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EPIGRAPH

I felt pain and loss and in need of care, I reached down for you, but you weren’t there.
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PROLOGUE

March 2022, The Lake District, Cumbria

‘Thank you, Max. For everything.’

Right now, there is nowhere else that we would rather be. I’ve just found a nice place to settle on the floor of a glade. As I did so, my old dog came to rest in my lap. Manesty Woods has always been a favourite place of ours; a pocket of solitude in the valley of Borrowdale. It’s a small, peaceful place on the southernmost shores of Derwentwater. From here, we can look across the water to the mighty slopes of Bleaberry Fell and Walla Crag. Sunlight fans through this opening in the tree canopy, illuminating the carpet of old, fallen leaves and the young ferns as they begin to unfurl for the season.

It’s a time of renewal, but also one of reflection.

We’re not alone here. Paddy and Harry are busy exploring the pathways and the rabbit holes hidden in the undergrowth. They’ve accompanied Max to the water’s edge, but that’s enough for him now. There was a time when he would splash and bound around just like the other two, brimming with energy and enthusiasm for everything, but age catches up with us all. I comb my hand through his coat, aware of the warmth within. In so many ways, I’ve always taken comfort from that feeling. Even when life has seemed so cold and bleak, my loyal and loving friend has been there for me.

And now, as Max sighs and closes his eyes, I must be here for him.

‘What a life, eh?’ I say. ‘And what a story we can tell.’







Part One
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‘If You Ever Want to Get Away From It All, Just Let Me Know’

NOT MANY SPRINGER SPANIELS CAN claim to have visited Buckingham Palace. When Max and I first met, years earlier at a challenging time in both of our lives, we could never have imagined that our story would take us to an audience with a future king and queen. Then again, when I first befriended that lonely little dog shut away in a yard, I couldn’t see beyond the next day.

Our tale is one of companionship and of the healing power of loyalty and love. Max saved me from a crippling depression. At the time, I felt as if I had no future. Years later, when we accepted the invitation to the Royal Garden Party, we had raised £90,000 for charities such as the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals (PDSA). For his fundraising efforts, Max had even been honoured with a prestigious commendation award by them. That’s what earned him an audience with William and Catherine on the cusp of summer 2019. Together with my wife, Angela, we travelled down to London by train from our home in the Lake District for a trip we would never forget. Standing in the palace grounds, mingling with invited guests from all walks of life, I felt so proud of everything Max had achieved. Above all, I hoped we had showed countless people around the world that life is worth living.

‘What an honour that was!’ I said to Angela on our return, having reunited with Paddy and Harry; two younger but just as big-hearted Springers that followed Max into our household in the years after he joined us. ‘A once-in-a-lifetime experience.’

As it turned out, I was wrong. When it comes to a dog like Max, people from all walks of life see something in his soulful gaze that brings them back to him.

* * *

We live in Keswick, a traditional market town in the heart of the Lake District. Surrounded by hills and mountain peaks, with all kinds of weather in one day, it can be easy to forget about the wider world. With a love of the outdoors, we enjoy a simple and fulfilling life. As a result, it took us some time to recover from our adventure to London’s hustle and bustle. Having been swept up in the excitement of the Royal Garden Party, we were quite happy to return to our little routines. Angela is a hairdresser, working from home, while I run a locksmith business. That means spending a lot of time in my van, driving to call-outs from shepherd’s huts to stately homes, with the notorious Brown-Legged Gang riding alongside me.

When I started out, Max was my head of security. He travelled everywhere with me and became a familiar face across the fells. From the moment I adopted him, back in 2009, we had become inseparable. With a liver and white coat, a tail that didn’t stop wagging and ears that flapped whenever the wind got up, Max had an uncanny empathy with people. He understood how they were feeling and responded accordingly. If I found myself becoming tense in traffic, a paw on my knee would calm me down. He gave me a reason to get outdoors, to remind myself what a wonderful world we have on our doorsteps, and I treasured our bond.

