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			Dedication

			In loving memory of Jane Duberley

		

		
			Foreword

			by Kate Lamb

			‘How are you the one who didn’t get bit?’ Emma exclaimed, as we closed the crate doors on two feisty puppies who had just made very clear and concise arguments as to why they really should be left to fend for themselves on the road in a small village in rural Bulgaria. Luckily for them, we didn’t completely agree.

			This was my first morning out ‘dog catching’ with Emma and her husband Anthony. I’d arrived less than ten hours earlier, deposited in darkness at the bottom of the bumpy road leading to their property at 2 a.m. and then ‘four by foured’ up to a chorus of barking dogs and the promise of a soft bed.

			It was the winter of 2016. I had just finished my last season in Call the Midwife a few months before and then, quite unexpectedly, had to put down my long-time companion, Willow the chocolate Lab, days before Christmas. And so, jobless and dogless and just a little bit lost, I sought out the things I knew made me happy – snow, friends and dogs. I ride-shared my way across France to snowboard and dogsled, and then headed onwards to Austria for more mountain-based happiness-seeking, before finally convincing some Yorkshire expats in Bulgaria to let me continue eastwards and help them look after some dogs. They were stand-offish at first, but I was fairly insistent, as my Facebook Messenger history reminds me.

			Over the next two weeks I would work alongside them and learn about how this couple had found their dreams of pastoral bliss in the Bulgarian mountains somehow hijacked by dogs. So many dogs!

			To say I was inspired by them is an understatement. I could see how much they cared for the dogs they saved but also how they could do more – hopefully without bankrupting themselves in the process! Emma and Anthony had converted their woodsheds and outhouses into makeshift kennels and were paying for vet bills and food for forty dogs, eventually renting out their guest bungalow to some rock-climbing friends of mine to mitigate the costs.

			I channelled my energy into training the bitey puppies from day one, setting up a computer admin system, a rolling online fundraiser and generally being a bit ‘too helpful’. I found myself completely unable to resist the couple’s endless Northern practicality and the real sense of achievement you could get after a day outside getting covered in muddy paw prints.

			At Street Hearts there’s always a problem to solve and always some way you can do more. While that can seem overwhelming at times – witnessing suffering and cruelty always takes its toll on the heart – when a dog you first found shaking with fear runs up to you wagging its tail and asking for love, it’s hard to deny how important their work is.

			That summer, I adopted Scout from them and cycled her from Bulgaria to London to raise the funds that would enable Street Hearts to run as a licensed shelter. All these years on I couldn’t be prouder of what they’ve achieved and what they continue to do for their local area, all their adopters and the dogs they’ve rehabilitated and rehomed. I’m over the moon that their story is being told now.

			I’ve never met anyone like Emma and Anthony. Every single day they expose themselves to heartache, physical and emotional labour, threats from people who want to stop them, dogs who want to bite them and red tape that risks their entire operation. And they still keep going, with humour, grace and that Northern practicality. They’re some of the best people I have ever known, and I’m delighted you can now get to know them and some of the dogs they’ve rescued.

			
		

		
			1.

			Lessons in Avoiding Dog Bites

			Emma – Then – 2015

			Anthony and I fell in love with Bulgaria very easily. The culture and calm way of life were unlike anywhere else we had been, so it didn’t take long for us to decide we wanted to build a life here. And it’s fortunate we found so much to like about this country and its inhabitants, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to bear situations like this one.

			When the call came from the local mayor, the Bulgarian voice on the other end of the line had told me that the dog was huge and angry – not the best news. Still, we wasted no time in setting off. Our descent from mountainside into the valley and back up the other side, our battered blue Toyota bouncing around in clouds of dust, was like something out of The Dukes of Hazzard. Our enjoyment of the unspoilt Bulgarian hillside was somewhat lessened by the impending sense of permanent maiming. As we pulled to a stop, I readied myself to leap from the vehicle, desperate to get between the dilapidated shed where the snarling dog was holed up and the farmer who had got it into his head that banging a stick on the walls was a helpful thing to do.

