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About the Author

Tom Inglis is a sociologist and a lifelong dog lover. Born and raised in Dublin, he now lives in a former schoolhouse (the school was once attended by John McGahern) in County Roscommon. For eighteen years he lived alongside Pepe, his beloved Wheaten terrier bitch. He is the author of several books, including Making Love: A Memoir and Moral Monopoly: The Rise and Fall of the Catholic Church in Modern Ireland.
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Early Signs

We did not get out much yesterday, so in the evening, although it was pitch dark, I suggested a walk down to the lake. It was a bit stupid, as the path had become very overgrown and, in the darkness, could be found only through memory. The thick grass was wet and slippery. I could see the edge of the lake in the distance. It was just a case of getting there through the array of holes, hidden stones and clumps of weeds. It didn’t help that I had had a couple of glasses of wine. In the past, I could have relied on her. But not now: she was far too old and far too deaf and blind.

As we stumbled along the little headland that juts out into the lake, the madness of the excursion became more apparent. If I fell in, there was nothing that she could do to help me; and if she fell in, I would probably drown trying to save her.

The lake was still; the wind had died. There was a sense of us being at the edge of space and time. We stood silently. I had no idea what she was thinking. Was she resentful that, yet again, it was I who had suggested the walk? Did she feel some obligation? She has learned that I am the source of all that is good in her life. In her magical world, I am the light. I am God. So wherever I go she must try to follow. In her world, she can never be sure what will happen next. There could be food. There could be something to chase. There could be excitement.

As we turned away from the dark beauty of the lake and started back to the lights of the house on the hill above us, she suddenly lunged to the left and was inches from falling into the lake. I screamed at her and immediately felt remorseful.

When we got back to the house, she ignored me as I sat down to watch television. But then, many minutes later, she came over and looked at me. It was a warm look of wonderment, as if she understood that we were both helpless creatures caught in time. We were both a collection of atoms flying through time and space that had become attached to each other.

And then she came closer and slowly put her head on my lap. I stroked her and we stayed like that for some minutes, and then she upped and walked away back to her bed, where she sat and watched me. I wondered what was going through her mind.

When it was time for me to go to bed, I left the door to the bedroom upstairs open. It was an invitation for her to come upstairs to the other bed she has there. The bedroom is her daytime refuge. As I sat in bed reading, I kept listening out for the sounds of her coming up. But there was nothing. I turned out the lights and then, in the dark silence, I heard her coming. I lay still and she came into the room. She stopped for a while and then turned around and walked out back downstairs. Was she being deliberately cold? Maybe I had let her down. Maybe I was selfish. Maybe I had pushed her too far.

But there was another deeper, darker thought. Mixed with feelings of sympathy and concern there was a growing realisation that, someday soon, I was going to have to arrange her death.

The Lakehouse

Pepe and I have been together for seventeen years. Despite the male name, which I will explain later, she is female. We have walked many roads together, explored paths through woods and trekked across mountains.

Last night’s escapade seems to have had no effect on her. This morning she bounced up the stairs into the bedroom full of joy, alert, ready for action, tail erect and quivering. She came to the bed and all I could do was put out my hands and hold her head and stroke her. I told her that I would be lost without her. She made no response, but I think she understood the tone of my voice.

Pepe doesn’t do moods, doesn’t bear grudges. She has a memory, of course, but it is not like my memory. It is as if she only has good memories. I like it that when she sees me, she cannot help but be happy. Wouldn’t it be great if humans could be like that? Imagine not playing the game of hurt and resentment. Imagine meeting those we love, those to whom we are attached, and feeling helplessly happy, wagging our bums from side to side.

She is becoming deafer by the day. Not so long ago, she used to hang on my every word, particularly in the early morning or after dinner. I would say something like: ‘Is there a dog in the room that would like to go for a walk in the not too distant future?’ I’d say it quickly, but she would understand and jump up in anticipation. Now I have to ask her slowly, saying the word ‘walk’ loud and clear.

We live in an old schoolhouse. The previous owners bought it from the Catholic Church at the beginning of the 1970s and used it as a holiday home.

