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This book is dedicated to the medical team who treated Emma with such kindness, care and respect.
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‘Nothing will turn a man’s home into a castle more quickly and effectively than a Dachshund.’

Queen Victoria


Prologue

Falling headlong down the stairs is never great. As soon as your balance slips, you just know it isn’t going to end well. Still, my life didn’t flash before my eyes when I took a tumble recently. To be honest, I had no time to reflect on the milestones of my existence. I didn’t think of my dear wife, Emma, or our four children. I knew that I would miss them dearly if the final impact proved to be fatal, but my loved ones just weren’t uppermost in my mind.

Instead, I thought of only one thing I would leave behind. He was watching me from the landing, where he had crossed my path without warning and left me with no room to manoeuvre. Mid-somersault, I had caught a glimpse of him. With his head tipped to one side, he didn’t look at all horrified about the accident he’d just caused. He just appeared a bit baffled. Had he not been so long in the torso, I might’ve avoided tripping over him. As it was, in the final moment before I saw stars, just one thought travelled with me, and that was a simple fact.

Family life was about to change dramatically on account of a sausage dog, and not for the first time since his arrival.
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Full House

‘Absolutely not. Out of the question. We just don’t have the space.’

This was my response when Emma dropped the first hint as to what she’d like most for her birthday. We were standing in what was left of the garden at the time. A picket fence penned off much of it, which also contained the shed. At our feet, my four ex-battery chickens were scratching at the few remaining threads of grass that had previously missed their attention. On the other side of the fence, which was splattered with mud, Emma’s two minipigs rooted enthusiastically in the soil.

By rights, we should’ve stopped referring to Butch and Roxi as minipigs some time ago. It’s just that’s how they’d been sold to Emma, arriving together in a little pet carrier, and the name just stuck. Nearly three years on, neither of them came close to fitting that description any more. While Butch was knee-high, and certainly small compared to a normal pig, Roxi had basically maxed out in every way possible. Weighing in at close to twenty stone, what we had here was a vaguely housetrained Hogzilla. The pair had started out under the same roof as us, but the arrangement didn’t last long. Eventually, having become overrun by the new arrivals inside my own home, I saw sense and insisted that they relocate to the bottom of the garden. Even Emma accepted that they were happier in their natural environment. Privately, I figured a farm would have been more suitable, but by the time Butch and Roxi were fully grown they had become a part of the family. At that moment, however, it wasn’t the size of our female minipig that concerned me but the determined look on Emma’s face.

‘You have a dog.’ She gestured at the white Canadian Shepherd stationed at the gate to the pigpen. People often mistook Sesi for some kind of snow wolf, which was no bad thing, seeing that we lived on a quiet country lane, with fields and woodland behind us. If any household was going to be tied up by burglars and robbed of all their valuables, it wasn’t ours. Still, it seemed my wife believed one burglar deterrent wasn’t enough. ‘Why can’t I have a dog, too?’

‘Sesi is not my dog as such,’ I said. ‘She belongs to everyone.’

‘She’s your dog.’ Emma folded her arms. ‘I would never have gone for something as huge as her.’

I looked over her shoulder at Roxi, the so-called minipig, but decided not to inflame the situation. Instead, I reminded Emma of Sesi’s attitude towards other dogs.

‘She hates her own kind. She always has done. As she’s reached the canine equivalent of late middle age, I very much doubt you’ll be able to change her outlook. She might be fine with children, chickens, minipigs and rabbits, but other dogs worry her. As you know, she expresses that fear by attacking them.’

‘It’s all show,’ said Emma dismissively. ‘Sesi’s never drawn blood. She just likes to get in first in case the other dog decides to have a go.’

‘Last month in the woods,’ I told her, ‘she picked a fight with a poodle. I hardly think a dog like that should present a major threat, but somehow that’s the way Sesi sees it.’

‘Another dog might help her settle down,’ insisted Emma, whose ability to remain optimistic knew no bounds. Even when friends and family stopped dead in their tracks on seeing Roxi for the first time, my wife would always focus on her minipig’s good nature instead of her spectacular size. ‘Sesi would love a friend,’ she added. ‘I’m sure of it.’

