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			In a quiet corner of the English countryside, there’s a place for those looking for love. Where staff are dedicated to bringing together abandoned pets and hopeful new owners to see how lives can be changed by the perfect match.

			Since it exploded onto our screens in September 2019, The Dog House has captured the hearts of so many viewers. We’re a nation of dog lovers and seeing those magical moments as a prospective owner and dog meet for the first time and fall in love, never fails to bring a lump to the throat of even the most hardened viewer.

			Described as being like First Dates for dogs, we go through every emotion with both hound and human as they cast eyes on each other for the very first time in the secluded meeting pen. Will it be love at first sight or will they both be bolting for the door?

			The show is filmed at Woodgreen Pets Charity in Cambridgeshire that takes in hundreds of disowned or neglected dogs, cats, and other small pets every year, as well as pups whose owners can’t look after them any more due to a variety of reasons such as illness or a change in circumstances. Cameras follow the work of dedicated staff members who are committed to matching abandoned dogs with loving new owners. For many animals, Woodgreen is their last chance at a happy life. Every year, the charity helps some of the most unloved and unwanted pets to get back on their paws and find them a new forever home, as well as offering help and support to pet owners across the country

			In an average year, they rehome around seven hundred dogs aided by three hundred dedicated members of staff and seven hundred volunteers. There are more owners than ever willing to give a dog a second chance at happiness. Enquiries to Woodgreen more than trebled during the pandemic with twenty thousand people contacting the centre about getting a pet between April and June 2020. The average length of a stay for most dogs at Woodgreen is thirty to thirty-five days but this can vary because the charity works with a number of dogs that have complex medical and behavioural needs. The longest ever stay was for a dog called Whitefield who was at Woodgreen for a record five hundred and thirty-five days before finding a new home.

			 

			But what happens when the cameras stop rolling? Is it happy ever after for our doggy friends and will their new owners have found what they were looking for in their rescue pets?

			Here you can read some of the most heart-breaking and inspirational stories of the participants who came to The Dog House searching for their forever furry friend and hear how rehoming a rescue dog has changed their lives.

			Find out more about the members of staff too. The familiar faces at Woodgreen who help the participants week after week also have emotional stories of their own to share.

			Welcome to The Dog House.

			 

			For more information about Woodgreen Pets Charity go to woodgreen.org.uk

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Midnight

			They held hands and stared at the screen, waiting excitedly to see the first glimpse of their baby. The sonographer who was doing their twelve-week scan suddenly paused.

			‘I’m just going to get someone else to have a look at this,’ she told them.

			It was the hesitant tone of her voice that made Joanne and Tony Wharam instinctively know that there was something seriously wrong.

			All Joanne had ever wanted to be in life was a mum. She and Tony were twenty-one and had just moved into their first flat together, and although this pregnancy hadn’t been planned, it was a happy surprise. Once they’d got over the shock, they’d spent the past few weeks getting excited, discussing baby names and making plans for their new life as a family of three.

			But now, in a matter of minutes, all their hopes and dreams were shattered. The doctor told them that it was a missed miscarriage. This is where the fetus dies or stops developing but stays in the womb so there’s no indication of a problem.

			It was devastating but it made them determined to try for another baby as soon as possible. However, every month led to crushing disappointment as they failed to get pregnant again. When months turned into years, they went to see their GP. Tests didn’t find anything wrong with either of them and frustratingly it was put down to ‘unexplained infertility’.

			After five years of trying and failing to conceive, they turned to IVF. They were eligible for treatment on the NHS so they decided to start immediately after their wedding in 2016.

			‘It’s going to work first time,’ smiled Tony, as they lay by the pool on their honeymoon in Turkey.

			Joanne felt the same. She’d got pregnant once so she was convinced IVF was the answer to their problems.

			Filled with hope and excitement, they couldn’t wait to get started and finally have their much-longed-for baby.

