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      This book is dedicated to Ashleigh, my dancing partner, maker of the finest ham sandwiches and a companion for life.
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      Yes, it’s me. The dog off the telly. One half of the dancing duo, Ashleigh and Pudsey. Some say I’m the most famous four-legged celebrity in the world right now, but I haven’t let that go to my head. I might’ve appeared on loads of television shows, and attract crowds of admirers everywhere I go, but nothing grabs my attention as quickly as a squirrel crossing my path. Yes, I’m still leading a dog’s life, but it’s a life like no other. So, when I was invited to write all about it I jumped at the chance. I also turned in circles and possibly also barked a bit, too. Then I stopped to think about it, scratched behind one ear with my hind leg, and wondered how on earth I’d put paw to paper. I’m a dog, after all. We might be able to talk amongst ourselves, like every animal can, but one thing we can’t do is write. Can we?

      Well, let’s just say that there’s only one dog who can count Simon Cowell as his BFF. When you’re mates with a man who can turn dreams into reality, anything is possible, as you’re about to read for yourselves.

       

      Pudsey

      Summer 2012, Hollywood
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      The huge television studio was packed with people, and just one dog – me. Even so, I didn’t feel completely alone. Ashleigh had carried me like a comfort blanket all the way through the corridors to the wing of the stage, where we waited for our cue.

      ‘Let’s go all out for this one, Puds,’ she whispered in my ear. ‘At least then we can look back knowing we tried our best.’

      I looked up and grinned at her. It’s my natural expression, so it wasn’t difficult to pull off. But Ashleigh only ever had to look into my eyes to see what was really going on. Just then, for her sake as much as mine, I was trying hard to stay cool and calm. This is no big deal, I kept telling myself. A walk in the park. Then I peeked out to get a closer look at the audience, which I admit may have been a teeny mistake. Every seat in the house was taken, as far back as I could see. The sound, lighting and camera crews were making final adjustments to their equipment. Absolutely everyone present was awaiting our coming appearance.

      In a heartbeat, my confidence vanished.

      What struck me with fear more than anything else was the panel in front of the stage, with three empty chairs behind it. Just thinking about who would soon be sitting there to judge our act made me quiver and shake. Ashleigh picked up on my mood straight away. She rested her cheek on my head and hugged me tightly. Penny, her mum, was with us, and so was Grandma, our lucky mascot. Both put their arms around her.

      ‘Pudsey won’t let you down,’ Penny said.

      ‘He’s a winner,’ added Grandma. But all of a sudden I wasn’t feeling very sure about that.

      We had trained for what felt like a lifetime, and here I was about to make fools of us both. Ashleigh had taken me through our routine so many times, but all of a sudden I couldn’t remember the first step. As a result, everything that was supposed to follow seemed like a jumble in my mind. In a few minutes’ time, with the judges in place, the stage lights would go up and Ashleigh would walk on, accompanied by one amazingly average non-dancing dog. The audience reaction would be awful, from laughter to jeers, boos and hisses. We could even find ourselves ducking rotten tomatoes if anyone had smuggled them past the ITV security people. I closed my eyes, wishing I was back home watching the show on the TV with the rest of the family. Whose stupid idea was it to audition for this? I thought to myself. Then I remembered. It was mine.

      A moment later, one of the show’s assistants appeared behind us with a clip microphone for Ashleigh. Thankfully, it meant she had to turn away from the stage so he could fit it. I found myself facing the fire exit, and part of me thought about scrambling from Ashleigh’s arms and making a run for it. But I knew at that moment I could never abandon her. Even if I was about to make a massive fool of myself, I would do so at her side.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ boomed a voice across the speaker system, silencing the chatter from the audience. ‘Recording continues in a few minutes from now, so let’s have a big welcome back for the judges…’

      I heard the three names in turn, marked by a frenzy of clapping and cheering, but by then I was focused on just one thing: a cardboard box beside the door. It was tatty and filled with coils of cable, but it reminded me of one I’d found myself inside a long time ago, when my future looked bleak and the thought of dancing on stage in front of millions of viewers was a world away. That was the moment when I knew where I belonged. It reminded me just how far we’d come, the struggle we’d gone through to get here and the challenge we now faced to put in a pawsome performance.

      ‘I love you, Puds,’ whispered Ashleigh, and she turned to the stage once more. ‘Let’s show them what we can do!’
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      I wasn’t the last to be born in my litter. Even so, my brothers and sisters still treated me as if I was the runt.