‘I just don’t see what’s brought this on. Why do you want a dog all of a sudden?’

‘Because of the cats,’ she said frankly.

We certainly had a problem here, but it wasn’t with other people’s moggies. The issue took the form of the lane. We didn’t get much traffic at all, but what passed by tended to do so as a blur. We had lost three cats under speeding cars, and that was more than enough for us all. After the last one was run over, Emma agreed that we could have no more. It was just too upsetting. I also figured we had enough on our hands. Along with the minipigs, a bunch of ex-battery hens and a dog with issues, we also owned four rabbits, which always seemed excessive in my view. As a younger man, I’d have said the same thing about four children. That kind of number seemed feckless and irresponsible. Then Emma came into my life, and one pregnancy led to another.

Like the minipigs, our youngest children, Honey and Frank, were no longer so small. Even though they were six and eight respectively, we still referred to them as the little ones. Together, they had reached an age where their world revolved exclusively around the Nintendo DS handheld games console. We tried our hardest to introduce them to other interests, but short of furnishing the house with power ups and gold coins to collect it was almost impossible to peel them away from their bleeping screens. As for their elder sisters, thirteen-year-old May was a sensitive soul, prone to stewing on her worries. Willowy and whisper-quiet, even when surrounded by chaos, she looked like the sort of girl who really ought to possess terrifying psychokinetic powers. As for Lou, her inner soul was generally available to view in the form of her regular Facebook status updates. At fifteen, our eldest daughter couldn’t be trusted to keep anything in the family. If I happened to slip into Emma’s pink Crocs just to step outside and collect the eggs from the hen house, I’d return to learn that several of her friends had already ‘liked’ my disregard for gender stereotyping. In short, all four kids were hugely rewarding and totally maddening in equal measure.

Parenting-wise, it was a lot of work, and at times the pet count pushed things into pandemonium. Even so, I wouldn’t have changed a thing. Apart from the rabbits, of course. If the children needed an animal to love and cherish, I argued, when Emma began to replace my potted herbs in the yard with hutches, straw and sawdust, couldn’t they have shared one bunny between them? Sure enough, the kids loved their fluffy charges. It’s just that love didn’t always extend to feeding and cleaning them. As I worked from home, while Emma had a proper career that involved dressing professionally, such tasks defaulted to me. I was well aware that my wife had a greater tolerance for the challenges a big family brings. Still, I figured enough was enough. Even without a cat, we were running at full capacity.

‘Another dog would be madness,’ I stressed. ‘What’s wrong with spending more time with the minipigs?’

I crossed to the picket fence. Both Butch and Roxi broke off from their excavations to greet me. After all this time in our care, we had done our utmost to make sure they had everything they needed. It meant as well as sacrificing much of my garden, I’d also given up the back of the shed, which was now sectioned off to cater for their sleeping arrangements. Every time Roxi lumbered out from the side entrance built for them, however, I did wonder whether I needed to look at strengthening the floor. The fact was these were much-loved, disarmingly-friendly and appallingly-researched pets. Despite their hefty size, Emma hadn’t fallen out of love with pigs. In fact, she’d become one of those people who’d gone on to collect any kind of trinket that reflected her passion. As a result, our window ledges were cluttered with everything from stuffed cloth pigs to china pigs, wooden pigs, glass pigs and toy plastic pigs. Short of a sticker in the window that read I ♥ PIGS, she couldn’t have made her porcine passion any clearer.

Given how big Butch and Roxi had become, Emma’s continued commitment to them was admirable. I had to respect how she had stuck with a project long after it had exceeded her expectations. The breeder had assured her that such pigs would remain pint-sized when she first took them on, only to cease trading when it became abundantly clear that the whole concept was a myth. It was for this reason that I figured Emma had set her sights on the kind of pet that didn’t have the potential to push through the garden fence.

‘Butch and Roxi are great,’ said Emma next, ‘but they’re not, you know . . .’

‘Mini?’

Emma seemed relieved that I had just put the words in her mouth.

‘I realise they can’t come inside much any more.’

