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To Deborah – a true lover of all animals
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I’m Sammy, and I live with Beanie and Mrs Brown in a café in the Cotswolds. I have a lovely life with them here, so I am a lucky puppy. You see, there are lucky puppies and there are unlucky puppies. And I guess I definitely belong to the first category … but it was a very near miss.

Can I tell you how it all started? Well, Susie, Santiago and I were the products of a surprise romance between my dad and my mum. He was a rather dashing Irish setter from the wrong side of town with a smooth gallop to him and a flowing mane of red hair, and my mum was a very intelligent but rather high-maintenance poodle who didn’t move anywhere in a hurry and never had one of her neat black curls out of place.

They met in the bushes of Regent’s Park in London. Mum was from a well-off family who lived in an immaculate house up on Primrose Hill. It was most unlike her to get chatting to such a chancer as Dad. I just don’t know what she was thinking!

Anyway, it was all a terrible shock to Mum when she discovered one morning that she was now the mother of three crossbred puppies. I think she was relieved that no more had popped out, to be honest with you. But obviously she wasn’t going to keep us – that would have been TOO embarrassing for the human family.
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The first woman who came to buy us smelled shockingly awful. She must have sprayed herself with dog repellent before she left home. Disgusting wafts of lavender and roses … ugh. Those sorts of perfume smells DO NOT appeal to dogs. What sort of person wants to walk around making everyone sneeze?

She had a long neck, a sharp voice and a pointy nose, which was turned up as if even she didn’t like the smell of herself.

This woman came from the same part of town as Mum. And all she wanted was a pampered poodle. One that would be too fancy to poo as they walked around the park on Sunday mornings. I just couldn’t see this lady bending over in her Sunday best, pushing ‘doings’ into a black plastic poo bag.

No. She just wanted something decorative to trot haughtily beside her. And I was not that dog, OK.

So, thank goodness, she took my sister Susie – she would be just fine at that job. As long as she didn’t gallop around like Dad when things got exciting.

The second visitor was a plump man with a red face who smelled jolly nice; like a mixture of rotting fish, socks, cow manure and body odour.

Yummy!
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But I heard him mutter that dogs should be kept lean and mean and worked hard. So he had come to the WRONG house as far as I was concerned. It was probably the Irish setter blood that had attracted him to us.

Well, thankfully he picked my brother Santiago and NOT me. He was going to grow up to be some sort of hunting dog. Poor Santiago. Although, at least he’d get to live in a house that smelled nice.

Once Susie and Santiago had got their bums out of my face, I was the only one left when Harry came calling. Lucky Harry!

Happily, he didn’t smell too bad – just a hint of old bananas – and he looked fit and strong, so probably good for taking me on nice long walks. I turned my puppy-dog eyes on and gave him a few blinks, making my eyelashes as long as possible. After all, you’ve got to play every card you’re dealt.

For a moment, I didn’t think he’d take me. But what I didn’t know was that Harry was determined to have a partner who was out of the ordinary.

Harry, you see, had spent all of his life in the Army’s Bomb Squad, working with labradors, and now he wanted to try something different. He was happy to take a chance with me: a weak-looking, leggy, red-coated setterpoo with big clumsy feet.

The next thing I knew, I had said goodbye to Mum and I was sitting in Harry’s lap, and we were driving off down the road away from Primrose Hill.

Halfway home, Harry said, ‘You’re very gentle, but I think you’re quite spirited … so I’m going to call you Sammy, after my best friend.’

I didn’t want to ask if his best friend knew about their namesake. Or if they’d mind.

But it all sounded pretty good to me. After all, people don’t name their dogs after their best friend one day, and then chuck them out on to the streets the next. Do they?
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The great thing about living with Harry was that he just wanted to play hide-and-seek all day long. We spent weeks goofing about and I soon got pretty good at it. Goofing around, that is. So you could see how lucky I was without looking too hard. Not many adults are up for playing ALL DAY.

To start with, the games were really easy. Harry would let me sniff a nice smelly old shirt of his and then he’d hide it under a box on the lawn.

‘Sammy … use your instincts, not just your sense of smell,’ he’d tell me.

There were always four boxes, painted in different colours: blue, red, yellow and black. It didn’t take me long to work out that blue was Harry’s favourite colour.

Anyway, the shirt was deliciously, STONKINGLY well worn, so it was VERY obvious which box it was hidden under. I could smell the scent particles on it from my basket inside the kitchen. But I don’t think Harry realised quite how easy it was for me, because every time I got it right, he gave me a sausage. And then he’d let me tear the shirt to pieces. A win-win in any puppy’s book.

