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         It was the boiling summer of 1976. I’d been alive for one human year and unless I got lucky I wouldn’t be around for another: if a dog at the municipal kennels wasn’t homed by day seven the vet offed it and tossed its corpse into an incinerator thoughtlessly positioned nearby. Think how you’d feel, chatting with a neighbour in the morning, then breathing him in as his smoke wafted past in the afternoon. Still, if I’d been in the Far East, I’d probably have been served up as dinner for six.
         
 
         Some of my mates made things worse for themselves: they got angry, which meant they weren’t offered for rehoming. Even the most committed dog lover wasn’t going to choose a mutt that might eat the baby. I admired those dogs for their sheer bravado, but pointless suicide wasn’t for me: I was no hero, and a Collie Cross can usually count on a long life. I wasn’t going to deny myself the remotest chance of getting one.
 
         And, just then, ‘remotest chance’ was spot-on. It was the middle of August when most humans were flying off to sunnier climes, not thinking about the kennels where my week’s grace was flying by. And anyone who did visit hurried past me, after a swift glance at the mange that had left my back hairless and my tail looking like its blood  supply had been cut off.
         
 
         Would you reject a human orphan because its face had  more boils than a witch’s cauldron? If that’s a yes – go on,  be honest – you’ll understand my anxiety. My red-raw  appearance was such that even those Far Eastern chefs  would have rejected me. For a while I considered eating my  paw – if nobody else was going to relish me, I’d do it myself  – but I couldn’t go through with it. I had enough problems  already with my terrible skin.
 
         The big Alsatian in the next cage – Her Hoityness, I  called her – told me I was a coward as she ripped at her  flesh with her claws. They soon stopped that with a set of  clippers, so then she started chewing her teats. Result? The  vet offed her early. Tragic. I’d thought she had a lot to offer,  even if she was an up-and-down sort whose female cycle  apparently turned her into a part-time she-devil – and the  dog the vet might actually have understood because she,  too, had moods. Sometimes a mutt only had to look at her  the wrong way to get itself dispatched straight to the kennel  in the sky.
         
 
         By the end of day six I’d stopped looking up at the few  humans who visited (flinching at the sight of my mangy  back). I knew that if my nerves settled my lovely  black-and-tan coat – complemented by white hocks –  would grow back, but the bitter fact was that it no longer  mattered. I was all for my own survival, but I’d sunk so low  I was on the verge of biting the poor kennel lad – thereby  advancing my own offing. 
 
         Yet, with twenty-four hours to go, something held me in check. I’d wait for Psycho Vet to come in her own good time, syringe poised.
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         I sensed her outside my cage before I actually saw her. I was lying on the concrete with my head on my paws, eyes half closed, facing the grassy square that was framed by the four terraces of kennels.
         
 
         First, I felt a rise in temperature – I put that down to the sun getting higher. Then I was aware of a familiar red mist. Sometimes it means anger but mostly it’s joy. You can tell the difference right away: anger makes your coat bristle but the other gets your tail wagging like it’s got a mind of its own – and my baldy tail was going like a lizard on scalding concrete. I looked up. My sore blue eyes – I had conjunctivitis as well as mange – widened. A ginger-haired woman of about fifty-five was smiling at me. Her nose was broken – that must have hurt. I wanted to lick her face.
 
         ‘Aren’t you an artful bugger?’ she exclaimed.
 
         I was taken aback. I was just being myself, not artful, but the red around her got brighter. She’d been playing with words.
 
         ‘Aren’t you an artful bugger?’ she said again, bending so close that I saw my quizzically pricked ears reflected in her big green eyes.
 
         ‘Yes, you are! As artful as they come!’ she cooed.
 
         Well, artful or not, if that wasn’t the moment for me to make a painful sacrifice by rolling on to my sore back, I didn’t know what was. Dog-loving humans can’t resist a belly that’s offered for a tickle.
         
 
         And since you must be wondering about the impediment of my cage, well, I saw it as an advantage: my admirer would have to crouch to put her fingers through the bars – thereby getting nice and close to me.
 
         Instead she straightened up and stepped back. Fear jolted through me like an electric shock. Didn’t she want me? My first human had had a cruel streak as wide as a river – that was why my mange came. The electric shocks he’d given me had only stopped when the human from the RSPCA took me away with him.
 
         I kept very still so Ginger – as I’d dubbed her – wouldn’t move further away, and fought the need to blink. I was convinced that my life depended on unbroken eye contact between us. My conjunctivitis was really stinging now.
 
         ‘Artful bugger,’ she said again – but this time in a way that suggested she was considering me as her companion. She was probably alone in the world, I thought. If I could just stop myself blinking until she’d got herself fully committed, I’d have the life of Reilly – whoever he was.
 
         Then, beyond her legs – she was wearing trousers in the same pea-green colour as her top – I saw two pairs of tatty sandals and two more of unpolished brogues. She’d stepped back because she wanted some kids to get a good look at me. Suddenly I was in a tizz and panting hard. I jumped to my feet and started to pace – round and round my cell I went. I was seeing double – or even apparitions … 
 
         No, I wasn’t: Ginger’s kids were two quirky-looking sets of twins. Jack and Vanessa were sixteen, Craig and Rachael, a year younger. They all had a thick mop of black hair that clearly came from their dad’s side of the family, and equally thick black eyebrows. Otherwise they were Ginger to a T: they had her skinny lips, Roman nose, pointy chin and honest shiny green eyes, all eight of which were glued expectantly on me. Any second now they’d see I was a repulsive freak and move on to a dog with a full fur coat.
         
 
         Except that those eyes had me hurtling into a tunnel that I knew I’d never come out of: even if they didn’t take me, I’d forgive them. It was love at first sight.
 
         Maybe I had encountered an apparition after all. One that filled me with an iron resolve to elude Psycho Vet. I shoved my right paw through the bars of my cage and did some of what the kids and Ginger would have called whimpering – but it was their laughter that brought on my embarrassing seal wiggle (I suspect there’s a splash of Labrador in me somewhere).
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To understand the fanily, who saved hin fror being put down,
a dog draws hard on his extraordinary powers . ..






