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For the afternoon crew




No man is an island

John Donne, poet, 1572–1631

Woof

Common canine expression




Author’s Note

This book is based on both a true story and true stories. It’s inspired by my experiences as a first-time dog owner, and conversations with the many people I encountered at the park, each of whom brought with them their own lives and narratives, which they seemed keen – on occasion, a little too keen – to share. Names, locations, events and some other details have been changed to protect the privacy of those mentioned, and in places I have incorporated events recounted to me by some of those I met. But their spirit, wisdom, and the friendship they offered is entirely real. I’m grateful to every one of them.
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One
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There is of course no empirical science behind the suggestion that dogs and their owners come to look like one another, but only a contrarian could deny that the resemblance between Sid and Rocky is a powerful one. As they walk effortfully towards me, I see a round man in his mid-fifties, with a round head and rounder stomach, and a heavyset bulldog whose own stomach doesn’t stop where it rightly should but which rather has sunk all the way to the bottom of his legs, propped up there by two pairs of sturdy ankles. Both have faces that seem comprised largely of knuckles, their respective skin pulled taut over knobbly skulls, and suffer similarly from a raging eczema. Each gives off the impression that they are fond of sausages; each boasts the most disarmingly becoming smile.

Sid, ostensibly the more human of the two, is confined today on his motorised scooter. Sometimes I see him here with a cane, at other times on wheels. Rheumatoid arthritis, he’s told me, made complicated by obesity, diabetes and a pulmonary condition he did explain once, and which sounded complicated. It’s quite the machine, his scooter, metallic blue, full of stickers, and it handles corners like a motorbike. Rocky waddles with earnest enthusiasm somewhere behind him. Despite a physiognomy that does restrictive and dreadful things to his own breathing ability, Rocky is the sporty type. He normally arrives in the park with a basketball which he dribbles across the grass with the kind of flair I’d more readily expect from those clever animals on TV talent shows. Sid has explained that he has never trained him, that this is simply the breed’s natural inclination, to chase a large ball, and to keep it no more than a few millimetres from his snout. There is no transferable skill to this, and no real point, either. It simply is what it is: fun for him, excellent spectator fare for us. He follows his ball at an impressive clip for up to five minutes at a time, before reliably collapsing heavily onto the grass beneath him, abruptly exhausted, tongue unfurling from his mouth at length, like the red carpet at Cannes.

Today, the basketball is absent, and he is simply waddling to keep up, wheezing like a broken gas pipe, rivulets of saliva elastically suspended between jawline and the ground below. Sid sees me and lifts his meaty left hand up in a fleeting gesture while motoring ceaselessly forward. ‘Can’t stop, mate,’ he says, ‘not today, in a rush. Next time, yeah?’ He turns awkwardly towards his dog. ‘Rocky, come. Keep up.’ I wave back, reminded once more that in this small neighbourhood park that’s already reliably filled with unlikely sights and unexpectedly memorable characters, Sid and Rocky are practically tourist attractions. They could sell tickets.

It’s mid-afternoon, another day much like the last, and the ones to come. The sky is overcast, a grey swirl of heavy cloud cover, the grass beneath my feet soft and patchily green, edged with the football paint for the matches that take place here at weekends. The Sunday leaguers don’t like the dog walkers, and the feeling seems to be mutual. The latter aren’t happy at how the studs ruin the grass, the former furious at all the dog shit that so many walkers here fail to pick up. Letters have been sent to the local council in common complaint. There is a section on the council’s website especially for such grievances, encouraging both factions to simply get along. This appears an optimistic wish.

The grass isn’t just shit-strewn, of course. Right now, in the middle of the week, it’s also littered with takeaway remains left carelessly from the night before, and dozens of empty nitrous oxide canisters. But then the discarded chicken bones are the main reason why so many of the dogs agree to be walked here in the first place. They’re like detectorists, foraging for the choicest discoveries, and oblivious to the dangers of those bones that get stuck deep inside gullets. The local vet does a brisk business.

It’s a little after four o’clock, and I’m alone with Missy, walking the park’s perimeter on what has, this past year, become an integral part of my daily constitutional, and which allows me to make up at least half the required steps I’m supposed to take each day but never quite do. It’s mid-March, and cold. Missy walks by my side not because she is a particularly obedient dog, because she isn’t, but because in my right hand I hold a treat, a twisted stick of something that smells vaguely like meat, which she likes very much, and for which she will follow me on endless laps in the hope of another bite. From a distance, this can be mistaken for loyalty.