‘Not if you want to run the risk of Roxi tipping over the TV,’ I said, and reached over the fence to pat her flank. ‘If there’s so much as a crumb of food on the carpet or indeed underneath it, she’ll sniff it out and let nothing stand in her way.’

‘A little dog wouldn’t do that,’ she said after a moment.

Emma sounded hesitant, and for good reason. I just didn’t click with little dogs, as she knew full well. They yapped uncontrollably, troubled your ankles, and provided no sense of security. When anyone knocked on our door, Sesi would make it very clear from the other side that we were not the sort of household who would easily hand over our valuables. What Emma had in mind would not be capable of giving off that kind of vibe. With a little dog patrolling the grounds, we might as well leave the front door wide open and invite the burglars to an open house day. We already had a dog. A big one. Under no circumstances did we need another.
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How Low Can You Go?

As far as I was concerned, Emma’s desire for a second pooch was dead in the water. This wasn’t because I loathed small dogs. She just didn’t have a breed in mind.

‘I’m not sure what I want,’ she said when I pressed her. ‘But I know what I like.’

Given how vague Emma seemed on the subject, I decided to let it lie. From experience, I hoped she would privately recognise all the drawbacks and come round to my way of thinking. If I ever pushed my wife to change her mind, she would always stick to her guns as a point of principle. By making no further comment, I would be giving her a chance to reconsider without losing face. Allowing Emma to see sense on her own terms had proven effective in the past. It’s why we didn’t have a death trap in the garden in the shape of a massive trampoline. I could hardly forget the last time I raised objections to something she had set her sights upon. We ended up with a pair of minipigs.

Going quiet about the issue was not without consequences. Over the following weeks, every time we came across a small dog it transformed into an elephant in the room. Stuck in traffic one day, neither of us could ignore the creature inside the car in front. It yapped and snarled at us from the parcel shelf with pure venom. I mustered a tut of disapproval, because it would’ve been wrong not to do so, before turning up the radio by a notch. Then there were those households along our lane that contained little terriers. I use ‘contained’ in the literal sense, for whenever someone passed by they would hurl themselves at the gates and fences, barking and snapping with sheer aggression. If I walked Sesi into the village, we would zigzag across the lane in a bid to keep our distance. She hated them, and I couldn’t blame her. In my view, small dogs were basically demented. I saw no reason why my wife could possibly disagree.

I knew Emma had no desire for another big dog. Sesi was lovely, but we couldn’t let her roam freely at home. She was just too big and unruly. As a result, with the help of two child gates, she happily inhabited her own space in the boot room between my office and the kitchen. It was constantly covered in a layer of mud, and served as a reminder of what the entire house would be like had we not used what was effectively police kettling tactics. With Butch, Roxi and the chickens laying claim to the garden, four rabbits occupying the yard and four kids everywhere I turned, it was my belief that another dog, big or small, would only upset the delicate balance of our family life.

Just as I was beginning to think that Emma had put the whole idea behind her, we were invited into London for supper with old friends. They didn’t own a big dog or a little dog. Instead, what they had would convince my wife of the shape of things to come.

Emma had gone to University with Adam and Claire. Generally, I saw them at weddings and christenings, but we’d reached an age where those events were few and far between. Rather than gather dust at home, as I liked to do, they were easy and exuberant hosts who could happily invite a dozen or so people at one time. Emma and I could count on one hand the number of dinner parties we’d thrown in all our years of marriage. Even then, we’d never dare stage such a large-scale social event. Having got through a working day, and made sure both kids and animals were fed, clean, exercised and happy, the prospect of entertaining other people always felt like the last thing we wanted to do. Still, when the invitation came through, Emma declared that it was only right we made the effort. With a babysitter in position, we took a taxi to the station and a train to the capital. It felt like a huge hassle to begin with, until Emma reminded me that as well as being renowned for their big parties Adam and Claire also boasted an impressive fine wine collection. As a result, I arrived feeling relaxed and responsibility-free.

‘Welcome, Whymans!’ announced Adam at the door. ‘I was half expecting you to be wearing wellington boots.’