In 2017, Paddy rolled into our lives. A playful pup that liked nothing better than swinging from poor Max’s ears, he effectively became the apprentice when it came to helping people and then shone in his own right. Paddy is a lovely, confident dog, who walks with quite a swagger. Unlike the rest of us, he’s such a dude! Then there’s dear Harry. He joined us when Paddy was just over a year old and had to find his place between two big personalities. While Paddy was in the springtime of his life, Max had reached the autumn of his years and sometimes needed someone to lean on. Harry came into his own here and would happily let Max rest against him whenever he needed. All three dogs went everywhere with me. In between jobs, we’d take off for wonderful walks around the lakes, through the valleys and over the hills, and that suited us just fine.

So, when I received a call a few weeks after our trip to Buckingham Palace, asking if I’d like to bring Max, Paddy and Harry to an upcoming event in town, I politely declined. Every year, we stage several charity walks in the Lake District. Like Max and Paddy, even Harry was learning to become an accomplished fundraiser. They were recognised everywhere they went. With their welfare in mind, and because frankly I was still tired from the visit to London, I apologised to the nice, well-spoken lady who had rung me and hoped she’d understand.

‘But we’re celebrating the work of charities in the community,’ she pressed on. ‘We’d love you to come along with the dogs and share our special day.’

Patiently, I explained that although we raised funds for good causes, we weren’t a charity.

‘I’m sure there are plenty of organisations out there who do great things,’ I said, really hoping she’d accept that it wasn’t for us. ‘It’s such a giving town, you’ll be spoiled for choice!’

The pause on the line told me she was about to play her ace card.

‘But it’s going to be in the main square,’ she said. ‘With a buffet!’

Now, the dogs like a free meal as much as I do, but this conversation was just reminding me how tired I still felt. The thought of being around yet more people was draining.

‘Actually, I think we’re busy that day,’ I said weakly when she told me the date.

‘Mr Irving, you will be coming,’ she said and this time her tone had hardened considerably. ‘Your invitation is already in the post. We look forward to your RSVP.’

It was, quite frankly, the strangest of calls. I rested my phone on the kitchen table and looked at the dogs: they seemed none the wiser.

‘Who was that?’ asked Angela.

‘A very persuasive lady,’ I said and shared the exchange I’d just had.

‘At least you’ll be fed.’ Angela had popped down from her home salon upstairs. She was self-employed and rarely took time off, which left me wondering whether perhaps I should book a surprise holiday for her the week of the event. ‘And it’s a buffet – you’re partial to a buffet.’

* * *

When my mobile rang for a second time, I worried it would be the same caller.

‘Should I answer?’ I asked out loud.

Max, Paddy and Harry were all looking at the phone. With some trepidation, I picked up and then breathed out long and hard when a friend introduced herself. A news photographer from the south of England, she was calling to ask if I could recommend a good holiday let in town for herself and the family.

‘It’s a working break,’ she told me. ‘I’ve heard that William and Kate will be making an official visit to Keswick. The Royal Family don’t usually make a formal announcement about this kind of thing too early for security reasons, but word always gets out in media circles. I thought I’d find some accommodation before it all gets booked up because I’m hoping to get some pictures.’

‘What date are they due to visit?’ I asked.

My friend repeated the same one as the lady who had called me just minutes before. I gave Max the side eye. He’d retreated to his bed. Lying with his chin on his front paws, my spaniel returned the look.

He knew.

* * *

When the invitation arrived, a few days later, it made no mention of royal guests. Even so, Angela had persuaded me that I should attend. This time, the buffet wasn’t a consideration. The Prince and Princess of Wales (known at the time as The Duke and Duchess of Cambridge) had only recently invited us to their place. It would seem rude for me to be absent when they visited mine. The only hitch was that one name was missing from the card: Max, Paddy, Harry and I were listed, but not Angela. So, now it was my turn to call the lady and refuse to take no for an answer.

‘I’m sure my wife would love to meet the Cambridges again,’ I said, hoping my loaded phrasing carried enough weight to persuade her. ‘She got along so well with them last time.’

‘Mr Irving, I don’t know where your information is coming from,’ she said and then cleared her throat as if that might stop her sounding so flustered, ‘but let’s just say even if Their Royal Highnesses were to attend, we simply don’t have enough space.’