			The treatment went well and they ended up with three embryos – one of which was implanted. They then had to wait two weeks before they could do a pregnancy test to see if it had worked. Joanne did everything the doctors had advised to give this embryo the best possible chance. She took two weeks off work to rest and try to relax and fill her mind with positive thoughts.

			She’d coped well with the medical side of IVF but this part felt like psychological torture. The wait was excruciating and she spent her time over-analyzing every little sign, wondering if each was an indication that she was pregnant.

			Finally the day came at last and Joanne got up early to do a pregnancy test. She and Tony paced the bedroom, nervously waiting for the result to show up on the plastic stick.

			It was negative.

			Naively perhaps, they’d both been convinced that it was going to work first time and they were devastated.

			Joanne sat on the bed in her dressing gown and sobbed.

			‘It’s all my fault,’ she cried.

			Why couldn’t her body be normal and do what it was biologically designed to do?

			Tony was silent, desperately trying to stay strong for Joanne. He hated seeing her get so upset and blaming herself. All they could do was stay positive and try again as soon as possible with the remaining two embryos. NHS regulations stipulated they had to wait three months between cycles so the next few weeks were a countdown to when they could start trying again. But there was more devastation when their second cycle failed too.

			Again, they picked themselves up and moved as quickly as they could onto their third and final attempt. Everything went well and they were on their way to the hospital for the embryo to be implanted when Joanne’s mobile rang. It was a nurse from the IVF clinic.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she told her. ‘The embryo didn’t survive the thawing process.’

			With nothing to implant, their IVF journey and their last chance of having a biological child of their own was over. The thought of never being a family, of never experiencing that feeling of holding their baby in their arms was unbearable. Joanne cried and cried but Tony didn’t say a word.

			The crushing disappointment each time the IVF had failed had got harder and harder to bear and Tony was struggling to cope.

			They both handled their grief differently. Joanne reached out to friends and family for support, but Tony bottled things up.

			He wouldn’t talk to her and started drinking every night. The more she worried about him, the further he seemed to push her away and she felt helpless. It was hard to see the person she was married to in such a bad way and not feel able to help him.

			There was obviously something seriously wrong and she was worried that it was her. Now that she wasn’t able to have a baby, did he not love her any more?

			He came in from work one evening and didn’t say a word to her.

			‘Please talk to me Tony and tell me what’s wrong,’ she begged him.

			‘Just leave me alone, I’m going for a drive.’

			He knew he was being a horrible person to be around but he was angry with himself and with the world.

			As he sped down twisting country lanes, dark thoughts ran through Tony’s head.

			If I crash now then I won’t have to deal with all of this pain and hurt any more, he thought to himself.

			When he got home, he started drinking heavily. After too many cans of lager, he broke down and finally opened up to Joanne.

			‘I’m not coping,’ he cried.

			Joanne was shocked as she hadn’t realized how much he’d been struggling. Endless years of trying for a baby and being on the constant treadmill of fertility treatment had pushed Tony to the edge. He was clearly depressed and she knew their marriage would never survive if things carried on like this. So she made a decision. She desperately wanted a baby and they had talked about trying more IVF privately, but not at the cost of everything else. For the sake of their marriage and Tony’s mental health, she knew they needed to stop.

			‘Let’s forget about IVF and get on with our lives,’ she told him.

			‘Are you sure?’ he asked her.

			Joanne nodded. ‘I don’t want to lose you too,’ she said.

			Tony eventually went to the doctor and was put on ­antidepressants and slowly his mental health started to improve.

			It was a relief for both of them to live their lives again and not worry any more. They had nights out and went on holiday. They now realized that IVF had completely taken over. They hadn’t been able to plan anything as everything had been centered around their next cycle of treatment.

			Yet their determination to be parents was still there so, a year after their last failed IVF, Joanne made an appointment with an adoption agency to find out more about what the process would involve.

			When she told Tony someone from the agency was going to come and talk to them at home, she could see there was something on his mind.