			I hit the ground running, yelling at the man to get out of the way. A look of momentary surprise crossed his lined face as he realised that not only was an English woman speaking Bulgarian, but she had the audacity to tell him what to do. You can take the woman out of the police force, but you can’t take the it’s-best-you-do-what-I-tell-you out of the woman. It’s all part of my enviable skill set. Anthony, meanwhile, headed to the back of our pickup to get the capture kit. I’ll grant you that it’s not a name that translates well to the uninitiated in calming and rescuing street dogs, but it’s a necessity in our line of work. Our rescuing days were in their infancy at this point, meaning our equipment was somewhat on the basic side. We learnt fast: pain really focuses the mind.

			I repeated my instructions to the gawping farmer and he reluctantly moved aside, but not before he told me how I should approach the problem. This was a village we knew well: it had an elderly population with outdated views on animal welfare, and yet every property owner had a dog. Sadly, I didn’t rate any of the dogs’ chances of longevity. Anthony and I rushed over here at the local mayor’s request, aware he wouldn’t have called us if it wasn’t necessary and urgent. The pitiful story was that two local brothers had got drunk and, stumbling home in this small, remote village, decided they would torment a dog to pass the time between oblivion and sobriety. Of course it had retaliated and bitten one of them on the leg and the other on the arm, earning it a kicking. And here it was locked in the shed. Their master plan had been to leave the dog to starve to death. Fortunately, the local mayor got to hear about it and, being a compassionate man and animal lover, he called us. So, not for the first time, and not for the last, we were ready to try and save the dog.

			The mayor’s request had been to have the dog neutered and return it to the village. But as we stood next to the shed, the sun relentlessly beating down, the hound threw itself again and again at the flimsy door, and Anthony and I exchanged a look. We knew that what he was asking was impossible. Even if we managed to get the dog out without it seeking its revenge on the gathering spectators, these people would undoubtedly kill it later. We absolutely would not let that happen. There is always the flicker of a chance that any dog – even one as unstable as this dog – can be rehabilitated. Sadly, the same could not be said for the two sorry siblings responsible. We weren’t there to redeem their souls, but to rescue the dog.

			Whatever the dog had endured, it was certainly not going without a fight. Do we get scared at times like this? Yes, but I didn’t doubt for a second that we were anywhere as close to being as petrified as the dog. I scanned the dirt track and nearby crumbling buildings and took in the scene: one of the men who reportedly caused this horrendous situation was keeping his distance. I watched him peek out from behind a gate, a wailing woman, apparently his wife, clamped to his side. Good for them: they managed to secure themselves behind a solid object while Anthony and I dealt with the fall-out.

			‘We’re not bringing the dog back here,’ Anthony said to the mayor. ‘If we take him, he’s not coming back. We’ll decide what happens to the dog.’ I love and admire his no-nonsense attitude, especially as it echoed my own thoughts. ‘We’ll get the cage from the truck and see how it goes.’ Both Anthony and I knew that the mayor wouldn’t argue. He wasn’t really in a position to do so, and besides, he always supported us and didn’t think twice about tearing into those who abuse and neglect their animals. Many Bulgarians want to see an end to animal cruelty, while sadly, many, like the inhabitants of this village, didn’t think that killing an animal past its best was wrong in any way.

			By now, we had drawn a crowd, mostly watching from a safe distance and paying more attention than they ever would have to a dying dog whimpering and howling as its life ebbed away. I helped Anthony unload the cage and as we set it down, there was the distinct sound of splintering wood as the dog repeatedly rammed itself against the door. A huge brown eye appeared in one of the ever-growing gaps and locked on to me. Quite how life took me from North Yorkshire police officer to being stared down by a raging mountain dog in the Bulgarian countryside, I failed to recall at this moment.

			As Anthony opened the cage door, I ran an eye over the amassing crowd. It was a force of habit after years of policing, coupled with a concern that someone here might decide to take things into their own hands. A quick recce assured me there was nothing that looked like a firearm. I could momentarily relax. As far as you can with a snarling dog inches from your face, anyway. Was his aggression beyond the point of no return? This was clearly not the time to ponder that particular worry.

			I grabbed a packet of dog food and tore it open, squeezing the contents into a metal bowl. ‘I bet the dog hasn’t had a drink in who knows how long?’ I said to Anthony as I moved back out of the way, steeling myself for the dog’s release. I squinted up at the cloudless sky, failing to remember when it last rained. A number of Bulgarians feed their dogs the occasional slice of bread but water is not always a consideration.