Every time I saw Adam, he made a crack about country living. It was an easy source of humour for him, but I always held my tongue. They were Emma’s friends, after all, and I didn’t want to come between them by suggesting that the silk neckscarf Adam was sporting pushed the boundaries of metrosexuality.

‘It’s great to be here,’ I said instead, and handed over the bottle we had brought as a gift – one I hoped we wouldn’t have to drink that evening.

Inside, we didn’t know anyone else except for the hosts, but Emma was unfazed. She was good at talking to strangers, while I was great at standing quietly beside her. I knew I had about ten minutes before my wife would leave me to fend for myself. Until then, and very probably afterwards as well, I was content to enjoy the wine that Adam had poured me.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Emma, scoping the other guests as I lifted the glass to the light.

‘No idea,’ I confessed under my breath. ‘It’s just that Adam is watching us.’

Emma looked across the room, smiled at the host and then tutted at me.

‘You worry too much about what people think,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you should try to get out more.’

‘With our pets, I’m never alone,’ I reminded her, and decided to taste the wine one more time for good measure.

While Claire worked as a school teacher, Adam spent much of his time shuttling between offices in Mayfair and New York. Generally, I tended to travel no further from my desk than the foot of the garden. Our host, meanwhile, had enough air miles for a free trip to the moon. As well as being a successful fine art dealer, it was no surprise to learn that Adam was also an accomplished distance runner. With his lantern jaw and easy charm, I defaulted to feeling inadequate. I didn’t have any stories to tell about spearheading an art fraud investigation, or hitting the wall during the Marathon des Sables. Still, I was happy to listen and just enjoy a calibre of vintage red which evidently hadn’t been sitting on the ‘Offers’ shelf at the supermarket earlier that day.

‘So,’ Adam said a little later, having found me nursing a glass on my own, ‘Claire tells me you have two unusual pets. Is that right?’

As soon as he asked the question, I was aware that a couple of people around me had turned to hear my response.

Adam really didn’t look like the kind of man who would take pleasure in seeing me squirm. I figured he was genuinely interested. Nevertheless, I looked to my feet when I said: ‘Pigs. We keep some pigs in our garden.’

‘Claire told me they were little ones or something. Minipigs? Is that right?’

As ever, I felt myself going a bit red when he said this. I was never comfortable admitting that we had bought into the whole concept of pigs small enough to live indoors. As things had turned out, it was like admitting to a belief in unicorns.

‘Butch and Roxi are a bit more midi nowadays,’ I told him, by way of explanation. ‘There’s certainly a lot to love, if you see what I mean.’

Adam looked intrigued. He glanced around at those guests who had now joined our conversation, as if to gauge their feeling about the subject.

‘A pig as a pet,’ he said, returning his attention to me. ‘Now there’s a thing.’

I pretended to inspect the wine, wondering how I could change the subject. Ever since Butch and Roxi arrived, I’d found myself justifying their existence in our household to anyone who asked. And most people asked. I looked around for Emma, hoping she could rescue me, when something else caught my eye. My wife was deep in conversation with Claire, and appeared not to notice the dog that trundled in from the kitchen just then. At first, on seeing its floppy felt ears, I thought I was looking at some kind of stunted spaniel. The dog continued to advance into the room, but only when its rear quarters failed to emerge from behind the door frame did I realise it was something altogether more peculiar. To my eye, his body just went on and on. Finally, as if operating independently from its forelegs, the dog’s back end waddled into full view.

‘What the hell is that doing here?’ I muttered under my breath, a little too loud for my liking, but mercifully Adam’s attention was locked on this four-legged freak.

‘Dandelion! There you are! Where have you been?’ Dutifully, the dog honed in on him, though frankly she looked more like some hideous cross between a canine and an otter. ‘My little Dandy-Doo! My girl, my doll . . . oh, come to Daddy!’

By now, Adam had entirely abandoned his wine-pouring duties, much like his dignity, and was preparing to greet her. He dropped down on one knee, which caused everyone around him to back off a bit, and then spread his arms wide. I glanced up at Emma, who had effortlessly read my mind because she mouthed something that warned me not to pass comment. As our host scooped up the dog in his hands, I felt embarrassed for him and turned my attention to the floor. There, I sensed that I wasn’t alone in studying the tiles. From the corner of my eye, I noted two other guests had adopted my position.

