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​​Author’s Note

The stories I tell in this book are true and taken from my own experience and memory of events.

However, in the interests of privacy for the individuals concerned,

I have changed some place and personal names.

​​Dedication

This book is dedicated to Duncan, the last of my Gang of Four.

He lost his final battle sixteen years after he became my friend.

He always did his Best.
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A Walk Over Pendle​

I am walking on Pendle Hill with my The Gang of Four; one of our favourite walks. The sun shines from a flawless blue sky above us. The air is clear and the breeze brisk. In short, it is perfect walking weather and we all have a spring in our step.

Seamus is to the front, stepping out smartly, tail up, head up and alert to all around him. Shannon walks just to the rear of Seamus, his tail brushing her nose as they trot along. Shannon is in fact rather more athletic than Seamus, but she always defers to him when we are out. Although she could easily outrun him, she never does, and they always play tag or ‘chase-me-catch-me’ with Seamus in the lead and Shannon following. Seamus and Shannon adore each other.

Minnie potters along behind them, never quite catching up. Small, barrel shaped and short legged, Minnie is the spinster of The Gang of Four. 

Duncan, my little canine tripod, pogos along beside me. Attached by an invisible rubber band to me ever since the day I adopted him, Duncan is never far away. This is not because he is not able to wander if he wants to. Despite his missing front leg, Duncan is speedy, agile and can pilot like a bluebottle. If called upon, he will be up front with the rest of the Gang, defending the pack against all comers. He enjoys all the Gang activities, but always, he comes back to his ‘Mum’.

We are walking a track towards the trig point of Pendle. Not being the weekend, there are few other walkers around, and right now, the Gang and I have the hilltop to ourselves. We cross a small freshet where chilled water, trickling down from the peat and clean as it comes, makes its way down the hill to join the main stream in the gully. The dogs all lap thirstily and I top up my water bottle.

Climbing up from the stream and back onto the track, we can now see well ahead across the Pendle plateau towards our destination. On the track, coming towards us, is a striding figure.

My mother always worries about me when she knows I am out walking in these places; The Lake District, The Fells, The Yorkshire Moors. I have no such worries. I carry my phone on me for contact. On the off-chance that I get lost, a very unlikely event, my phone also has sat-nav, a built in compass and Google Maps. I suppose that I could possibly slip and break a leg, but I could just as easily do that falling from a stepladder whilst painting the ceiling at home. “But you’re all by yourself up there.” my mother will say. “What if you meet the wrong kind of person?”

I have done a lot of walking. It is my experience that there is a kind of camaraderie among walkers. “How far to the summit?” you can ask, half way up Helvellyn.

“Oh about twenty minutes.” will come the reply. “But take it easy. There’s fog turning to rain up there. The going’s getting slippery.”

And if I did meet the ‘wrong kind of person’......

The approaching figure draws closer. I can see him easily now, but he has not yet been spotted by the Gang. My view of the world is nearly six feet from the ground. Theirs is eighteen inches. The man looks like a standard enough walker; thirtyish, jeans, chunky knit sweater, boots; a regular guy out enjoying a walk. Just as he comes close enough for me to make out his features, Seamus spots him and barks an alert to the Gang.

The Gang of Four draw together in front of me, not exactly blocking the way, but making it clear we are a group. Tails wag and faces smile, but there can be no mistaking the ‘All for One and One for All.’ message being projected.

The walker looks startled then meets my eye, laughing. “You’re okay aren’t you Love. I bet you never have any trouble!”

I laugh agreement and we exchange chit-chat for a minute or two while Seamus and Duncan deliver a forensic nasal examination of his trousers. Having learned from the man that the trig point is crowded out with a party of school children, I decide that we will change course. I am not anti-social and the Gang are all good with children, Duncan being an especial favourite with kids, but I would like to eat my lunch in peace. That is to say, as much peace as is possible with the Gang negotiating possession of my cheese sandwiches. I always pack up more than I need, so that I have my own lunch and plenty to hand round.

I curve away from my intended route and down towards the reservoir. The day is heating up and the dogs would enjoy a paddle or a swim.

