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INTRODUCTION – HOW I LEARNED TO GET OVER MYSELF AND LOVE THE SAUSAGE DOG



We had a deal when it came to the dachshund. According to the family agreement, the new dog belonged to my wife and children. He would be their responsibility, and not mine.

‘I already have a dog,’ I reminded my wife, as if anyone could overlook the large snow wolf that sat obediently at my side. ‘A proper one.’



THE ALPHA DOG

Technically speaking, Sesi wasn’t a wolf. She just looked like one.

A white shepherd, Sesi sported upright ears and a lean, solid torso, with muscular haunches and a low-set tail curved like a sabre. I’d never been a fan of big, scary dogs until a few years back when we moved from the inner city to the countryside. There, on the edge of woodland, I found myself terrified of two things: the darkness and the silence. Sesi was the solution. She allowed us to sleep safely in our beds at night. Even so, it took me a while to feel comfortable in public with a dog of this calibre. The canine equivalent of a monster truck, she was so strong that walking her became an exercise in restraint. People would take one look at the slathering hell hound straining at the leash and cross to the other side of the lane.

After a while, I stopped apologising and trying to explain that she was a softie inside, and just rolled with it. When I walked Sesi through a tranquil village largely populated by old-timers, nobody messed with me.



THE NEW ARRIVAL

So, when my wife, Emma, announced that she had fallen for a sausage dog – and not just any sort, but a miniature variety – I laid down my terms and conditions. I had no doubt that the children would adore a new puppy, but someone would have to clear up the mess, and that someone wasn’t me.

‘We’ll do everything,’ she promised, and then lowered her voice a little. ‘Where possible.’

With great fanfare, the puppy arrived on a Friday afternoon. I barely saw the new addition to our household, such was the care my wife lavished on him amid the scrum of our children. That suited me just fine. I holed up in my home office and let them get on with it. In fact, I only got involved when it came to the naming process:
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‘You can’t call him Bieber,’ I said. ‘Be reasonable.’

‘Bublé?’

Emma was cuddling the puppy over her shoulder.

It looked like she had taken to wearing a draught excluder as an accessory. The dog turned to peer at me. I wanted to suggest Slinky but just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

‘He needs a name that inspires respect, not ridicule,’ I said. ‘How about Duke?’

‘Dad!’ I have four children. In unison, they didn’t have to say much to express their opinion.

‘Horatio?’

‘Stop being so stuffy.’ My wife was now cradling the puppy’s head as if to shield him from this conversation. ‘Harry Styles?’

‘Hercules!’ I shared the name as soon as it sprang into my mind, and then watched the kids try it out as if chewing on coffee Revels. It was perfect, I decided. ‘He’s going to need an epic name to survive life with Sesi.’

‘If we call him Hercules,’ said Emma, who then waited until she had my full attention, ‘does this mean you won’t tut every time we say his name?’

‘Promise.’ I pressed one hand to my chest. Then, against my better nature, I tickled the puppy with one fingertip. ‘I can live with Hercules.’



With the sausage dog in our midst, the weekend sailed by. At least, it did for me. My wife and children were so besotted with the new arrival that I barely saw them. Then came Monday, and with it the start of the school and working week.

‘Have a good day,’ Emma said on the way out to do the school run before she headed for the office. ‘I’ll be in meetings mostly, but you can always text.’

‘What about Hercules?’

The pup was busy clambering over my slippers. I scooped him up and held him out like she’d forgotten her lunchbox.

‘Feed him at around midday and when the kids come back from school,’ she said, as if that was all there was to it, then kissed us both. ‘You’re so lucky, working from home!’

It wasn’t the first time I had found myself providing day care for pets awaiting the return of their owners. We’d had our fair share of goldfish, gerbils and rabbits. Once, Emma had even gone so far as to adopt a pair of not-so-mini pigs. Butch and Roxi – names that had been overruled by her as my suggestions for children – had arrived in a cat basket. Several years later, having grown to weigh in at twenty-five stone each, they left in a horsebox for life turning the fields on an organic sheep farm. Our back garden had yet to recover from that ordeal, and to an extent nor had I. As much as Emma assured me that I’d barely notice the addition of a little sausage dog during working hours, this one was peering up at me as if awaiting a rundown of the entertainment options on offer. I sighed to myself and hoped that Hercules would quickly find his feet.



ON GUARD

As it turned out, it was Sesi who stepped up to help me out. After her initial disbelief that this elongated scrap could even be classified as the same species as her, she took him under her wing. She became very close to Hercules, in fact, in the same way that a lioness might adopt an orphan monkey. I did wonder whether having such a formidable maternal figure instilled more confidence in the little dachshund than he might’ve developed on his own terms. After just a short while in my care, Hercules took to stationing himself on top of the office sofa overlooking the front path. Then, when the post arrived, he would kick off as if we were about to receive a suspicious package.

‘Stand down,’ I said, scooping him from his sentry post. ‘Our security threat level is not at critical.’



SAUSAGE LIFE

As the weeks ticked by and Hercules found his place in the family, I found he looked less ridiculous in my eyes. I became used to his long body and funny little waddle when he scuttled across the house to greet my wife and children at the end of each day. They adored him, and that made it hard for me to retain the moral high ground regarding his daily upkeep.

It wasn’t difficult to look after a dachshund, I discovered, just as Emma had promised. They are far from stupid dogs, and despite being low to the ground, Hercules still seemed to consider himself to be on a level with me. While Sesi preferred to bask in the yard, he’d sit on the sofa as I worked, as if his presence was responsible for my productivity. It was quite endearing. I even found myself talking to him at times.

In the comfort of my own home, I started to notice his personality more than his physical shortcomings. I suppose I became steadily desensitised to his unique body shape. Until, that is, Hercules was old enough to head outside for walks. Given the fact that they were at opposite ends of the canine spectrum, there was no way that I could exercise him with Sesi at the same time. So, having been dragged around the village by what looked like an apex predator, causing locals to scatter from my path, I returned home and switched dogs.



THE WALKING CHALLENGE

The experience was a little bit like jumping from the driving seat of one car and into another. Everything is essentially the same and yet feels completely different. Leaving the house with Hercules, I sensed no pull on the lead at all. Instead, I discovered, I had to shorten and then quicken my footsteps to avoid tripping over him. He was just so long that even if he trotted ahead, his hindquarters remained within kicking distance. What’s more, being so low to the ground, the little dachshund picked up on scents that other dogs might miss. As a result, he would stop dead without warning, which left me with no option other than to break into a little skip to avoid stepping on him.
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Sesi weighed close to forty pounds. She could’ve eaten Hercules for breakfast and still been hungry. With such a featherweight little dog in my care, I had no need to brace my arm across my chest to counter the strain or bind the end of the leash around my fist. Instead
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