Up ahead, I see several familiar faces and their reliable plus-ones, one of which is Tupac, the magnificent Akita the size and heft of a Shetland pony and whose presence alone makes at least two nearby Shih Tzus yap in admirable, if woefully ineffective, self-defence. The dog roams the far edges of the park on his impossibly long legs, and looks so exotic here I can’t help but feel a more natural habitat would be an African savanna, rather than this suburban patch of green scrub. Tupac is a lone animal, though he belongs, at least notionally, to Benji. I’ve spoken only briefly to Benji in the past, always in passing, confusing conversations comprised of non-sequiturs and inexplicable flights of fancy, his not mine. When early on I asked him his dog’s name, he responded that he didn’t know because, ‘he’s never told me’. But in the many months since, I’ve heard him call out to the dog, putting excessive emphasis on the first syllable: ‘Tooo’.

Benji might be in his early twenties or late thirties, it’s difficult to tell. He favours a Star Wars T-shirt, and is obsessed with everything to do with Japan, this despite never having travelled further, so he’s told me, than Cherbourg (a school trip). When he does take notice of me, which doesn’t always happen, he likes to say hello with an arigato and a bow from the waist. Today, he is drawing leisurely on a spliff while indulging, as he does most afternoons here, in what he has told me is called Bōjutsu, a martial art comprised of stick fighting using something called a bō, the Japanese word for staff.

‘This isn’t a proper bō,’ he’s pointed out on more than one occasion, ‘it’s just a piece of wood. But I love that name, don’t you? Bō. I love that little flat line on top of the o, the accent. It’s like it wants to squash it, but it can’t because the o is too … too sure of itself, has too much composure, you know?’

I envy Benji his sense of wonder at the world around him and imagine him a practitioner of mindfulness. I once asked him what it was about Bōjutsu that appealed, when it always seemed a skill that lay ultimately beyond his ability. He looked confused by the question, shrugged, then pointed to Tupac, who was snuffling over by one of the more distant trees at the park’s boundary. ‘Do you have any idea how much he eats every day? Costs me a fortune.’

I watch him go through the motions of slashing and swinging and stabbing with his stick. He drops it frequently, but then it does look complicated, and Benji is clearly very stoned. His movements remind me of those fight scenes in the film version of the T-shirt he always wears, Darth Vader and his son, and those bright neon sabres. Despite his size and girth, because Benji is squat and a little overweight, he cuts an elegant figure, balletic and almost weightless on tippy toes, and he appears as oblivious to the cold – he wears no coat – as he does to his dog, which I see now has broken out into a horsey canter, which makes his thick tortoiseshell coat ripple and shimmer. Head held high, Tupac cleaves a path through the gaggle of schoolchildren recently unleashed from the school gates across the road, and prompts intermittent screams from concerned mothers as they pull their young in close. Benji remains oblivious. ‘Haar,’ he intones meditatively, eyes closed. ‘Sheee.’

He is out of his trance by the time I reach him. He opens his eyes and takes me in with unexpected interest. He removes the spliff from the side of his mouth, and for a moment I think he might offer it to me. Instead, he smiles disarmingly, and instantly I see what he must have looked like as a child. It makes me wonder about his mother. Where is she, in his adult life?

‘Bruv,’ he says, ‘you couldn’t lend me a tenner, could you? I see you here all the time, regular as clockwork, and you see me, so you know I’m good for it. Make it twenty, and I’ll pay you back next week, no worries.’

The rain that had been threatening since I got here arrives now, as does the physical exhaustion that has been waiting to strike for the past hour. It always takes me by surprise, but shouldn’t, not really, not now. It’s an exhaustion that bears no comparison to the sort of tiredness I used to feel when my health was still mostly optimum, the kind everyone feels after a long day. This is different. It’s more comprehensive, more total, and is brought on not by habitual exertion but rather the sad fact that my energy levels no longer renew as effectively as they once did and still should, and whose likely genesis lies in an old autoimmune issue that has left my body unreliable, and prone to setback. It will make the walk back home heavy, and long, and difficult, all the more so because I will work hard not to telegraph the sensations to any onlookers, nor to the dog, whom I do not want to disappoint. I will manage not to collapse into it until I get through the front door, and I know that the sensation will take many hours to lift, and that I will have to subject myself to early-evening television in a stupor before it does, the night passing like treacle.

But I know also, by now, to look on the positive side, that state of mind is important here, in terms of recovery, and sanity. And so I know that I will be here again tomorrow with Missy regardless, figurative small steps leading over time, I hope, to bigger ones, this daily constitutional now an intrinsic part of what more than one doctor has called my rehabilitation, ‘both mentally,’ she pointed out, ‘and physically.’ Nobody within the medical profession seems to know quite how to cure this condition of mine, which I’m told is mysterious and, depending on who I consult, is either nameless or else possessed of several contradictory names. Either way, improvement is possible. I have been told this repeatedly. The internet suggests otherwise, of course, and so I no longer consult the internet. If I’m going to maintain a certain level of self-belief here, then positivity is required. It is the dog that keeps me focused, and in part why we got her in the first place. It is for her that I click ‘save’ on my work every afternoon before heaving myself up out of my office chair in pursuit of gentle exercise, a gradual improvement in fitness levels, and more mental distraction than I might have bargained for.