			‘What is it?’ she asked, concerned that he had started to worry about the adoption process.

			‘Shall we try one more round of IVF?’ he suggested.

			He was in a good place with his mental health and he knew that both he and Joanne weren’t quite ready to give up on the dream of having a biological child of their own yet.

			‘Only if you’re really sure that you’re OK with it,’ she told him.

			They would have to fund it privately this time so they took loans out on credit cards to pay for it.

			Again they had three viable embryos and two were implanted during the first cycle to maximize their chances. Joanne was filled with hope. Surely this time it had to work?

			Sadly it didn’t and they both felt that familiar sense of devastation and loss as they stared at a negative pregnancy test. They quickly reverted back to their familiar patterns.

			Tony was a plumber and had to go to work that day, so he buried his grief and carried on like nothing had happened. Joanne, who found it impossible to put on a brave face, stayed at home and sobbed.

			Even though they had one embryo left, mentally they prepared themselves for the worst. Every other attempt had failed so why would this time be any different? After nearly a decade of trying for a baby, they were both done with the endless disappointment.

			‘Let’s get a dog,’ Joanne suggested.

			Tony’s face lit up at the thought and she hadn’t seen him that happy in months.

			She was desperate to have someone or something that needed them and was dependent on them so they could experience that feeling of unconditional love. They both had so much love to give and if they couldn’t give it to a baby then why not to a dog instead?

			Perhaps a dog would make them feel like a proper family and help take away that constant gnawing feeling that something was missing in their lives.

			They’d both had dogs growing up and Tony had been especially close to his – a rescue mongrel called Bonnie. Every morning as a child, he’d get up early so he could go downstairs and sleep on the sofa with her and he wanted to experience that special bond again. Bonnie had come from Woodgreen which wasn’t far from their home in Lincolnshire so that’s who they contacted.

			Their story struck a chord with pet advisor Helen who’d also struggled to get pregnant with her first baby. Her dogs had helped her through that difficult time and she remembered what a difference it had felt to have someone in her life who loved her no matter what.

			The couple wanted a cuddly dog that they could nurture and who would give them that absolute love and affection that they craved. But when it came to breeds, they had different tastes. Joanne wanted a smaller dog like a Cockapoo, whereas Tony wanted something a bit bigger and more masculine.

			The team struggled at first but eventually they came up with one option. Midnight was a Patterjack – a Patterdale terrier crossed with a Jack Russell – who’d been brought in with two other terriers. Their owner was a hoarder and life at the house had been chaotic. Midnight was quite a nervous and timid dog but once he got to know people, he loved his cuddles.

			As soon as he was brought into the meeting pen, Tony and Joanne were smitten by this cute black-haired seven-month-old puppy.

			‘Oh my God,’ they gasped.

			For Tony, it was love at first sight. He couldn’t believe it when Midnight went straight over to him, jumped up and covered him in licks. The pair seemed to have an instant connection; however, Joanne was more hesitant. Midnight didn’t seem that interested in her and she was worried that they wouldn’t have the same attachment.

			Sensing her fears, the staff arranged for her to spend time on her own with him in the meeting pen. He took a few treats from her but even then, he ran to the door and she was nervous that he didn’t want to be alone with her.

			Afterwards they took Midnight for a walk around the grounds at Woodgreen. As Tony took his lead, he smiled as the terrier insisted on sniffing around every patch of grass. They’d only just met this dog but Joanne could already see an instant change in her husband.

			She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him so happy and they both agreed they wanted to adopt him.

			However, the one thing that had struck them both was that Midnight’s name didn’t really suit him. He was a cute, scrappy little pup whereas Midnight, although it was a great name, sounded like it should belong to a bigger, more menacing dog.

			‘What are we going to call you, my little buddy?’ asked Tony as they walked along.

			Joanne laughed.

			‘There you go – I think you’ve just found his new name,’ she smiled.