			I wiped my hands on my overalls, glad that I left my fleece on the backseat of the Toyota on such a warm spring day, yet wondering why I thought bare arms was a smart move against sharp canine teeth. One more eye over the villagers and I nodded at Anthony to signal that I was ready. Whatever was about to happen, I hoped that the dog was so hungry it went for the food rather than for us.

			Adrenaline flooded my system as I waited for Anthony to open the door. He bided his time and waited until the dog was away from the door. I knew what he was thinking: he didn’t want to upset the dog any more than necessary, as well as giving it time to adjust to the daylight flooding into his holding cell.

			Gingerly, Anthony opened the shed door as I held my breath. From my position 8 feet or so from the open door, I heard the kind of snarling that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Between me and the cornered animal was a four-foot-high metal cage, a packet of Winalot chunks and my husband of less than four years. I love all animals – I’m clearly referring to the dog here and not Anthony – but I couldn’t help thinking that this was going to go one of two ways.

			With an almost eerie calm, a black nose on a long white snout appeared in the glaring sunlight. As the dog edged its way through the gap, I couldn’t stop myself from staring into its huge brown eyes. The dog’s massive brown and white head was topped with large, pointed ears and the curling lips accentuated a fair set of teeth. I braced myself for a malnourished twenty-five-kilo dog launching itself at me, aware out of the corner of my eye that Anthony was doing the same. However, as the mammoth animal warily made its way towards the cage, I remembered that it was probably more scared of us than we were of it.

			Sure enough, the dog’s lips uncurled and his nose twitched as the smell of food reached him. He took a tentative step in the direction of the cage and, with the briefest of hesitation, walked into the cage straight towards the food. I dropped to my knees beside the dog as he gobbled down the food and said, ‘It’s OK, Big Lad. You’re safe now.’

			‘Go on then,’ said Anthony, as his boots came into view beside me. ‘Say it.’

			I put a hand up to shield my eyes from the sunlight, looked up at him and said, ‘Teamwork makes the dream work.’

			‘I’m glad you’re so positive,’ said Anthony. ‘Now we need to put our fingers through the metal grating and lift the cage into the back of the Toyota. And Big Lad still looks hungry.’

			‘Well, you go first then,’ I said and slowly stood up, the dog taking no notice of me now that he had some food for the first time in two days.

			I got ready to pick up one end while Anthony did the same at the other. Neither of us fancied waiting for the dog to finish his food, and he was making short work of it. I gave a silent hasty prayer that Big Lad wasn’t about to barge his way out. He would have little problem reaching my throat that was a little over 5 feet from the ground if he launched himself at me.

			At last, the cage and dog safely in the Toyota, we were making tracks to our home about 30 km from the village. Anthony took his time on the roads, both of us aware that the cargo was not best pleased with the day’s progress. Whenever we stopped at a junction or roundabout, I listened out for signs that Big Lad was settling down. There was a good chance that this was his first outing by car. At least it kept him quiet. The cage was secured, but the downside of being a former police officer is the constant risk assessment of each and every scenario.

			Exhausted but elated that we had the dog safely in our care, Anthony drove up the last leg of the journey, taking his time navigating the steep one kilometre stone track that led to our home in Glushka village in the beautiful Dryanovo region. Anthony parked the Toyota in its usual spot – at the top of the track between the gate to our own property and a neighbour’s house. The six-foot-high wooden gate in the stone wall opens on to our garden – what was left of it – a bungalow and our house.

			I rushed through the gate and across the courtyard to our outside summer kitchen, ignoring the views of the Stara Planina mountains, focused instead on picking up some gardening gloves. They would be better than no protection from Big Lad’s teeth as we manoeuvred the cage from the pickup. We carried the cage to one of the sheds across from our house. We knew that it wasn’t the best place to put him: he was about to move from one shed to another, so there was little in the way of progression. ‘We can’t let him out before we’re certain,’ I said, as much to myself as Anthony.