When I came to buy what I now call ‘The Lakehouse’ in 2015, there was a delay in closing the purchase: it was still registered as a schoolhouse. The design was simple: two big rooms, each with its own door. By the time my neighbour Anne attended the school, in the late 1960s, there was only a single teacher and just one of the rooms was used as a classroom.

The writer John McGahern attended the school. McGahern began life on a small farm near Ballinamore, twenty miles away. But after his mother died, his father, who was the Garda sergeant in Cootehall, brought him and his siblings to live in the barracks here in Cootehall. The old schoolhouse is about a mile from the village of Cootehall, and as I look across the lake I can imagine John and his siblings walking the road out of the village and up and down Fox Hill, which overlooks Lake Drumharlow and the surrounding countryside. McGahern describes the walk home from the school in his short story ‘Coming into His Kingdom’: the tranquillity of the road mixed with the laughter and teasing of young girls and boys.

The Irish countryside is dotted with abandoned two-room schoolhouses, relics of the time when more than half the population of Ireland lived in rural areas. Like most of these buildings, my schoolhouse is within spitting distance of the road. Traffic and parking were not concerns in the decades when it was open. Nor were health and safety: the schoolhouse is on a bad bend on the road, and the field behind leads down to the lake. There are hundreds of lakes in this part of Ireland. Most of them are small and self-contained. Lake Drumharlow is different. It connects to the River Boyle, which flows into the River Shannon, which in turn flows into the Atlantic.

Cootehall today is very different from the village that McGahern described in his writings. In those days, there were three pubs and three shops. Now there is just one pub and no shops. Like many other villages, Cootehall is dominated, physically and symbolically, by an enormous Catholic church. Like the pub opposite, it is struggling to stay alive.

The road on which I live goes from Cootehall into Carrick-on-Shannon: the nearest town. It is a narrow country road bordered for the most part by thick hedgerows. It is full of twists and turns, dips and little hills. In many parts, it is so narrow that there is not enough room for two cars to pass. During the day, except for some tractors and vans, the road is quiet. But in the morning and evening, there are commuters, mainly workers, parents and schoolchildren, coming from and going to Carrick-on-Shannon.

I can open the front door of the Lakehouse and step directly into the beauty of nature. It is overwhelming and, for me, still very new. Until I bought the Lakehouse, I had never lived in the country. Both of my grandparents were Dubliners. I had no country cousins. I never stayed, let alone lived, on a farm. I had no relatives or friends who came from a farming background. For years I taught sociology in University College Dublin, and never knew much about life in rural Ireland. Even now, after two years, I still can’t tell a heifer from a bullock.

The Morning Walk

Pepe always does her poo within the first hundred yards of leaving the house. She squats on the grass verge at the side of the road. There are times and places when it is important to pick up her poo – I am a dab hand with the plastic bag – but this is not one of them.

After she has done her business, she will often bound down the road, full of joy in anticipation of the walk ahead. She may be quite deaf and blind, but she is obedient enough that I can walk with her off the lead. I have never liked her being on a lead when it is not necessary. Most of the time when I see dogs on leads they are out in front, choking themselves, gasping for air, pulling their masters behind them. It is a strange image. Dogs have to be controlled, but well-trained dogs can be controlled by the voice of their owners.

Pepe is a dog. She is not human. She is not a child. She is not a cuddly teddy bear. I believe that dogs should be able to mooch, sniff and squirt with as much freedom as possible. I know that dogs can scare people, particularly young children, or adults who have had bad experiences. And I know from cycling the roads of Ireland that an uncontrolled dog can be dangerous. There is nothing worse than a mad cur charging out of a house and snapping at my feet as I try desperately to pedal my way to safety. Indeed there have been a few times when I have ended up in the ditch.

Although in the past Pepe always responded immediately to my voice and whistle, now there is the fear that, because of her deafness, she will not hear me. So, increasingly, I have to stay beside her as she does her poo and be ready to shout at her if she begins to run away.