      ‘Get out of the way,’ they squeaked at me when it came to feeding time. ‘Coming through!’ My poor mum was too exhausted to stand up for me. She lay there in her basket in the kitchen while the others scrambled for the best position. We had been given our first round of shots by the vet, and every one of us was declared healthy. Even so, those early days proved to be a fight for survival. I battled to make my presence felt amongst the pack, but it was tough. Fortunately, despite finding myself in the least popular position for each dinner round, Mum made sure I didn’t go hungry.

      ‘Never mind,’ she said, when the others broke off to skitter across the floor. ‘You might move about like you were born with four left paws, but I’m sure you’ll find your feet.’

      My old mum wasn’t wrong about many things, but when it came to my coordination she proved wide of the mark. Honestly, I could barely put one paw in front of the other without tripping over myself. That was understandable in the beginning, but several weeks into my life I found it was holding me back. I put this down to being a crossbreed. With a bit of Border collie, some bichon frise and Chinese crested cross in me, it sometimes felt as if I was three dogs competing to control one body. Unlike me, my siblings had it all sorted out from day one. We looked identical, with our shaggy ash-and-white coats and our teddy-bear eyes, but I lacked their balance and quick wits. I tended to sit and watch them tumble and play, rather than get stuck in, which left me feeling rather un-doglike. I wasn’t lonely in my litter, nor was I unloved. I was just rubbish at games and a bit embarrassed that I had been born with legs that felt like they each had a mind of their own.

      ‘You know what worries me?’ I announced to my mum one day.

      ‘Postmen?’ she suggested, which took me by surprise. ‘Postmen and fireworks night. It’s totally normal for dogs to worry about them.’

      ‘Actually, there’s something else,’ I said. ‘I’m worried about not finding a home.’

      ‘Shouldn’t you just be focused on when your next feed is coming?’ she asked as she started to wash me down with her tongue. ‘There’s no need for a pup like you to concern himself with the future.’

      ‘When the time comes for us to go I keep thinking nobody’ll want me,’ I went on. ‘My brothers and sisters are all such fun, but I don’t have their confidence. Unless I learn to do something clever, I could be cast out into the night, forced to eat out of bins and never find a home.’

      Mum licked my face clean, which stopped me from going on.

      ‘Penny won’t throw you out,’ she said, and nodded towards the woman who stood boiling a kettle at the kitchen counter. ‘She has your best interests at heart. She’ll make sure you go to the right home.’

      All of us understood, from a very early age, that we would soon be moving on. Mum lived here all the time. As soon as we were old enough, however, my brothers, sisters and I would go our separate ways with new owners, and our whole lives ahead of us.

      ‘Who would want me?’ I muttered to myself.

      ‘Oh, I can think of someone,’ she said, but left it at that. Then she looked me in the eyes. ‘You don’t have to be clever to be a dog,’ she said. ‘Just be yourself and let the real you shine through.’

      I clambered out of the basket, catching a claw on the wicker rim as I did so and falling with a thud onto the tiles.

      ‘You make it sound so easy,’ I grumbled.

      ‘Oh, it is!’ she said. ‘And it starts by not fretting so much. Now go and find the others and give me some peace.’

      I toddled off, thinking about what she had said. At that age, thinking and walking at the same time proved more than enough, which is why I veered into the table leg. Ouch, ouch, ouch. It was all very well trying to be myself, but I was a natural-born worrier. Sometimes it felt like the only thing that I was good at. I gave Penny a wide berth, just in case she decided sooner rather than later that I was fit for nothing but a life on the street. I liked Penny. She was calm, kind and gentle. Even so, I was convinced that when no potential owner picked me out for a cuddle she would show me the front door.

      Until then, though, I was free to roam downstairs in the house along with the other pups. I could hear them tearing around in the front room. They liked to play a game that frankly baffled me. It was called Chase Your Own Tail, but I struggled to see the point. Nobody won. Nobody lost. Everyone just got dizzy. Still, that didn’t stop them from playing it all the time. It was as if the existence of their tails kept coming as a total surprise to them, from dawn right through to dusk.

      ‘Watch out,’ my eldest brother warned the others when I appeared at the door. ‘Here comes an accident waiting to happen!’

      ‘That’s very good,’ I said, sounding less than impressed while my siblings howled with laughter (they’ve always been easily amused, even a fly repeatedly hitting a window cracks them up). ‘So, what are you up to for the rest of the day?’

      My eldest brother looked baffled, as if the answer was obvious, and turned his back on me. ‘These tails don’t chase themselves,’ he said, wagging his, ‘and I’m not stopping until I catch mine. Wanna play?’