			Big Lad’s behaviour had been terrifying, and now he was watching us as he constantly moved around the little space he had in the cage. With some seventeen other dogs spread over our 20 acres of land, Big Lad needed to spend some time on his own before we could let him out. He’d been so tormented by food – starved and teased with it – that he was constantly growling and snarling, with no sign that it was going to stop. The only way that I could feed him was to push food through the metal grating towards him.

			While Anthony spread some straw on the concrete floor and filled up a large metal water bowl, I took my time sat on my haunches in front of Big Lad, easing the food to where he could get it without feeling threatened by me. He took a small piece and then moved over to the far side of the cage, back to growling. He then edged forward and took another piece, again and again. He was so scared; it was unpleasant to watch.

			‘Let me know when you’re ready, Anthony, and I’ll let him out.’

			‘Leave it. I’ll deal with him, you get clear.’

			I stood up and wiped the dirt from my overalls. ‘Gallant offer, except I know that you’re only looking out for my welfare because it’s my turn to get the tea on.’

			‘Correct,’ said Anthony, a true Yorkshireman of few words. He emptied another packet of dog food into a different bowl and set it down a few feet from the cage, his every movement tracked by Big Lad.

			‘You’d be lost without me,’ I said as I stepped back towards the sunlit courtyard, making sure I was well clear of the door.

			‘For a bit,’ came the reply. ‘Housekeepers are inexpensive in this part of the world.’

			‘I’m not beyond shutting you in there with that dog, you know.’

			Anthony sighed, safe in the knowledge that I’d never do anything of the sort, and I listened for the sounds of a dog about to have a meal for the second time in as many days.

			Now, Big Lad warily stepped out of the cage, heading straight for the bowl of food. We watched him in companionable silence for a few seconds until we closed and secured the shed door.

			Would our new addition come back from the brink? Anthony and I were ready to do whatever it took, but sadly, even our best sometimes wasn’t enough. For now, we had another seventeen dogs to attend to.

		

		
			2.

			Raising Livestock to Saving Dogs’ Lives

			Anthony – Then – 2015

			Every morning started with Emma and me waking up and one of us asking the other, ‘Is it time for bed yet?’ We love Bulgaria and the life we’ve made for ourselves here, although I would freely admit that we weren’t prepared for the shock of seeing so many abandoned and unwanted dogs roaming the streets. We were trying our best to stop the problem, despite the frequent thoughts that there was only so much that we could achieve. Still, one dog at a time. Today was the day that we started to work with Big Lad and find out if we could actually help him.

			I’d lived in Bulgaria, on and off, since 2004, although it wasn’t until June 2013 that Emma and I moved into our house in Glushka. Before then, we had spent a small fortune renting a house in England and we knew that our money would go so much further here. We had left the UK with a vanload of possessions to become the proud owners of a new house with plenty of land, all for a price of £56,000. I’ve been so fortunate to have had such a wonderful life, brilliant upbringing and a variety of careers. But I think it’s safe to say that everything I’d experienced in my past had led to the life we have now.

			Growing up, my family wasn’t wealthy, but we had everything we needed. My dad was a Yorkshire farmer, as was his dad, and I helped run the family farm in my early life. My dad’s dad was one of eleven children, my dad one of five, and I was one of four. I had the most amazing, hardworking parents and thinking back never fails to summon blissful thoughts and happy memories, of haymaking in summer with my dad, mucking in with help from neighbours to get the work done. We’d order crates and crates of Dandelion and Burdock. I can vividly recall the van rattling up the lane with the glass bottles knocking against the metal crate, and there was always one waiting for us when we were done.

			I remember long hot summers, my parents having two farms in West Yorkshire at the time. One was in Wilsden and the other Cullingworth. It was always fun, and Christmases were great with second hand Scalextric sets and hand-me-downs. This was a different time and a very happy one with fabulous parents. They were great people and brought me up with honesty and taught me integrity.

			I think this upbringing left me pretty grounded about matters, and Emma probably is the same now too. Although she’ll probably tell you that I’ve worn her down with my personality. She’s hilarious like that. But in all seriousness, Emma and I have both tackled problems with the same attitude. And one of our shared principles is thinking about animals and their feelings.