			They were worried it would take him time to adjust but he answered to it straight away.

			It was a month before they could bring Buddy home to Stamford. They couldn’t wait to have him with them full time, although Joanne was still nervous that he wouldn’t attach to her like he had instantly done to Tony. Staff at Woodgreen had also warned them he might be a bit timid at first and take a while to settle in.

			However, the minute they opened the front door of the house, Buddy shot in. They both laughed as he sprinted round and round each room at lightning speed, then he jumped onto the sofa and curled up.

			It was as if he knew he was home and he settled straight away.

			 

			Joanne was still unsure how he was going to be with her because all he’d seemed to want at Woodgreen was to be with Tony. She was anxious that he wasn’t going to bond with her at all. That night they sat on the sofa watching TV when a little black figure appeared by her feet and a pair of big brown eyes stared up at her. Joanne automatically assumed that he’d go to Tony. But much to her surprise, Buddy jumped up onto the sofa, climbed into her lap and curled up. Feeling this little warm body snuggled against her, Joanne felt that pull of complete love that she’d been desperate to feel for so long. This little thing was dependent on them and it felt wonderful.

			While he reserved his licks for Tony, he saved his cuddles for her and he bonded with them both. The only thing he didn’t take to was the dog bed they’d bought for him. While his new bed lay empty downstairs, Buddy preferred to snuggle up at the bottom of their bed, burying himself in the duvet by their feet.

			A couple of weeks after Buddy arrived, they started their last round of IVF. It was their one remaining embryo and they both knew this was their final chance at having a biological child of their own. They knew after this they couldn’t carry on – emotionally and financially.

			This time, Tony approached it differently. For him, because they’d got Buddy it felt like the pressure was off. If it didn’t work then he knew they still had someone to love and care for who loved them back.

			He still had his down days and there were times that he couldn’t stop the dark thoughts from creeping in. He knew how much this meant to Joanne and how desperate she was to be a mum. He couldn’t bear to think of how disappointed she was going to be if it failed again.

			It was like Buddy had a sixth sense and knew when Tony needed some extra love. Tony was sat watching TV one night, his heart heavy with worry, when Buddy came over to him and lay on his chest. The way Buddy cuddled up to him reminded Tony of his childhood dog Bonnie. Buddy instinctively knew what his dad needed and he instantly calmed and reassured him.

			Tony didn’t feel overwhelmed like he had when they’d done IVF in the past. After a long day of working alone, as he drove home he felt that familiar sinking feeling in his stomach. But as soon as the front door opened, a little furry face appeared and he was covered in licks and his mood instantly changed. He couldn’t feel down for long with Buddy around, who cheered him up as soon as he walked in the house.

			Joanne could see the change in him too. When they’d gone through previous IVFs, Tony would get in from work and she could tell he was low. He wouldn’t want to talk to her or even eat. But this time, he was so excited to see Buddy and Buddy jumped up and down, Tony would jump up and down with him. He’d take him for long walks to clear his head and she could see his mood had lifted and he was a lot happier. She could tell straight away that he was back to the old Tony and it felt like a weight had lifted for her too.

			This round of IVF also felt different for her. If she was being honest, mentally she’d already given up. The past four attempts hadn’t worked so why should this round be any different? Ever since their first round of IVF when she had stayed at home for the dreaded two-week wait until test day, she had continued to work during that fortnight. This time, because they’d just got Buddy, she decided to take the time off work so she could spend it with him. He was the perfect distraction. He was a little ball of energy so she took him for walks and then they’d curl up together on the sofa. She found it a lot easier to chill out with Buddy snuggled in her lap, wanting a stroke.

			One morning, towards the end of the two weeks, she woke up as normal and waved Tony off to work. She was still in her dressing gown, padding around in the kitchen with Buddy, when she suddenly decided to take a pregnancy test.