‘Unbelievable,’ said one man quietly.

‘Tragic,’ the guy beside him added, and glanced across at me.

By now Adam was on his hands and knees so the dog could lick his face. I grimaced, and agreed under my breath that it was no way for a grown man to behave.

‘It’s wrong on every level,’ I muttered. ‘How low can you go?’

It wasn’t until the last leg of our journey home that I chose to discuss the issue with Emma. This was because I’d had to wait for her to cool off a bit, following our discovery on the train that we were out of cash for a taxi. As our nearest station was in the middle of nowhere, and with the two cabs available taken by passengers who could pay, we had no option but to trudge back to the village. It wasn’t far, but then we only had Emma’s keyfob light to guide us, which made things testing. I wasn’t quite sure why I was being made to feel that it was entirely my fault. I just knew that it was best for me to wait for my wife to start talking about something other than forward thinking.

‘Still,’ she said as we reached the final stretch, ‘it was good to see Claire and Adam.’

‘It was great,’ I agreed, ‘apart from the moment when he totally embarrassed himself. What on earth does he see in a sausage dog?’

‘It’s a Dachshund,’ replied Emma. ‘I think Dandelion is a sweetie.’

Following the lane out of the village, we passed the smallholding that belonged to our friend, Tom. There he raised pigs properly, kept his wife’s horses in a stable he had built himself and also tended to his chickens. Emma often looked at it with a sense of envy. On this occasion, she focused her attention on shining the keyfob light in my face, and I knew just why.

‘I’m not going to say a word about that dog’s name,’ I assured her. ‘Each to their own.’

Emma swung the tiny beam ahead of us, not that it did much good. The lane began to rise here, and we lived on the crest. Between us and home lay a peppering of cottages set back among woodland. As we walked, porch lights could be seen twinkling between the tree trunks and the branches.

‘You’re being horribly reasonable,’ she said next. ‘Normally you’d tear a name like that to shreds.’

‘Dandelion,’ I said out loud, and paused in my tracks for a moment. ‘Dan-de-lion.’

Emma turned to face me.

‘It’s unusual, but she’s sweet.’

‘It’s ridiculous!’ I replied, unable to hold back any longer. ‘A ridiculous name for a ridiculous creature. Why on earth that breed hasn’t gone the way of the dodo is a mystery. Apart from transforming a strapping male like Adam into a simpering little girl, what purpose does it serve?’

‘I knew you’d be like this about it,’ said Emma after a moment. ‘You’re so judgmental.’

‘As soon as she appeared, Dandelion was asking to be criticised. You could see it in her eyes.’

‘You didn’t get close enough,’ said Emma. ‘She steered clear of you all evening.’

‘Even if I’d wanted to make friends,’ I replied, as we trudged on up the lane, ‘I’d never have got past Adam. Dandelion spent the entire time at his feet or on his lap. When he was telling me the story about art prodigies, I just couldn’t take him seriously. He looked like a bad Bond villain.’

We walked on for a moment. Just ahead of us, two gate lamps cast a dim glow across the lane.

‘Well, I liked that dog,’ said Emma. ‘I liked her a lot.’

All of a sudden, I realised where this was going. I stopped in front of the gates and waited for her to turn.

‘Oh, please,’ I said, reasoning with her. ‘Anything but that!’

In the light from the gate lamps, Emma looked like she was ready with a response. It was as if she had been preparing for this moment ever since she laid eyes on Dandelion. Before she could speak, however, the sound of something scuttling urgently in our direction caused us both to start. We turned together, just as a terrier shot out of the darkness of the driveway and threw itself at the gates. Snarling and yapping, jumping and turning circles, this canine midget reacted as if the sole purpose of its existence was to irritate and annoy me. By contrast, Emma regarded the terrier as some kind of living justification for what she had to say next.

‘See that,’ she said. ‘That’s a little dog. What I have in mind is something . . . longer.’
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