter of puppies. I’d be really interested in one.’

On paper I don’t look good. I’m a student – well, for the time being at least – and surely the point about being a student, all reasonable logic would dictate, is that you’re free to stay out late any time you want, take off on a whim, keep unsocial hours. Not an auspicious start when it comes to providing the stability and routine a dog needs. But I am prepared – glad, actually – to forfeit all those freedoms to become a dog parent.

Mabel’s owners agree to let me meet the litter, so I drive to the Borders to visit them. Mabel greets me at the door, as excited to show off her pups as I am to see them. I’m set on a girl – it would be wonderful to breed from her one day – and there she is. Ella. The name fits. It has been circling in my mind for months, like an incantation. I like its brevity and the lilting ‘a’ at the end; I can imagine calling it to her, and it suits her just fine.

I hold her, this tiny, wriggling, sightless bundle, and suddenly everything makes sense. She is the one for me. Call it instinct, if you like, but this vulnerable little bundle of jet-black fur entrances me. From the second I hold her, I am in love.

I think about the warnings that a dog will restrict my life. I know, incontrovertibly, that the opposite is true. She will signal a breaking-free, the start of a new life in which I’m liberated to be myself.

But it is not sealed yet. I am still being interviewed; my strength of purpose tested. Ella is too young to leave her mother. Will I come back in a few weeks to see her again? Of course I will.

Three weeks later, I go back. Ella’s character traits are starting to emerge. Her siblings lie cuddled together on the floor. She wanders off, intrepid, alone. I pick her up, stroke her, and she falls asleep in my arms.

I remember a cup of tea waiting for me on the table. I daren’t reach out for it in case I disturb her. The merest twitch of a muscle might wake her. I let her sleep on, pleased that she is content, at ease with me.

Then, when she awakens and patters off, I get down to her level with my head on the floor and let her walk around and sniff me. She seems to like me. Maybe it is one of those intuitive connections, inviolable as a lifelong friendship. When you’ve met your match, you know it, just as you know the person you will marry, I imagine.

I don’t want to exhaust her, to swamp her with affection, so it is decided: I will come back in four weeks to collect her. Ella will be mine. And I will make a promise always to take care of her, just as she – I know – will take care of me.



Ella is eight weeks old – still tiny, but by now weaned and vaccinated – when she is ready to leave the pack. I’ve kitted myself out with all the paraphernalia I need to welcome a new puppy into my life – a crate, a bed, bowls – and I set off to bring her home.

The sense of excitement on this new-minted day grows as I drive closer to her. I arrive to a briefing about how to care for her, and I make a vow that she will be well disciplined and mannerly; a dog who will endear herself to all. She will not beg for food or jump up or run off. She will return when I call her name and walk to heel. Above all, she will be with me wherever I go. These are the silent pledges I make.

As she curls up in her crate for the journey to Berkshire, beside me on the passenger seat, and I comfort her with glances and soft words, the sudden realisation that she is alone – separated from her siblings – seems to strike her, and her squeals are heartbreaking.

So we stop and I reassure her, nuzzle her face, stroke her, and she settles. By the time we get to Bucklebury, her old excitement has returned.

Mum and Dad have gone on holiday and Catherine and William are staying at our family home. William has now become a fixture in our lives, established as Catherine’s boyfriend, a welcome member of the clan. I have not told him or Catherine about Ella. They know I am getting a puppy, but they don’t realise her arrival is imminent.

So I let Ella announce herself I place her on the doorstep and allow her to make her entrance into her new family home.

From the off, she is a confident little soul. She bounds so excitedly over the threshold that dear Tilly yelps and runs off in the opposite direction, coming to a sliding stop on the wooden floor and lying under the stairs, sulking. Later she looks at me quizzically as if to ask, ‘Is this brash new intruder actually going to stay?’

Then Ella bounds into the kitchen to introduce herself to Catherine and William.

‘I thought you sounded a bit sheepish about something when you phoned,’ smiles William.

‘But whose is she?’ puts in Catherine.

‘She’s mine.’

‘You’re not serious. Do Mum and Dad know?’

‘Er… no.’

‘So how are you going to tell them?’

‘I haven’t got that far yet.’

There is laughter; I think even longing from them to have a dog of their own one day.

Tilly needs to assert her superiority. She is, of course, top dog in our household, the matriarch, with privileges that are conferred with age. She wants to ensure that the interloper does not overstep the mark.

At mealtimes Tilly is permitted to sit near the table – she is, of course, a well-mannered dog and never begs for titbits – while Ella has to stay in her crate. And for a while Tilly’s wariness of this boisterous little newcomer persists.

But it doesn’t take long for the dogs to grow to love each other. Ella is inherently amiable, reliable, kind – but of course she’s much more than that. She’s a dog who touches the hearts of all who know her, a dog of such acute intelligence that she intuits mood and, I believe, understands people’s feelings.

But with a new puppy come responsibilities on both sides: learning and training are two-way streets. When Ella howls at 3 a.m., I go to the door, speak calmly to her through it, but do not go in. She must learn to be reassured by my voice but not to expect me to pet her when she wakes in the early hours.

When she is excited or overwhelmed, she pees on the carpets. I am constantly scrubbing them. She chews the legs of the kitchen chairs, her little teeth marks imprinted in the wood.

In those early days, routine and discipline are my watchwords. I am strict while she is learning. She can have more freedom later. Recall is the first vital lesson. When I call her name, she must learn to come to me immediately. I drill this lesson by hiding behind a tree if she does not respond at once. In her slight panic at my disappearance, the lesson is instilled. She understands she must return to my side at the first call of ‘Ella’.

Once she has learned these rudiments and we’re bonded by mutual trust, we can begin our adventures together. And what wonders are in store!

But first there is the small matter of telling Mum and Dad about the new member of the household. I figure that the best time to do it is while they’re still on holiday. If their response is unfavourable, the phone signal can suddenly become a problem.

I call them in the Caribbean. We talk about university. I’m taking resits, having failed my first year. My parents are intent on me staying the course. In my mind I have already left, but I leave the door open a crack.

The conversation falters. Ella, hungry, sets up an insistent yapping.

‘What’s that?’ asks Mum.

‘James has got a dog,’ shouts Catherine above Ella’s barking.

‘What? Are you serious?’ (We’ve been here before. I can imagine the incredulous eye-rolling.)

‘But just wait till you see her. You’ll love her,’ I insist, before adding without much conviction – or truthfulness – ‘There are lots of students with dogs. I’ll make it work.’

What no one but me knows at this point is that my tenure as a student has a very short lease to run. Although I set off back to Edinburgh in January with Ella in tow, I know I will not be staying the course.

It is – despite my protestations to the contrary – very unusual for a student to own a dog. But when I arrive back in Edinburgh, Ella settles, for the time being at least, into university life, living in our chaotic student flat, shared with three of my friends.

I quickly discover that she is an asset when it comes to endearing me to potential dates. ‘I’ve got to go home now to let my dog out,’ I announce on nights out, and quite often I find it is a winning chat-up line. What young woman can resist a man who rushes home from nightclubs to look after his puppy?

Sometimes I stay out too late and Ella reprimands me in her own way, once even peeing on my pillow to chastise me for failing to get back in time. If she is really cross, she doesn’t greet me at the door but sulks inside until I rush to her, ruffle her fur and apologise.
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