			She was still a few days off the official two-week wait and she knew it might even be too early to get a result but something told her to do it. Every other time she’d done one Tony had been with her, but this time she didn’t want him to experience that same disappointment. She was still convinced it wasn’t going to work so why put him through that emotional turmoil again?

			Joanne wanted to get it out of the way as quickly as possible and move on with their lives. She did the test and sat on the bed with Buddy.

			She tried not to, but she kept glancing over at the plastic stick on the bedside table.

			‘It’s OK, Buddy,’ she sighed, almost trying to reassure herself. ‘Whatever happens we’ve got you.’

			A few minutes later, she glanced at it again. She stared at the screen and did a double take.

			Surely it was a mistake or she’d read it wrong?

			Then she looked again, hardly daring to believe what the test was telling her.

			She was pregnant.

			After nearly ten years of trying, five attempts at IVF, endless heartache and lots of tears, they’d finally done it.

			It didn’t seem real. In fact, all morning Joanne kept checking the test to make sure the result hadn’t changed but the words on the screen remained the same.

			She was desperate to tell Tony but she didn’t want to ring him at work and break the news to him over the phone so she came up with a plan.

			As she heard his car pull up in the driveway that night, she put Buddy into the kitchen. She knew the first thing Tony would do was run to the dog but tonight she wanted his full attention.

			Sure enough, the first thing he asked when he walked in was: ‘Where’s the dog?’

			‘He’s in the kitchen because I’ve got something really important to show you and I didn’t want him to distract you,’ she told him.

			She led him into the living room where there was a little stuffed elephant, a card with a rainbow on the front and six words spelt out in scrabble letters.

			You’re going to be a daddy.

			Tony looked at the display laid out in front of him and looked at Joanne, confused.

			She handed him the pregnancy test and saw the look of surprise on his face as he read what was on it.

			‘You’re joking?’ he gasped.

			She shook her head.

			‘No I’m not,’ she grinned. ‘You’re going to be a daddy.’

			Neither of them could believe that after all these years it was really happening. Their friends and family were so excited for them.

			‘It’s because you’ve got Buddy,’ Tony’s mum told them. ‘That’s why the IVF worked this time.’

			Part of them couldn’t help but think she was right. They’d thought they were rescuing him but the reality was, he’d rescued them and picked them up when they were at their lowest point.

			As her pregnancy progressed, Joanne was anxious the whole time. After everything that had happened, she knew she wouldn’t truly relax until she had a healthy baby in her arms.

			As a sales assistant, she was on her feet on the shop floor all day so halfway through her pregnancy she went down to part-time hours. She spent those days at home, relaxing on the sofa with Buddy.

			He’d always been a bouncy, excitable dog but as her bump grew, he instinctively knew he had to be gentle around her. He didn’t jump up at her any more and instead of lying on her lap like he always did, he carefully positioned himself under her bump like a protective cushion.

			In April 2020, Joanne went into labour and baby Willow was born by emergency C-section. After all the years of trying and hoping, Joanne couldn’t believe that she was finally a mum and she couldn’t stop staring at her beautiful daughter. It was the same for Tony. It felt like the gloom had lifted and they could enjoy their lives as a family.

			Three days later, Tony and Joanne were finally able to bring their much-longed-for daughter home to meet Buddy.

			They were both anxious about introducing him to Willow. The one thing they’d worried about was how he was going to feel when the baby arrived. Ever since they’d got him from Woodgreen, he’d been the centre of their world and they didn’t want him to feel like he’d been pushed out.

			At the back of their minds, they couldn’t help but worry about what would happen if he reacted badly to the baby. Tony’s sister had looked after Buddy overnight while they were at the hospital and Tony went and picked him up when he came home. They wanted to make sure Buddy was already in the house when they brought Willow in rather than the other way round.

			Filled with nerves, Joanne carried Willow through the front door. He was such an excitable dog, and they were worried that he would jump up. Tony got down on the floor with Buddy and kept him close as Joanne brought Willow into the room.