From the schoolhouse, the road leads down to the corner of the lake. There are signs of spring. The reeds on the lakeside, which died down over the winter, are beginning to reappear. The small white buds of the hawthorn bushes are about to flourish. There are dandelions, daisies and primroses. It is still early morning. The sun is rising, its rays breaking through the clouds, making the ripples on the lake sparkle. I can feel the tingle. It is my early-morning shower of beauty.

At the corner of the lake, there is a bridge under which a small stream runs into the lake. To the right, there is a lane that goes up to a bog. It is a cul-de-sac with no traffic except on those mornings when Kieran, a local farmer, drives up in his van to check on and feed his cattle before going to work. The land around here is not good. It is thick and clumpy and full of wiry grasses and rushes. Most farmers need some other form of employment to survive.

The lane is a narrow corridor bordered on either side by thickets of willow, briars, ferns and grasses and, in summer, bunches of pink and white flowers, loosestrife, fireweed and honeysuckle. The hedgerows form a cordon of thick, wide growth so dense that there is no possibility of Pepe, or me, getting into the fields that border it. A ridge of grass, mixed with dandelions and daisies, has grown up and runs along the middle of the black tarmacked road.

For a dog brought up on the streets of Dublin, the countryside must seem unexciting at times. There are no lampposts or signposts, or gates covered with the pee of those who have walked before her. Occasionally, a woman from a nearby townland drives over to the start of the lane and walks her dog from there down to the bog. But this happens only in the afternoon, and mostly in summer.

So Pepe has to make do with the scent of flowers mixed occasionally with the smell of a cat, mink, stoat, weasel, fox, badger or pine marten. When she comes upon one of these, she can get lost in it for minutes. She is intoxicated. But these are not everyday delights, and I suspect she would prefer to be back in Dublin, with a steady supply of fresh dog pee and poo to sniff.

I let the thoughts of the day drift in and out as we head towards the rising sun. We pass Martin’s house up on a small incline to our right and then wind our way round a bend to the small bungalow in which he grew up. Like many houses in remote areas around here, it is derelict. In the summer months, the small garden that surrounds the house is an occasional home to some cattle.

The lane then straightens for about two hundred yards. At the end of this stretch there is another small incline up to a bunch of fir trees. Kieran’s cow shed is on the right. Reaching the shed is a reminder for me to look back down the lane for Pepe. She is a thing of beauty in the distance, running towards me at full tilt, her mouth open, her ears pinned back, her eyes glistening in the sun. I like to think that she is smiling. She is certainly happy. In those moments she reminds me of the intense, fleeting joy of being alive. No thoughts, no worries, just pure being.

I squat down to welcome her. She is not the sort of dog who will run into my arms, tail wagging furiously, and cover my hands and face in slobbery licks. She does not do affection that way. She stops beside me, but only for a second. She is too busy. There is no thought in her head of stopping to share this moment of love and beauty. There is no time. There is still too much to be explored. In this moment, she seems so young.

From Kieran’s shed the lane descends gradually down to the bog, making a couple of small swerves between thickets of ferns until it reaches two large steel gates. The gate on the left goes up to Declan’s farm. Declan, another part-time farmer, also works for Shane, the builder who did the renovations on the Lakehouse. The other gate leads into the bog. I tried walking through it a couple of times, but it is a minefield of muddy holes, some of which are quite deep. The last time we tried it, Pepe fell into one. It meant a shower when we got home, something she hates.

The gates, then, are the signal that we have reached the end of the road and it is time to turn back. Again I squat and wait for her to come to me. This is the time and place where I demand my moment of affection. She knows the routine. She stops about ten yards away before walking slowly towards me, a reluctant lover. I pet her head and rub my hand along her back. She wags her tail perfunctorily. After a minute, maybe even less, she becomes unsettled. She is anxious to get going. She is anticipating her breakfast, her one and only meal of the day. It has been the same for years: a tin of dog food in the morning and a few biscuits in the evening. I am convinced that this restricted diet has been central to keeping her alive for so long. But as her life nears its end, I am beginning to let the regime go and give her little treats.