Up ahead of me, Missy is writhing on her back, imprinting upon her fur a comely scent she has just this minute discovered, which I know I will have to wash off later with lukewarm water in case it proves to be something noxious. It would be rude to interrupt her, and so I don’t. I wait until she is done, then call her, once, and watch with pride as she springs from her spine to her feet in an instant, and then casts a gaze around before spotting me, and comes sauntering over. En route, she falls into step with Tupac, of whom she is largely suspicious and so keeps at a respectably wary distance. Hard to believe they are the same species; he is four times her size. I say goodbye to Benji, and he thanks me, folding the note – a ten rather than the desired twenty: I’m not made of money – into his front jeans pocket, before falling to his knees to Eskimo-kiss his animal, who responds with a yoga pose, the only one he knows: downward dog. His tail shoots up, and causes the air around it to ripple, sending raindrops back up from where they came.

We make our way back towards the gate, the route so familiar to both of us after a year of this that we are by now on autopilot. I see Elizabeth and Pavlov in the distance, my daily walking friends, but I don’t have the energy for them right now, and hope that Pavlov doesn’t call me over. 

He calls me over.

‘Nick, my friend,’ he says, and because this is early on in our relationship, I still notice his use of the word ‘friend’, and marvel privately that I am its recipient. These two, Pavlov and Elizabeth, people I’d never have encountered anywhere but here, are my familiars, supporting characters in the slowly developing story of my midlife. I swallow my torpor, find a brave face, and bid them hello.

‘Look,’ he says, ‘like I am saying to Elizabeth, is nothing to worry about, yes?’

I am often struck by the fact that so much of Pavlov’s daily narrative takes place in the complicated privacy of his inner thoughts as much as it does out loud, and that he sometimes gets confused about what he has spoken to me and what remains swirling around his head. I look to Elizabeth to help make sense of this conversation that clearly started before they saw me, and will likely continue long after I’ve gone, but Elizabeth, the beta to his alpha, is keeping dutifully quiet. She shrugs her shoulders, and we exchange a conspiratorial smile. For the next half hour or so, I am not focusing on how I feel but rather on this exterior concern. Therapists would say that from a recovery point of view, this is good for me.

‘Olivia,’ he says, as if this single dropped name explains it all.

‘Olivia?’

‘Yes, yes. Olivia. Earlier, we see her, and she is crying. But she shakes us away in that way she has, and walks off, you know? Has headphones on, says she doesn’t want to be disturbed.’ He explains that Elizabeth had wanted to go off in pursuit to make sure she was all right, but that he’d prevented it. 

‘Next minute,’ he says, ‘Olivia is calling us over, laughing and smiling now, and wants to tell us something funny she heard last night. She hugs Elizabeth, and she kisses me here.’ He points to his cheek with the stub of his index finger, its nail bitten down to the quick, as if the clear skin somehow contains upon it proof of his claim. ‘And I must say,’ he adds, ‘was very funny story, about some theatre producer she knows.’

‘It was,’ Elizabeth grins, nodding in agreement.

Olivia, a more peripheral supporting character here, is also one of the more memorable ones, a young actor with a necessary taste for the dramatic. Like Pavlov’s, her inner thoughts thrum constantly with activity, and she does hot and cold with the most beguiling mystery. I think she’s great.

Elizabeth doesn’t like it when we dawdle for too long in one place. She’s here to exercise, she reminds us, to keep her joints supple. ‘A necessity at my age.’ She cajoles us now into forward motion, and in this way I find myself helplessly swept along, Missy following faithfully in the slipstream of their own dogs, Dog and Betty, these ageing canine stalwarts who carry themselves with an air of quiet authority around here. Pavlov says that he saw something on the news last night which merely confirmed to him the fact that the world is beyond repair, and that billionaires are mostly to blame. He needs to tell us precisely why this is so, and he does – at length. The park is the place to vent, and Elizabeth’s role is to listen, mine too.

I power on through my exhaustion on the lowest setting my battery currently has, and this is fine because Pavlov is older than me, and Elizabeth older than both of us. Nobody here is in a hurry. But when at last we complete another circuit and approach my gate (each of us has a separate gate from which we enter and exit), I make excuses firmly enough for Pavlov not to challenge me, and wave them goodbye.

‘Tomorrow,’ Pavlov says, in mock warning, ‘we shall discuss AI, yes? I have some thoughts.’