I tried again, but her response made it quite clear that she would not be negotiating. The invitation was extended to me and my dogs, she finished, while Angela could watch from the crowd if she wished to be there.

* * *

I was reluctant to go without Angela. Together with Max, Paddy and Harry, we’re a team. If royalty were paying a visit, and they’d requested my attendance, I couldn’t leave her out of it.

‘Kerry, you have to be there,’ she insisted. ‘A royal tour of Keswick without Max just wouldn’t be the same.’

‘But, Ange, I know how much it would mean to you.’

‘Do it for the dogs and for everyone that will come out to see them, including me.’

* * *

By the time the day arrived when Keswick was due to celebrate the community’s charitable achievements, everyone was wise to the fact that it would be a royal visit. Even before the official announcement was made, an uncanny outbreak of patriotism had swept through our market town with bunting and flags in abundance.

That morning, thousands upon thousands of people flocked to the high street. Market days are always busy and bustling. This time, metal barriers kept the crowds back from the cobblestones. A huge gazebo stood at the top of the street under the town’s famous Moot Hall’s clock tower, as did plenty of burly, smartly dressed individuals who clearly served as bodyguards.

‘Our head of security seems happy with arrangements,’ I said to Angela, gesturing towards Max, who had settled for a snooze at my feet. He looked great in his signature orange coat, with Paddy and Harry in green and red respectively. ‘I expect the other two will just want to know if snacks will be served.’

I had received instructions from the organisers to be at this spot with the dogs at precisely quarter past ten. The plan was for the royal couple to arrive at the gazebo and then tour the charities, who had set up their stalls along the high street. I had been advised that I should dress normally, which came as a relief – I’d worn a suit as required for the garden party, but it just wasn’t me. Even so, as I’d spent more time making sure the boys looked smart in their colourful coats, Angela checked that my shirt was at least tucked in properly for this second royal audience. She also accompanied us into town, which left me feeling so torn. Although she kept saying how happy she was to be watching from behind the barrier, it still didn’t feel right.

‘You’ll be OK by yourself, you have the boys,’ she said brightly. ‘Let them do the talking.’

I knew what she meant. Max, Paddy and Harry always helped me to settle into social situations. Dogs make terrific ice-breakers. I can stand behind them knowing they’ll be the focus of any conversation I may have. It takes away so much anxiety and really helped when a lady from the council left the gazebo and strode towards me. She had a clipboard, which she consulted before finding what she was looking for and adding a tick.

‘Mr Irving, we would like you and the dogs to stand over there.’ She took two steps back as she said this, turned and pointed to a precise spot under the gazebo. ‘And don’t move.’

I swapped a wary glance with Angela and then slipped through a gap in the barriers with Max, Paddy and Harry so we could do as we had been told. Once we were in position, the woman switched back to pick out other guests, tick them off her list and direct them to their designated spots under the canvas. I just clutched the ends of three leads, comforted by the fact that I was here with my three best friends. I could sense people from the crowd looking at me and the dogs, but if Max, Paddy and Harry sensed it too then they remained completely relaxed. Even when cheering rose up from somewhere behind the hall, marking the moment that the royal couple arrived, they stayed right by my side.

‘Remember to bow,’ I told Paddy as I stood up straight and told myself to breathe calmly and slowly.

By now, the number of people invited to stand under the gazebo, along with security, media crews and photographers, made it quite hard for me to see the arrival of the two very special guests. As I was straining to get a glimpse, a member of the Palace party politely asked me for a quick word.

‘I don’t want to sound funny,’ he said, ‘but we’d like you and the dogs to step outside.’

‘Really?’ I said in surprise, pressing my hands to my chest. ‘I’ve showered.’

He smiled in a slightly pained way and invited me to follow him into the sunshine. From behind the barrier, I could see Angela looking at me with some concern. I figured there had been some huge mix-up, until his formal manner softened.

‘I was involved in arranging your visit to Buckingham Palace,’ he said. ‘The pictures of Max with William and Catherine were a big hit but what the press want today is a shot of the royal couple with all the dogs.’

‘Oh,’ I said, feeling like I was a second behind what was going on. ‘Do you need me in the frame, too?’