      ‘Thanks but no,’ I said with a shrug. ‘That game’s a bit silly, if you ask me. But I’m happy to watch.’

      ‘You don’t know what you’re missing,’ he told me, and raced off once more in pursuit of his backside.

      My other siblings continued to charge about in the same way. Though we hadn’t been in the world for long, they had already become much more sure-footed than me. Keeping well to one side, I observed them tearing back and forth across the room. At one point, I thought about joining in, but I knew that if I did I would only ruin their fun.

      It was then, through the blur of my brothers and sisters, that something caught my eye. The television was usually switched off during the day. But for once Penny had left it on, and what I saw was unmissable. A vision I would never forget. My ears pricked on instinct and I tipped my head to one side.

      ‘Oh, wow!’ I said out loud, but nobody was listening.

      On the screen, in a rain-swept street, a man was singing and dancing. He floated along the pavement, tapping with his feet as he went and twirling his umbrella like a baton. Every move he made was brimming with poetry and grace. For a pup who was constantly tripping over himself, he had the kind of balance and control that was out of this world. I watched intently, so spellbound by the show that I barely noticed Penny return to her chair behind me with her freshly made cup of tea. She patted me on the head, a gesture which often made me freeze. Any time she touched me I was convinced it would lead to her scooping me up, before driving me into town and dropping me off on a street corner. Instead, she sat back with a biscuit, as gripped as I was by this musical magic.

      Then, as the song reached its height, my eldest brother barrelled into me. He knocked me clean off my paws and sent me skidding across the wooden floor.

      ‘What are you doing standing in the way like that?’ he asked. ‘If you’re going to watch the television, be a lap dog!’

      Even though I was splayed flat out on the floor, my eyes remained locked on the screen until the very last note of the song. That’s when I faced him and said: ‘Watching television is one thing, but I’m going to star on it!’

      He rolled his eyes in response, and shook himself down from head to tail.

      ‘Oh man,’ he said. ‘A star is born!’

      ‘I’m serious!’ I drew his attention to the TV once more. ‘One day I’ll dance like that. Just you wait and see.’

      My eldest brother looked around, as if to check that nobody else had heard me. Then he took me to one side, around the side of the sofa. Even if people knew that animals could talk, I doubted that Penny would’ve backed me up here. I’d hardly shown much promise, after all. At the time, I was about as graceful and poised as a baby elephant.

      ‘You’re a dog,’ my brother said, as if I had forgotten, and put his paw around me. ‘Dogs don’t dance. They dig and bark, eat and sleep. The hardest thing you’ve got to do is drag your backside across the carpet in a straight line from time to time. That’s all you have to master as a pup, all right? Don’t make life difficult for yourself.’

      ‘I can feel it in my bones,’ I insisted, and glanced at the television. ‘It would be a dream to become a dancer.’

      My brother looked me up and down, a grin crossing his face.

      ‘You know what I dream about?’ he said proudly. ‘Running after stuff. You can’t go wrong with a dream like that. It’s so exciting!’

      ‘But do you ever catch anything?’ I asked. ‘Isn’t the catch important?’

      My brother focused on a point midway between us. He was thinking hard.

      ‘Who cares about that,’ he said finally. ‘It’s all about the chase, baby. Chase, chase, chase!’

      ‘I’m not so sure,’ I said, but already I had lost his attention.

      ‘What is THAT?’ he asked, looking behind him, first one way and then the other. ‘Did you see that? THERE’S SOMETHING MOVING BACK THERE!’

      ‘Um, it’s your tail,’ I said as he eyed it swishing back and forth.

      ‘Stay where you are. I’ll handle this!’ he yelled, and promptly pounced again. ‘You can’t run from me!’ he cried, turning in circles now. ‘Come on now, give yourself up!’

      I watched him for a moment, then sighed long and hard. Part of me wished I was that silly. It would make life so much simpler… and also twice as dull. On the screen, having finished his routine, the man was walking away under his umbrella. I knew I couldn’t sing. Dogs who sang sounded dreadful. But the dancing entranced me.

      I thought about what my mum had said about being myself. That afternoon, watching the film with Penny, I knew what I had to do to achieve just that.

      I would learn to dance! That would surely earn me a place in someone’s heart and home. In my mind, being clumsy was something I could overcome. No matter how impossible it seemed, I had a dream to chase. And unlike my brothers and sisters with their tail game, I wouldn’t let it get away.
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