I catch sight of Keith on his own dutiful circuit up ahead, dressed as ever in all white: white jeans, white shirt and jacket, daringly white cowboy boots. His Alsatian, which is albino, trots dutifully alongside him on its heavy lead, while the white cockatoo perches silently on Keith’s left shoulder. There is so much I want to know about Keith, but the man remains a mystery. I wave to him, but if he sees me, he doesn’t acknowledge the greeting, his eyes concealed as always behind a pair of vintage Ray-Bans, which are black and make for quite the colour contrast. I admire as ever his enviable posture, which is upright and erect, and admire, too, his fabulously swept-back hair. I am desperate to strike up a conversation with him, to learn his story in the way that so often seems permissible here between strangers when out walking their dogs, but this has never happened, not yet. He walks with such purpose and intent that I feel it would be rude to interrupt him. It was Pavlov who told me Keith’s name, because Pavlov has a way of ingratiating himself with everyone, whether they’d like him to or not. But Keith keeps mostly to himself. I long ago decided that he’s an old rock star, and I place him somewhere in his late sixties, ageing but handsomely preserved in the way that some rock stars are.

I leave the park just as the traffic lights are turning red, the cars lining up in front of them all clearly impatient to move, for the race to resume. The rain is pouring now, impossible to ignore, as is my woeful lack of preparation for it, the umbrella at home in the cupboard under the stairs. Droplets streak across the lenses of my glasses. I wrap the lead tightly around my fist, pull the dog in close, and then our combined six legs make a mad dash for it.

The following day, I’ve revived sufficiently that when Missy sits in front of my shoes, under the sofa where I’d carelessly discarded them yesterday, and paws at them with great unsubtlety, I put them on and locate the lead. The park is empty, the rain heavy enough now to have kept even the hardiest of regulars away but not, it seems, us. I need the exercise, the regularity of it, and, besides, what else would I be doing? I used to travel a lot for work, every month, so many airmiles to distant cities all too eager to reveal themselves. But my world has shrunk since then, and comprises just these couple of acres, give or take, within which my adventures are now restricted, quarantined between the trees and the bins, the gates and the benches, and beneath a sky that can never quite make up its mind whether or not to play nice.

Missy, still, at thirteen months old, comparatively new to both me and the world, is not put off by a little inclement weather. A Border terrier, she has a stiff wire coat that’s better at deflecting the rain than any jacket, and boasts the energy of a just-lit firework; if she doesn’t get to expend it, there are consequences. I watch her aquaplane with glee across the park’s slippery surface, in search of bountiful distraction. From out of the murk and gloom, a cockapoo materialises, blond and, in a literal sense, sheepish. (He looks like a sheep.) Together, they Torvill and Dean with such enthusiasm that it prompts both owners into their orbit, making instantaneous companions out of total strangers – as, so I’m learning, dogs tend to do. Within fifteen minutes, this stranger, a man, will cry openly in front of me. The park can be a curiously intimate place at times, and learning its etiquette is an ongoing process. Things that wouldn’t be permissible out there, beyond the gates, are fully accepted in here, and so the strangest, most unlikely connections are made.

While the rain seems to run off my dog, on his it sinks, then swells into a million individual droplets, where they sparkle like Christmas baubles. Each time the dog shakes itself, it becomes a living art installation.

‘Amazing,’ I say to the man, and he beams back with paternal pride.

Both of us have our hands thrust deep inside coat pockets in the accepted male way. I pull the rim of my baseball cap lower down in the hope of keeping rain away from my glasses. His are liberally streaked.

‘I need windscreen wipers,’ he jokes. ‘But, no, I’ve always loved the rain. It’s so refreshing.’

We fall into comfortable chitchat that the weather fails to dampen. He tells me unprompted that he works in online advertising, and that he found the sudden requirement to work from home an ideal situation due to his being shy, a loner. I tell him that I’ve always worked from home, and if I don’t say much more yet it’s because some people make for better listeners. He tells me that his girlfriend was the more outgoing of the two, the extrovert. She was used to office life, and daily watercooler moments that he was singularly failing to provide for her.

‘Well, my ex-girlfriend, I should say. She left last week. We’re taking some time, you know, some time apart.’

Each had worked from the kitchen table initially, but after a while she’d gravitated upstairs to the bedroom with the good laptop, and the router nearby. They would meet for lunch, walk the dog together, still a puppy, and then would return to the mounting pressures of WFH, and their inescapable proximity to one another.

‘Netflix in the evening, but we could never agree on what to watch.’

‘It happens,’ I agree.

She’d taken to sleeping with her back to him, and was growing exasperated by his anxieties, he said, emphasising the plural. The more he tried to rein them in, the more they multiplied, the tics and twitches, the itchy uncertainty he felt at all times that she hadn’t closed the freezer door properly and that the food within – prawns! – was going off. He always had to go and double-check.

‘I worry over everything, and the news headlines weren’t helping, you know?’

They began to bicker, and then to argue
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