			‘Hey Buddy, this is your sister Willow,’ she told him gently, putting the car seat down on the floor.

			Keeping a firm hold of his collar, Tony slowly led him over to her. They both watched anxiously as Buddy edged curiously over to Willow. He bent down and gently gave her head a quick sniff, then he ran over to his favourite spot on the sofa and curled up, disinterested in the new arrival.

			Despite all their worries, Buddy turned out to be the softest, most gentle dog. Whenever Willow cried, he ran over to her to check that she was OK and gave her head a gentle sniff or a lick. He never jumped up when either of them had her in their arms.

			As Willow grew older, she was obsessed with Buddy. Her eyes followed him wherever he went and when he had his mad moments of sprinting around the house she would giggle and shriek. She would reach out and grab his collar or his fur, but he would never flinch.

			One morning, when Willow was a year old, Joanne went to get her from her cot. As usual, as soon as she opened the stairgate in Willow’s bedroom doorway, Buddy rushed in.

			Willow had already pulled herself up to standing and was jumping about because there was only one person she wanted to see. Buddy ran over to her and stuck his nose through the cot bars and gave her a gentle lick.

			‘Doggy!’ she yelled excitedly. ‘Doggy!’

			It was one of her first words and Joanne couldn’t believe it.

			Afterwards Joanne brought Willow into their bed to give her her morning milk while Buddy lay at their feet, snuggled under the duvet with them.

			Relaxing at home one afternoon on the sofa, Tony looked across at Joanne. Willow had nodded off on her chest and Buddy was curled up on his lap fast asleep. It was at that moment, he suddenly realized that he had everything that he’d ever wanted. They’d been trying to have a baby for nearly ten years and it had caused so much stress and disappointment. Suddenly it felt like the dark days were behind them and they could finally enjoy life as a family.

			Buddy had arrived when they had needed him the most and he’d brought them so much joy and comfort. He’d made them feel like the family they’d feared they’d never be, and healed the hole in their hearts. Now, with their beloved Willow too, they finally felt complete.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Norman

			Lorraine Pendlington knocked gently on the bedroom door, hoping to coax her son, Oliver, to come out.

			‘Come on, Oliver,’ she told him gently. ‘Let’s go out for a walk. You could do with the fresh air.’

			‘No thank you,’ he said firmly. ‘I’d rather stay in my room. I want to be at home.’

			Lorraine’s heart sank and she was so worried about him.

			Lorraine had three sons – James, Will and Oliver, who, at twenty-five, was her youngest. They had been a close family since Lorraine’s husband Matthew had died very suddenly from a heart attack at the age of fifty, leaving her as a single parent to the boys. Lorraine had been the main breadwinner and she’d been out at work every day as a product developer for lingerie and swimwear, while Matthew had looked after the boys. He’d been incredibly close to all of them and especially to Oliver who had only been twelve when he died.

			Oliver had high-functioning autism and they had known he was different from an early age. He was non-verbal and he wouldn’t eat or make eye contact with people. Matthew had fought hard for his son and he’d been diagnosed at the age of three.

			Since then, Oliver had come such a long way. He was highly intelligent and had recently finished a master’s degree in Film Studies at Sussex University. He was very good at expressing himself and loved running and volunteering.

			He suffered from anxiety, which meant he would struggle to live independently, but Lorraine and his brothers were so proud of all that he’d achieved.

			When the UK went into a national lockdown due to Covid in March 2020, Oliver’s life drastically changed overnight. He was someone who thrived on structure and routine and before lockdown, his days had been full. Three mornings a week he studied at the library and the other two he volunteered at the Amnesty International shop. He was a member of the local running club and he went to the cinema at least twice a week. Lorraine knew Oliver thrived on being busy and having a purpose.

			Then the first lockdown happened. Much to Lorraine’s relief, Oliver had been OK at first. The rules were strict but Oliver knew what they could or couldn’t do and he liked that rigidity.