			My wonderful dad sold the independent farm he owned in 1999, and that was the end of farming for him. I was totally devastated when he passed away in April 2022. His death had a huge impact on me; it had a huge impact on all of us.

			Being a farmer was obviously a colossal part of my life, and it gave me a deep understanding of animals. I suppose it will sound strange, even contradictory, but I had compassion for the animals we bred and took to slaughter. When we started to rescue street dogs in Bulgaria, the haunted look in the petrified dogs’ eyes was one I recognised. It never occurred to me as a child that seeing animals go off to slaughter or even watching them being slaughtered was in any way an abnormal thing to watch. Most people don’t think about the animals when they’re killed for meat, or in fact, probably don’t want to think about it at all. Even the transportation of live animals has nothing humane about it. When we moved to Bulgaria, I made the decision to become a vegetarian, prompted by the realisation that if dogs felt petrified at the thought of being taken to a safe location and looked after, how much terror goes through an animal’s mind as it’s being taken to its death? Those thoughts never leave me.

			My sister’s family are still farmers and we stayed with them after my dad passed away in spring a couple of years ago. My dad was buried on my sister’s farm in May 2022. The spot where he’s buried overlooks the land my parents farmed when we were children. Despite the sadness of the occasion – we all miss him so much – we spent a beautiful spring evening talking about him and saying our goodbyes together. No one feels my dad’s absence as much as my mum. My incredible parents have always supported me, and that’s all I can do for my mum now. Apart from tell her that she’s the best mum ever and I love her very much. I hear other people talk of parental disputes and disagreements. I’m blessed that I’ve only had love and encouragement from my mum and dad.

			As we sat outside on my sister’s farm on the day we buried him, with the day drawing to a close and the children playing in the garden, the cows in the field next to us came over to the dry-stone wall that separated us from them. My sister commented that their behaviour was interesting, but to me it was clear they wanted to be a part of what we were doing. My view of animals has had a seismic shift since we came to live in Bulgaria.

			It was these thoughts that accompanied me as I walked across the courtyard to the shed to see how Big Lad had fared overnight. Today was the day we would find out if we could actually help him.

			I suggested to Emma that I took one for the team and entered Big Lad’s new domain on my own. She didn’t argue. I opened the door and took my time. He first moved away against the far wall, still growling, but making no attempt to come near me. I started to chat to him as I went about sweeping out the soiled straw, filling up his water bowl and dropping some pieces of dry food into his bowl. Hunger overcame Big Lad’s apprehension and he inched forward, had a quick swipe at the food and moved away again. As I took my time cleaning out the shed, he moved backwards and forwards to his bowl, each time taking a tiny amount of food, snarling continuously.

			It was clear that it would take some time before this dog would be ready to join the pack running around in the sunshine outside. We’d only lived here a couple of years; so much of the surrounding land around the house was unfenced, meaning the dogs came and went as they pleased. What would we do with Big Lad if he couldn’t turn a corner? We had no way of rehoming dogs, so it was a problem we would face when the time came. Our best hope was that he adapted to life here and lived out his days with us. He couldn’t go back to the village and we couldn’t release him on to the street.

			Whatever happened to Big Lad, we had done the right thing. Every dog we take in, or have neutered, prevents potentially hundreds of other unwanted dogs, although we’ve barely made a dent in the problem.

			We had come a long way since the night we turned up to our new home in the pitch black, no food and our belongings stuck somewhere on our trailer at the bottom of the hill. I had said to Emma at the time, as we inched up the hill in the dark to our front gates, that we would work it out – we always did, together.

		

		
			3.

			I Couldn’t Point to Bulgaria on a Map

			Emma – Then – 2015

			I watched Anthony through the glass partition in the kitchen’s double doors. He was on his way across the courtyard to check on Big Lad. The dog hadn’t shown many signs of improving. After several days, the routine hadn’t varied: one of us would put some food down, he’d growl, take a tiny amount, sit down and growl at us again. Meanwhile, ten of our other dogs were making a nuisance of themselves as they rushed around my feet, desperate for attention and full of energy even with the morning walk. Despite its challenges, I wouldn’t change this life for anything. It was my idea to do this, after all.

