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Out of the Darkness

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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