On the return back down the lane, I have to be careful. It is hard to constrain her excitement. In the twinkle of an eye, she can take off and run away home at full speed. It seems that once she gets the thought of food into her head, no amount of shouting will stop her. Up to recently, she always stopped when she came to the main road. However, in the past month or so, she regularly charges out of the lane and up the road towards the house. In the morning, during commuter hour, there are often cars hurtling around the bend at the bridge. I run behind her as fast as I can, panting and praying for no car to come and saying to myself that this is the end: I will have to put her on the lead from now on.

Carried Away

We drove into Carrick today. Since she was a pup, Pepe has liked going for a drive as much as a walk. In the early years, she would sit on the front seat, pushing her nose out over the edge of the wound-down window, letting the wind blow over her face. When she’d had enough, she would come back in and sit upright on the seat, looking out at the road ahead. Driving Miss Pepe.

Sometimes, in those days when she was only getting to know me, I would suddenly shout and scream at the idiocy of some other driver, and she would jump off the seat and cower down beneath the glove compartment. It was cute and pathetic. I would apologise and try to explain that it had nothing to do with her. But she would not come back up. She was too traumatised. If I could, I would stop the car and encourage her to come back up. Sometimes she did.

My wife, Aileen, who died in 2005, did not love Pepe the way I did. She saw her more as a dog than a member of the family. This led to disagreements and, sometimes, rows. This has to be put in context. There were very few things that Aileen and I rowed about. She was a kind, warm, generous woman. She was creative, vivacious and mischievous. But she was not a doggy person. She could walk past a cute puppy without any urge to bend down and pet it. I used to cringe with disappointment when she came home from work and ignored Pepe’s greeting.

Aileen grew up with dogs, but they were always kept outside. She was not used to them being in the house or in the car. These were contested sites. Aileen used to go mad when she discovered that I had let Pepe up on the front seat of her car. In a way she was right. Besides the issue of dirt and smells, Pepe’s nails did damage the seat. But for me, keeping the seat pristine was nothing compared to the pleasure of driving along with the dog I loved sitting up on the seat beside me, leaning over to sniff the air through the open window.

Perhaps it’s wrong to say that someone is either a doggy person or not. Perhaps it is more of a continuum. On a doggy scale of one to ten, I would say Aileen was about a three. After a few gin and tonics, she might get up to seven or even eight. After she died, I took over her car and, without any sense of guilt, I let Pepe up on the seat all the time. And yes, within a year or two, the seat was ruined. But as I used to say to anyone who winced at the thought of having to sit on the shredded seat, ‘That’s Pepe’s seat. A car is for travelling, a dog is for life.’

I think Pepe knew that I was allowing her to be where she was not supposed to be. She knew that there was one rule for being with me and another rule when she was with Aileen. She lived in a world of fine differences, learning how to adapt her behaviour depending on whether she was with me, or Aileen, or our children Arron and Olwen.

Shortly after we set off on our journey into Carrick, she looked over towards me and, as if in appreciation, she lifted her paw and held it out to me. As in the past, I did not take it immediately. I knew the refusal to take her paw when it was first offered would provoke a response. So she leaned over towards me, moving her paw up and down, looking at me, pleading for me to respond: she wanted me to take my hand from the wheel for a moment and hold her paw. And so I did. And then she stopped and sat still, but not for long. Soon the exercise was repeated. It is a ritualised form of communication, of gestures made and received, reaching across the chasm of reason and language that separates us. This ritual always makes me melt.

Of course, I know that it is not safe to pet and drive, but I have always been careful and she seems to understand that when we come to turning a corner or changing lane, the petting has to stop. This ritual of pawing and petting can go on for five to ten minutes. Eventually she stops, curls round and round the seat a few times, and then lies down.

A Walk on the Wild Side

I know that she is going to die sooner rather than later. It is like watching the tide go out. But for the moment she is here and she is very much alive. As always, the pleasure is in watching her enjoying life, being led by her nose, surrendering to the moment, the sheer exuberance of exploring. Dogs and children are a reminder of the constraints of the adult world in which we live; a world that is rational, reasonable and controlled, but often so disenchanted and boring.