‘Of course.’ We stopped midway across the cobbles between the gazebo and the crowds. He looked around, seemingly puzzled. ‘Where is your lovely wife? She was with you for the Garden Party.’

‘She wasn’t invited,’ I explained. ‘I did try.’

The man from the Palace looked horrified.

‘Oh no, no, no, we can’t have that! Is she here this morning?’

‘Over there,’ I said. ‘Behind you.’

The man wheeled around. Following a click of his fingers, summoning his people to escort her, Angela was back at my side. Within a blink, so too was the lady from the council with her clipboard. This time, she brought a stern glare with her, drew breath to no doubt inform my wife that she had no right to be here, only for our new friend to come to our rescue once more.

‘Mrs Irving is here by special request,’ said the man from the Palace, upon which the poor woman shrank to about half her size. ‘The Cambridges have specifically asked to meet the couple and their dogs.’

Once again, this day was shaping up to be as memorable as our visit to the Palace.

* * *

By now, the royal couple were circulating among guests under the gazebo. Dressed in a smart utility jacket, belted at the waist, with black jeans and boots, Catherine’s casual look helped to put everyone at their ease. William wore a suit with a shirt open at the neck and displayed the same easy charm as he had at our first introduction. The crowd behind us looked on with great excitement, with many recording the moment on their phones. I was excited, but also very nervous – I wished I could be as relaxed as Harry. The sun was shining brightly that morning and he had taken full advantage by lying down to bask on the warm cobblestones. Meanwhile, both Max and Paddy joined Angela and me in waiting for our big moment to come.

‘Stand to attention, Harry,’ I whispered when the royal couple emerged into the sunshine. ‘Look who it is!’

My young spaniel didn’t even twitch. For a heartbeat, I was horrified. Then I glanced at Angela and reminded myself that young dogs were a law unto themselves.

‘Let him be,’ she said as we both prepared to be introduced to Their Royal Highnesses for the second time in a matter of weeks.

* * *

The next few minutes felt like a dream, just as they had at the Palace. Both William and Catherine made a fuss of Max, who responded like he was in the company of old friends, while the press got their picture of Paddy gazing up warmly at the Duchess as she stroked his ear. It captures a wonderful moment. Both Angela and I felt so privileged to catch up with the royal couple once again and to talk about their dogs and the love they have for them. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a prince or a pauper, it seems, our four-legged friends bring everyone together.

Throughout our conversation, the people in charge of the visit looked on as if they had timed this exchange to the nanosecond. William and Catherine had a packed itinerary ahead of them, with thousands of people hoping to engage with them in some way across the course of a long day and I couldn’t help but think what a huge responsibility that must be. As our conversation turned from dogs to the walking events we hosted to raise money for good causes and then the sheer pleasure of rambling in the Lakes, I suddenly found myself extending a friendly invitation that no doubt caused the lady with the clipboard to wish she’d phoned in sick.

‘If you ever want to get away from it all,’ I said, ‘just let me know. Give me a shout. We’ll take you out onto the fells.’

It slipped out from nowhere, as if I had momentarily forgotten I was in the presence of royalty. Even as I heard myself, sounding so casual as I addressed the royal couple, I worried I might be met by silence.

For a moment, William looked at me as if to process what I’d just said.

‘Do you know what?’ he said finally. ‘I’d love that.’

Now, I knew it would never happen, but his reply was deeply heartfelt. As the royal couple’s entourage encouraged them to move on towards the charity stands, pausing first to greet the crowds, I felt huge admiration for them both. Together, William and Catherine carry so much on their shoulders and dedicate their lives to the roles and responsibilities invested in their titles. Still, in that brief exchange I realised that for all their privilege it must be so hard to enjoy life’s simple pleasures. I couldn’t imagine how it must be if I was unable to just take off for a walk with my dogs. It meant so much to me, and in a very different way to the man who would be king.
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Let the Dogs Do the Talking

THE EVENING AFTER THE ROYAL COUPLE came to town, Max, Paddy and Harry were back in the media once more. It wasn’t just the local press but the national news, with the picture of Paddy looking up at Catherine becoming the shot that summed up the day. These three Springer Spaniels were stars on the rise and the peace and quiet we craved became a little further out of reach.