			It felt like a lifetime ago that we’d arrived on the threshold of our new home, absolutely clueless as to what Bulgaria had in store for us. Before I met Anthony, I wasn’t even sure where Bulgaria was and probably couldn’t have pointed to it on a map. Even so, my current situation – in Dryanovo surrounded by dogs – was one I wouldn’t change for anything. Anthony and I often have the conversation about how we ended up here, on some sort of crusade to help every street dog we encountered. I’d had a number of changes of direction in my life before we came here, but I’d say that every major part of my past had led me here. Certainly, those experiences have affected how I tackle any challenge that comes my way now. And believe me, life at times throws up enough of them. I’d never blamed Anthony for finding myself at the emotional raw edge of man’s incredible cruelty to animals, nor finding myself constantly trying to stem the tide of abandoned dogs. I blame myself.

			I grew up in the late seventies and early eighties in West Yorkshire – in Yeadon and then in Otley. When I was eleven, we moved to a place called Oakworth, where we lived practically next door to the train station where The Railway Children was shot. I was brought up by my stepmum and dad along with my two stepbrothers. I didn’t have an easy childhood: sadly, my biological mum had serious mental health issues, which left us estranged for twenty-five years. Such problems can be hereditary, and schizophrenia in particular runs on the maternal side. Part of what drives me is that I know I could one day face the same difficulties in life that so many of my family have endured, including my mum.. Perhaps that’s why I chose a career first in nursing and then in policing, or why I invest so much time and energy into helping street dogs. I consider myself extremely fortunate. When I finally got in touch with my mum after all that time, I realised that my love of animals came from her. My caring, compassionate side came from my mum.

			My dad is a self-made businessman whose drive and ambition had such a positive impact on me. He has done so well for himself and I know his enthusiasm for achieving positive outcomes was something that he instilled in me. Both of my parents have contributed in their different ways to enable Anthony and me to be successful today.

			After I left school, nursing seemed like a very worthwhile career. If not an easy choice, I knew it would stand me in good stead for the rest of my life. So, in 1996, I began a four-year degree in nursing. The first year was tough going and I failed my exams. It was a bit of a wake-up call so, never one to back away and admit defeat, I learnt to apply myself academically, to study properly and effectively, and quite simply, I sat down and put the effort in. From then on, I got through the exams easily. My first nursing job was in a large Yorkshire teaching hospital, where I forged some strong friendships, not to mention made some memories.

			Quite soon, I met a student nurse, Jocelyn, who was studying at York University. She came to work as a student on the Medical Admissions Unit where I was based. We became good friends and had a lot of fun. We were nurses in our early twenties and were pretty much left to get on with it. Nothing I do now could ever compare to those night shifts. One night, Jocelyn and I were working together on a twenty-six bed mixed Nightingale ward along with another nurse, Tara, and Annie, the Sister. In the space of a single shift, a man haemorrhaged so badly it splattered the ceiling, while the machine for warm blood transfusions repeatedly broke. A lovely man who had leukaemia needed the transfusions, but due to the malfunction, I wasted a ridiculous amount of time waiting for the antiquated thing to reset itself. Someone else was withdrawing from alcohol and ran straight through a glass door. Another man experiencing withdrawal symptoms monkey-poled down the ward, swinging from the curtain rails. To calm him down, I thought it would be a good idea to get him a corned beef sandwich and finally, after much persuasion, he stopped behaving like a primate and got into bed with his sandwich. I drew the curtain around him but when I went back to check on him the sight was enough to put anyone off corned beef sandwiches for life.

			After that absurd night, I developed the best friendship with Joc (pronounced Joss). We had each other’s back, regularly worked together and shared the same dark humour. Two years or so later, Joc moved down to London – in search of better cheese and wine, she joked. It was typical of her to be impulsive, even if the driving force was a cheeseboard.

			By 2008, Joc was travelling the world, but then she became unwell. It took some time to get to the bottom of what was wrong with her, but she eventually shared the devasting news that she had been diagnosed with cervical cancer. She lived another three and a half years post diagnosis. I did everything I could for her, both emotionally and practically, but my amazing friend had limited time left.