But after a while, I thought to myself, Sammy, you’ve got to smarten u.p here … If he realises just how easy this is, he won’t give you a sausage EVERY time. So I dragged things out a bit now and again to keep him guessing.
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Although Harry was super good fun and up for rough and tumble when we played games outside, when we were inside our house he was a bit … well, a bit tidy. And rather fussy.

I’ll give you an example. He had this thing about shoes and slippers. He always liked them sitting next to each other. So whenever I took his right shoe and put it in the kitchen and then moved his left shoe into the bedroom, he’d go around collecting them up and then put them back together again. How funny is that?

I mean, what a waste of time. After all, shoes don’t mind if they’re not together the whole time. Even if they do miss each other’s pong, I should think they’re only too happy to have a bit of ‘time-out’ from each other.

And he was just as weird about gloves too. Did it really matter if a few fingers were missing here and there? It wasn’t that cold where we lived. And while we’re on that subject, his scarves worked perfectly well with a few holes in them too.

But Harry never got really angry at me for messing around with his things. He’d just say, ‘Ohhh, Sammy … really? … Why that one? It’s my favourite.’ So I think it’s fair to say that he had a MASSIVE obsession with tidiness.

If you want another example, take that time with the sofa. We’d been out for a long walk in the park in the rain – which included a sneaky roll around in some gorgeous fox poo that Harry didn’t spot – and when we got back I hopped on to the sofa for a little rest, but Harry got so overexcited I thought he’d put his fingers in the toaster.
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‘Oh no!’ he shrieked. ‘Not the sofa, Sammy – you’re covered in mud! And … oh no … you stink. What have you rolled in?’

The bloomin’ cheek of it. Keep your pants on, I thought. It will brush off.

And anyway, I had quite a lot else to put up with in our house too. Because there was always a constant stream of dreadful stinks attacking my nose.

To start with, there was the bin in the kitchen.

WHOA!

Harry disinfected the kitchen bin twice a day. As soon as it started to give off any nice aromas, BLAM – Harry was in there squirting smelly stuff all over it. It was enough to make you want to vomit.

And then there was the basket in his bedroom where he put his dirty clothes, which first he folded neatly. (Folding up dirty clothes isn’t normal behaviour, is it?)

PHWOAR!

In the house on Primrose Hill where I was born, I could often sniff a few smelly socks, the odd sweaty shirt, some mouldering pants and even an occasional damp towel. But not in Harry’s house. No, here we had a special odour-absorbing laundry basket that smelled of fake chemicals. I’d rather have shoved peppers up my nose than lie down next to that thing.

The worst hazard of all, though, was our bathroom. You only needed two words to describe that nose torture chamber. Soap and shampoo.

EUCH!

At night I was meant to sleep in my basket in the kitchen. But sometimes I would sneak upstairs and jump on to the bed and snuggle up next to Harry, and as he gave me a lovely stroke he would say, ‘I don’t think you should really be sleeping here, Sammy.’ I would then pretend to be fast asleep so he couldn’t make me go downstairs. And then he would say to himself, ‘Oh well, I don’t suppose it will do any harm.’
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After a few months, our games started to get a bit more complicated. Or so Harry thought. But really I was just playing along.

One time, for instance, he got a lovely old sock and he hid it on top of a wheel on his car. But when he gave me the other sock to sniff, full of the magnificent aroma of old skin, I could also smell the car tyre scent on his hand, which gave the game away. And his eyes kept flicking towards the car anyway. He needed to start controlling them if he wanted to win any of these games.

You might think that I was cheating by watching his eyes when I was meant to be using my nose. But he had told me to use my instincts. And that included observing things and noticing what was going on.

Anyway, I made a big deal of hunting all around the garden, sniffing here and there, looking behind walls and so on. This was all just to give Harry a bit of excitement before I wandered breezily over to the car and got the sock for him in exchange for my sausage.

During the summer, we would go out to the park very early every morning before anybody else was about.

I was desperate to chase the dustbin squirrels and the doofus ducks. All that squirrels do, according to Harry, is chew the bark off trees. I actually like the squirrels because they squirt lovely-smelling stuff out of their bottoms everywhere.

We always had the place to ourselves, which was terrific. But once the winter closed in, we played most of our games in the garden. This was a real shame because the butcher’s shop was on the way home from the park and it smelled of blood and guts and tripe.

LOVELY.

I think the spring crocuses and daffodils had started appearing when I really outfoxed Harry one morning in the garden. And he totally made QUITE a spectacle of himself.

What happened was that I decided we would play our games in reverse. In other words, I would do the hiding and
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