After our visit to Buckingham Palace, we were looking forward to returning to our ordinary lives. Now, in the wake of a second encounter with William and Catherine, it felt like the spotlight was shining even more brightly upon us. Our Facebook community page – which is such a lovely, kind and supportive place – had always grown at a steady rate. It’s where people come to catch up with our adventures across the Lake District, make friends and even join in on our charity walks in person or by connecting virtually from anywhere around the world.

Following our double brush with royalty and the public attention this brought us, the numbers simply soared. With coverage in everything from Hello! magazine to the American fashion bible, Harper’s Bazaar, we reached 100,000 followers. What’s more, that number continued to rise, as did the positive feedback from those who saw something special in the dogs. I was hugely proud of Max, Paddy and Harry for bringing so much to people’s lives. It’s just in the back of my mind a small voice kept reminding me not to neglect my own welfare. Over a decade earlier, stress, anxiety and depression had nearly killed me. Without Max to lead me from that dark and lonely place, joined later by Paddy and Harry to become an inseparable band of brothers, I wouldn’t be here today.

With attention rising, I felt somewhat torn. I knew how much the dogs meant to people and so many were facing challenges of their own. It was touching to hear from members of the community who were dealing with anything from health to personal, relationship or financial issues – and causing no end of stress and worry – to say they felt a connection with these three spaniels. They had become a lifeline in some ways, particularly to those who were housebound or just sought a ray of light from the dark place in which they found themselves. A clip of Max, Harry and Paddy at play on the fells provided a small pleasure to people around the world and this in turn inspired me. I loved uploading little moments from our walks along tracks or through woods and open fells, or capturing them snoring on the sofa at the end of a long day. As much as I felt rewarded in knowing what sharing our lives online meant to others, I was also mindful of the fact that at heart I’m quite a private person.

As someone who loved being alone with my dogs, just following a path to see where it led, I also found the upswing in public-speaking invitations to be somewhat overwhelming. On the one hand, I was deeply flattered that people wanted to hear about life with Max, Paddy and Harry, and the healing powers of canine companionship. If that helped just one person in the audience then it had to be worthwhile. On the other, it meant standing on a stage feeling far from my comfort zone.

Fortunately, I was never alone.

* * *

‘This morning, boys, we’re back to school. Best behaviour, OK?’

Talking to teenagers can be great fun, but I also find it slightly stressful. They can have a low tolerance to any talk that fails to hit the mark and so I am always braced for mine to fall apart within minutes. On a typical visit, such as the one that morning to a local secondary school, I had been asked to come in with Max, Paddy and Harry to focus on dogs and mental health. They always accompany me because frankly without them, I could never stand on that stage. It also helps that they’re the main attraction – I’m just the guy who drives the van and gives a speech while everyone looks at them. It works out well that way. They may not say much but I’m happy to let my dogs do the talking.

In reception, we were met by the headmaster. He pumped my hand and then petted the dogs while telling me how much he enjoyed our community page. Then he asked how long my talk would last. When I suggested about sixty minutes the smile on his face looked like it had suddenly become uncomfortable to maintain.

‘You’ve probably got about half an hour before they get restless,’ he advised me. ‘Is that OK?’

‘Sure,’ I said as he led the way to the school auditorium, while quietly hoping that Max, Paddy and Harry would weave their magic spell and effectively stop time so I could finish my planned speech.

At every school we visit, I find it’s important to let the dogs settle into the space before the pupils come flooding in. They need to feel safe and secure, rather than suddenly finding themselves in a packed house full of excitable kids. With this in mind, we had arrived early, as planned. Inside the auditorium, I let them off their leads so they could explore and familiarise themselves. The seats were arranged in steep tiers, looking down at a stage bathed in spotlight. I sensed a knot tighten in my stomach and promptly reminded myself that I would not be alone.