And this is what I love about her and about being with her. Just the two of us wandering down the lane, each of us lost in our own world. She belongs to the world of smells; I belong to the world of thoughts. There has always been a balance, a kind of symbiotic relationship, of needing and being aware of the other. The task for both of us is to be mindful of each other. But sometimes I get lost in my thoughts and I turn around and she is not there. Likewise, she gets lost in a smell, and when she comes to, she is so disoriented that she runs off in the wrong direction. In the past, she would quickly realise the error of her ways and stop and wait for me to come and find her. It was a trick she learned herself. To have faith in the god she trusts: that somehow, like magic, he would turn up. When I did, she would never make any gesture of thanks or apology. She would just wag her tail a little and head off into the world again.

Getting Lost

It is this ability to get lost, and not to get distressed, that impresses me most. This trust that she is safe, that she will not be attacked, and that eventually I will come and find her. And there have been many times when she has got lost and I have found her.

One morning, Olwen and I were at home together in Dublin when we realised that she was missing. She was only a puppy, and the sense of panic was immediate and intense. I imagined a scene of Pepe trundling across a road, of cars braking, and of her being squashed. We ran up and down the surrounding roads and back lanes, shouting out her name, all to no avail. She had no name tag. She was not chipped. Every time we turned a corner I braced myself for the sight of her dead body. I imagined going round the neighbourhood putting up those notices that you see taped to lampposts.

We had to expand the circles of our search. We ran back to the house to get my car and then drove towards Terenure, hoping that she had followed the route of her morning and evening walk. Then, thinking that she might have missed the turn on Brighton Road and kept on straight, we drove that way. And then we saw her, sniffing around a rubbish bin, blissfully unaware of all the anxiety she had caused.

More recently, she got lost again. I was back up in Dublin, staying with my partner, Carol. She and her daughter, Stevie, took Pepe out one evening. As they walked around the suburban roads of Churchtown, Pepe trailed along behind them. They were in a quiet estate. They crossed a road and, as usual, Carol looked back to see if Pepe had followed them. She hadn’t.

After half an hour, they phoned me and I headed over to join the search. It was a dark night, already past ten o’clock. We spread the search to the surrounding area, without any luck. I was becoming disconsolate. And then, suddenly, Carol saw a woman and her daughter out walking with Pepe on a lead beside them. She was Linda Smith, the owner of the Bijou restaurant in Rathgar village. By chance she had gone to her front door and found Pepe standing there. They had taken her in and looked for a phone number on her medal, but there wasn’t one. This was because, when she was young and beautiful, I had a fear of her being kidnapped and of the kidnappers demanding a ransom for her return. To overcome this, I had her name on one side of the medal and ‘Chipped’ on the other – I’d got her chipped after the previous disappearance. The idea was that whoever found her would take her to a police station, which would have a device for reading the data from her chip.

Linda and her daughter had decided to take Pepe for a walk before going to bed. It was then that they met Carol. Pepe recognised Carol, but not with any great enthusiasm. She had obviously been well looked after. Not for the first time, this led to some hard questions to which I did not know the answers and which I did not really want to ask. Would Pepe have been just as happy to move in with Linda and her daughter? If Pepe had stayed with them, say, for a year, and if I then met her by chance on the street, and she recognised me, would she have left them to come back to me?

And what of Linda and her daughter? How would they feel, having become attached to Pepe, to have to give her back? I could imagine a King Solomon moment in which a neutral observer would hold the dog and Linda and I would call to her at the same time. Who would she have turned to? Probably the one to have fed her in recent times and, given that Linda owns a restaurant, I suspect I would not have had much of a chance.

In some respects it is irrelevant. I realised then that I am more attached to Pepe than she is to me. It is irrelevant how much she cares about me: I will still love her. It is one of the conditions of my existence.

Fear of Death

In 1993, Aileen created a sculpture consisting of glass flower presses, of her own design, in which she placed spring flowers that were in full bloom. The presses were about four feet high, on narrow metal legs. There were about a dozen of them. Each day, she turned the screws on the flowers. In the accompanying catalogue, she
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