			Lorraine created their own routine at home. Every morning they’d each do a Joe Wicks workout, then they’d go out for a walk for their daily allotted hour of exercise. In the afternoons and evenings they’d either watch a film together or do a Zoom call with his brothers. Oliver was anxious about the virus and what was going to happen to the world but, in a bid to make him feel more secure, Lorraine made sure that he had order and structure and knew what was going to happen each day.

			But once Covid restrictions had started to ease and change a few months later, Lorraine could see that Oliver was struggling to cope and that his anxiety had increased.

			He would no longer come out for their daily walk, which really worried Lorraine. They lived in Hove and they were allowed back on the beaches. Lorraine was desperate to go for a swim in the sea and meet other people for a walk now they were allowed to but Oliver wouldn’t even entertain it.

			She could tell that he was fearful of going outside and was becoming a bit of a hermit. He had so much time on his hands and he was constantly reading every single bit of news and obsessing about it. He was scared something was going to happen to him or Lorraine and she could see that it was all getting too much for him.

			Lorraine went and sat with Oliver in his bedroom and he admitted that he was struggling.

			‘Mum I’m scared,’ he told her tearfully. ‘I don’t want to go out and I don’t want you to go out either. I don’t want you to die.’

			She could see how frightened he was and she did her best to reassure him.

			‘Look we’ll go out really early in the morning when there will hardly be anybody around and then we’ll stay at home for the rest of the day,’ she told him.

			So that’s what they did.

			Lorraine came up with new ways to distract Oliver from the fear and the worry of the news. She taught him how to do some basic cooking, they did housework together and she encouraged him to do some Zoom yoga sessions.

			But every time the rules changed, Oliver struggled, and she could see how overwhelming it was for him. He started to get very depressed and the sense of isolation and uncertainty was sending his anxiety levels through the roof.

			She spoke to Will, James and James’ partner, Eve, about it.

			‘I’m so worried about Ollie,’ she told them. ‘He’s getting very stressed and he’s very upset and tearful and his anxiety has ramped right up.’

			They were concerned too.

			Oliver had always suffered from anxiety but before the pandemic, Lorraine could tell when he was getting stressed and had strategies that she’d use to deflect and distract him. She’d book cinema tickets or they’d go and visit a friend. But now, because of lockdown, they couldn’t do any of those things.

			‘Mum why don’t you get another rescue dog?’ suggested Will. ‘But this time one that gets on with Oliver.’

			‘I think that’s a great idea,’ she agreed.

			A dog might encourage Oliver to leave the house and Lorraine thought it would be good for him to feel a sense of responsibility for something other than himself. It might help lower his anxiety levels too.

			Oliver struggled to make friends and having a dog who gave him unconditional love was something that she thought would really benefit him.

			However, Lorraine also knew it wasn’t going to be easy to find the right dog. Their rescue dog – a Patterdale terrier called Louis – had died the previous year. He was a crotchety old thing who, as he’d got older, had reacted badly to Oliver. Louis would growl at him and he wouldn’t let Oliver pet him. He marked his territory by weeing in Oliver’s bedroom and he barked a lot – unexpectedly and suddenly – which was stressful and upsetting for Oliver. It had got to the point where Lorraine couldn’t even have visitors at the house because Louis was so grumpy.

			Last year Louis had died of old age. She hadn’t intended on getting another dog because Oliver was studying and she was busy working.

			But now that Covid had grounded them both, Lorraine was convinced that getting another rescue dog would really help Oliver. She knew they would have to be carefully matched: Oliver’s autism meant that he sometimes made sudden, rapid movements. Out of the blue, he would flap his arms and make noises, and those who didn’t know him couldn’t be sure if he was anxious or happy. Over the years, Oliver had learnt coping strategies so he didn’t react like that in certain social situations. It rarely happened at university or when he was volunteering but Lorraine knew what an
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