By the time the year groups filed in, which amounted to about 300 kids, I was in position on the stage. While Max sat quietly at my side, Harry had found a high-heeled shoe from an old theatre production. At least I hoped it was old because he was busy chewing it! Paddy was still coolly pacing the floor, looking like the star of the show, while I stood beside my laptop, which was plugged into an overhead projector. An image of the three boys on the fells filled the screen behind us. As the pupils took to their seats, not one of them made a sound. The sight of three dogs in school, plus a briefing from the teachers that everyone needed to be on their best behaviour so as not to startle them, saw every single boy and girl settle down in rapt silence. I looked to the floor and smiled to myself: if only their parents and carers could see them now.

‘Well, hello everyone,’ I began once every seat had filled, only to catch my breath as the image of the dogs disappeared from the screen and a ripple of laughter spread across the auditorium. I looked down at my laptop, just as the cable that Paddy had accidentally pulled out from its socket hit the floor. Even I couldn’t help but chuckle as I restored the feed. Within seconds of opening my talk, everyone felt at ease and we had the dogs to thank for that.

Max, Paddy and Harry brought sunshine to the stage and yet the talk I went on to give explored a dark place in my past. Whereas I might focus on environmental issues at primary school visits and the importance of looking after our wonderful surroundings, I was purposely hard-hitting for this age group. Our mental health is such a precious thing and key to living a fulfilling life. So, I talked about how close I came to giving up, feeling housebound and helpless in the wake of a road accident that had left me in chronic pain. At that time, over ten years ago, I considered myself to be nothing but a burden to Angela. I’d lost sight of the fact that she loved me as much as I loved her. It was my wife who got me out of the house, in fact, after months in despair behind closed curtains. All she did was encourage me to pick up some milk from the corner shop and in that small errand, I happened to come across a lonely dog who sought the same reason for living as me.

By the time I reached the end of my talk, about an hour and a half had passed. In that time, with three Springers as a focal point, everyone had hung onto my every word. In some ways it’s a simple story of a life-saving friendship between one man and his dogs, but I believe there’s also a message in there that speaks to us all.

‘Look after each other,’ I said to finish. ‘Together, we can only be stronger.’

Then, following a whole raft of questions – from what car do you drive? to what’s your net income after tax? – I invited anyone who would like to meet Max, Paddy and Harry to come to the front. By now, thanks to their presence, the mood in the hall was calm and respectful. Of course, friends chatted to each other in low voices as a line began to form, but the teachers had no need to keep anyone in check. This was young people at their very best and it was all down to the dogs. As the pupils took turns to step up and say hello, with many crouching to stroke, pet and even talk to them, the headmaster appeared at my side.

‘Some of these kids come from challenging backgrounds,’ he said, having thanked me for our time. ‘What’s happening here is incredible, it’s so inspiring.’

As I watched my boys greet one young person after another, giving each one the time to feel safe and special in their company, I felt so proud. They stole the show, as they did every time, and that was a job well done. Afterwards, having headed out to find a good stretch of the countryside for us to explore, I reflected on what this meant. Yes, I found these visits to be intense in terms of preparation and performance. Then again, if we could make a difference to just one young life then it had to be worthwhile.

* * *

As well as school visits, we also found ourselves invited to give the same talk in the workplace. The Lake District is home to several important power stations. They’re located in remote places and can employ vast numbers of people. In some ways, on driving in through the main gates as a visitor, it can feel like arriving in a community cut off from the outside world.

It’s the staff car parks that tell me a great deal. All the spaces are filled with really nice cars and gleaming motorbikes. The people are well paid here. They’re on solid salaries with all the perks, yet in my view they seem economically trapped. Employment offering this kind of remuneration is scarce across the region and so choices are limited. Yes, they can support their families and go on nice holidays, but for some that can feel like a gilded cage. This isn’t just my impression, I learned, but one often shared by my hosts. It’s also the reason why they ask me to come in with the dogs and share my story.

As I talk about my experience, I can see faces in the audience almost looking inwardly. In the grip of depression, I locked myself away. I felt like I couldn’t leave my own house or talk about the dark thoughts that occupied my mind. I didn’t think anyone would understand, or want to listen, and even if they had, I would have struggled to find the right words. With Max at my side, I learned to find my own way back into the world. His companionship was key; my silent friend who was always there for
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