			I got together with Anthony in 2009 and spent a lot of time sitting with Joc, talking to her about Anthony. He lived in Bulgaria, I told her, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether I should join him out there. She said, ‘Why don’t you just try it? What’s the worst that could happen?’ And that simple question has always stuck with me. When I took Anthony to see Joc, the second he left the room, and despite her weakened state, she leaned across to me and said, ‘Marry him. He’s definitely the one for you. He’s really nice.’ It was one of the last things she ever said and I’m grateful to have that lasting memory of her wise words.

			Joc died before Anthony and I were married in September 2012. Her death really knocked me for six. She was young, beautiful, with a cracking sense of humour. We had banter and a lot of fun together. And she was really the reason I moved here. Since losing a friend at such a young age of a truly horrible, horrible cruel disease, I thought why not embrace all that life has to offer? Life is for living, not regretting what you didn’t do.

		

		
			4.

			Dream Big, Aim High

			Anthony – Now

			I’ve set the day aside to repair the fence alongside the boundary to the puppy run. Emma comes with me to supervise – I wouldn’t have it any other way – but she’s soon distracted by one of the thousands of other tasks we must take care of every day. Street Hearts has evolved into something that neither of us could have predicted. We’ve managed to rehome hundreds of dogs and paid for thousands of neutering operations. At this point, we have seventy dogs waiting for adoption. Keep up though; it’s ever-changing.

			Our house and the bungalow aren’t entirely unrecognisable from day one, but the rest of the place has gone through a transformation. We now have 20 acres of land, and when our neighbour’s house across the track went up for sale, we bought that too. It wasn’t an easy decision, yet the risk of hunters buying it was a prospect that chilled us to the bone. We’ve separated the house into a two-bedroom ground-floor apartment where our volunteers stay, while the apartment upstairs is where our full-time member of staff, Lucy (Lyudmila) Krumova, lives.

			I grab some of the tools I need from the workshop above the staff kitchen, leaving Emma to let the adult dogs out of their living spaces. Other than the puppies, every sociable adult dog, plus a few of the unsociable ones, gets the option of a morning pack walk with all the others. These walks seem to have become our USP – they’re what every volunteer, visitor and member of staff looks forward to doing and seems to be the most mem-orable thing everyone takes away with them. A walk with sixty or seventy dogs is a pretty decent way to start the day, although I don’t always get time to go. Besides, it’s Emma the dogs follow and stay with on the walks. I have my favourite dogs, and the dogs have their favourite human. It’s the natural order of things.

			Some minutes later, I’m up to my elbows in dirt and all sorts of unsavouries when Emma and Lucy, plus around seventy dogs, pass by. Tipsy, a grey and white mixed husky with mismatched eyes, gives me the briefest of sniffs and then runs off to join the pack, closely followed by Big Lad. Some are making much more noise than others, including Emma who’s busy whistling at the ones who are already straggling before they’ve even left our property. They always find their way back.

			Little Blackie, the smallest adult dog at Street Hearts, decides that she’s going to keep me company as I mend the fence. Now, she’s definitely my dog, there’s no doubt about that. She stands about 25 cm tall, weighs 8 kg and I’d guess she’s about eight years old. Most evenings she finds her way onto my lap, although I could hold her in one hand.

			Back in 2017, Julian Petkov who owns the local petrol station called me to let me know that there was a little black dog running around near his property, and initially, he thought that the dog had puppies with her. Emma and I took him a cage and said that if she turned up again, he should pop her in the cage and we’d collect her. And sure enough we did. Emma calls Little Blackie a rat – I think she’s jealous.

			When we went to get Little Blackie, she had milk, but we couldn’t find any evidence of puppies. We didn’t know whether the puppies survived or whether she had given birth only to be abandoned by her owner. Wouldn’t it be incredible if the dogs could tell us their stories? Or would it be too distressing?

			The day starts better than I anticipated: the fence needs to be reattached to the post which is simple enough to do and takes me a lot less time than I’d expected. Little Blackie shimmies her approval at me, and then finds something much more interesting to occupy her morning when she realises that I’m about to start clearing up after her ninety-nine housemates.

			Broom in one hand, industrial sized poop-scoop in the other, I decide that I may as well start where I am by the puppy runs. I pause for a moment, marvel at the solitude that being six hundred metres above sea level brings with it
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