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Chain Reaction

Even with the heavy chain around my neck and the evening chill seeping into my aching bones, I could still picture the tree covered in tinsel and lights. It was the first thing I had seen as I emerged from the cardboard box many months ago. Reaching back to that happy memory, I could hear the excited squeals of the humans as I tentatively stepped forward on my little paws. And, of course, I could still see Toby’s delighted face swimming into view, and feel the warmth and contentment that washed over me as he held me in his arms.

What I couldn’t remember quite as well was where it all went wrong. They had loved me, hadn’t they? Not just Toby, who was twelve, but his mum Josie and dad Martin too. Toby and I would play such crazy games, chasing each other round and round the house and rolling around on the floor, before snuggling down to snooze together. Josie would take me for walks through the town and feed me big bowls of delicious dog food. Martin – well, with Martin, it was always more complicated. He would pull my tail or flick my nose until I barked with pain. But then he’d smile at me and say, ‘That’s the sound of a proper guard dog.’

Maybe things started to change because I couldn’t stop growing. I wished I could go back to being so small I could sit on Toby’s lap but instead I just got bigger and bigger. My robust legs were like branches of a great oak tree. My paws were like saucers. Even my skin couldn’t stop expanding until it hung in heavy folds all around the hefty trunk of my body.

‘You stupid dog!’ Josie would scream as my tail, as thick and heavy as a rope, accidentally whipped another mug of tea off the coffee table. Then she’d raise a rolled-up newspaper and whack me sharply across the face. It stung – and not just because of the physical pain. I hadn’t meant to upset her – I only wanted to please. But my ever-enlarging body was getting harder and harder to control.

Even Toby seemed to have become tired of me. The moment he walked through the door after school had always been the highlight of my day. At first, it seemed like it was his highlight too, and he’d make such a fuss of me. But as the months went on, I noticed how he stopped smiling as I bounced around in excitement to greet him. ‘Urghhh, MUM!!!’ he would yell to Josie. ‘The dog is drooling everywhere again – it’s disgusting!’

My walks with Josie were getting less frequent, and the family started to leave me for ever longer periods on my own. I felt like a coiled spring, humming with energy that I didn’t know what to do with.

Then, one day, I got so bored I started to chew the leg of the sofa. I never meant any harm – but it looked so tempting, and I had nothing else to do. I thought I would just nibble a bit, but once I started I couldn’t stop. I gnawed away until it was a mangled stump. The sofa lurched forwards – I had chewed the leg so much that it was no longer evenly balanced – and a cushion rolled onto the floor, landing at my feet. I pricked my ears. Before I even knew what I was doing, I was ripping into the cushion, and clouds of white feathers were pluming into the air. I held the cushion in my powerful jaws and shook – how fun it was to see the whole room covered in a blanket of fluffy snow!

It was then that I heard the door open – and the shouting began. Martin grabbed me by the collar and walloped me across the face. ‘Bad dog!’ he growled, and dragged me to the back door, throwing me out into the yard.

Whimpering with pain and anguish, I pressed myself against the door, desperate to be let back in so I could show them how sorry I was.

‘That’s it!’ Josie was shouting. ‘Why on earth you ever thought a Neapolitan mastiff would be a good pet is beyond me.’

‘He was never meant to be a pet – he was meant to be a guard dog!’ Martin roared back. ‘It was you and Toby who made him soft by keeping him in the house. That dog belongs outside.’

I never set foot in the house again. I remember that first night outside in the small concrete yard, as darkness fell, and how scared and lonely I felt. I whined and whimpered in desperation, until I realised that they intended to leave me out there all night. Then I started to bark; big, deep, imploring cries for help which went unanswered, until I was so exhausted I fell into a restless sleep.

The next morning, Martin appeared. I wagged my tail happily – maybe all was forgiven? Surely they still loved me as much as I loved them?

But he hadn’t come to pet me, or walk me, or even to let me back in the house. He had come to chain me up. He looped the string of heavy metal links around my neck, yanking it so roughly that I cried out in shock. Then he fastened it to the fence, and was gone.

I tried to dart after him, only to feel the heavy restraint choke me as I pulled. Then I started to bark again. I don’t know how many hours I kept it up, but it fell on deaf ears.

The days all started to slip into one after that. The yard became dirty and smelly, which I knew was my fault. I had a makeshift kennel, which was really just a stack of old building materials precariously leaning against each other, with a towel laid inside. The towel was so soiled and damp that it made me shiver when l took refuge there. But when the wind howled and rain came sheeting down, what choice did I have?

When they remembered, Josie or Martin would come outside with a few scraps in a grubby bowl. Those were the good days – but they were few and far between, and my stomach always growled with a never-satisfied hunger.

Summer was long gone, and the family hardly came out into the yard any more. The best days were when Toby would slink outside, his face full of guilt and apology. My heart would burst to see my old friend, and I strained towards him, desperate for his kind touch. He would stroke my ears and give me a treat, but he never stayed long. I could see he was chilly, and I tried to lick his hands to warm him up, but he would push me away. ‘I’m sorry, boy,’ was all he would say as he retreated back into the warmth of the house.

The days grew ever shorter and I feared that winter might never end. It scared me how feeble I had become, and I had to use all my strength just to try to stay warm. My body felt hollow and I knew if spring didn’t come soon, I wouldn’t survive.

All I could do was cower in my filthy kennel, hoping for a miracle.

Then one morning, just as spring seemed on the brink of returning, I was abruptly awoken by the sharp jab of a boot making contact with my aching belly. It was Martin, who was crouching in the entrance of the kennel.

‘The neighbours are sick of your barking,’ he said. ‘It’s time to get rid of you.’

I realised he had the end of the chain in his hand, and all of a sudden he was heaving me to my feet and out of my prison. I felt a jolt of fear, but also a small spark of hope. Surely wherever I was going next couldn’t be any worse than this?
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