Sheep graze here, but this is not a problem. All my Gang know the rules regarding sheep. i.e. they are strictly out of bounds. There are however, a number of dry stone walls to cross en-route, quite high ones, four or five feet. I am never convinced that these actually contain the sheep as they seem to wander randomly across the rough grazing. However, in Winter, the weather up here can be wicked. These high grounds are open to winds straight in from the sea thirty miles away. Beyond that, there is little but the Atlantic until America. On a clear day, I can see Blackpool from up here, but in bad weather, the rain will lash in horizontally and a good solid wall is welcome protection for the sheep huddled in the lee. 

On more than one occasion, walking on the plateau and watching outwards to the West and North, I have seen clouds piled over Longridge Fell and heading my way, dumping rain as they come. This can be astonishingly beautiful, with rainbows forming through the falling rain, but as I see the downpour approach, I know that I have only a few minutes to make it to shelter, and I run.

Today however, this is not an issue. I walk through sunbeams under a curtain of blue, strip off my jacket and then my pullover. I begin to wish that I had worn sandals instead of boots. The dogs are panting heavily and Minnie in particular looks as though she is beginning to droop. I take a mouthful or two from my water bottle and then tip the remainder into the collapsible bowl I carry in my rucksack. Ensuring that everyone gets a drink, I pass it around the Gang one by one in pecking order. 

“Seamus.” My Head Boy has a slurp, and does not protest as I take the bowl away.

“Shannon.” Shannon drops her beautiful silken nose into the water and laps daintily.

“Minnie.” The ageing maiden aunt of the Gang snouts her way into the water, following the bowl with her furry nose as I move it along, trying to thieve an extra share.

“Duncan.” He smiles up at me, knowing that ‘Mum’ would not have left him to go thirsty. Duncan has a faith in me that goes beyond all human understanding.

There is still some water left, so the bowl does another round before it has been licked dry; then, refreshed, we move along.

Crossing walls is always a team effort. All the walls have stiles, but they are ‘human only’ constructions; ladders of four or five steps up and down, propped up over the walls in an A-frame arrangement with a small landing at the top. Shannon clears them easily, simply stepping up and down the ladder rungs as though they were made for her. Seamus ignores the stile entirely and jumps over the wall.

Minnie and Duncan wait at the bottom for assistance. Minnie is far too short legged for such athletics as ladder climbing and has to be lifted up to the top landing. From there she jumps down again on the other side. This routine was problematic when I first adopted Minnie. Completely unused to affection or any kind of handling, it took Minnie some months to develop enough trust to allow me to lift her bodily from the ground. Even now, several years later, almost anyone else trying to do this with her would get a snap and a show of teeth.

Duncan has no such reservations. He bounces up and down excitedly on his one front leg. He knows what comes next. Mum is going to pick him up!

I lift up my little lad, stepping carefully and making sure that he actually has all three legs on the landing before I let go. I give him a quick scratchy ear and then climb up the ladder to stand beside him. Climbing down the other side, with my feet on the bottom rung, I collect him up again and then deposit him on the turf. Duncan’s outsized ears and button eyes smile up at me before he scampers along to follow the others.

Although still walking on the high ground, we can see the reservoir now. There is a steep drop through bracken-crowded grass and a scramble down a gravelly slope, but the water is calling. The Gang has now realised which way we are headed and pull in front of me, Seamus and Shannon racing ahead, Minnie wheezing along behind and Duncan torn between running to join the others and coming back to check that I am still with them. The two leaders are soon out of sight, but I am not worrying. I know exactly where I will find them.

Sure enough, as our path crosses the main track leading down to the water, Seamus and Shannon are already at ‘Facebook Corner’. This riveting spot is where every dog within five miles stops, sniffs and piddles. Consequently, the small section of wall and fence that draws this attention is a minefield for human walkers (Check under your boots folks!) and a mine of information for all the dogs.

“Oh, I see Butch is back again. I thought he’d moved away.”

“Is Kerry coming into season...?? Yup. She is. Wonder when she’ll be back?”

“Laddie’s not feeling so good. Too much cheap tinned food.”

Shannon has already ‘made her mark’ on the wall and Seamus is working his way right around wall and fence, trying his best to ‘have the last word’ by covering every previous piddle with one of his own. Minnie comes along and adds to the nasal cacophony. Shannon is having none of this, and immediately marks over Minnie’s offering. Minnie then does the same to Shannon’s mark and the two girls indulge in palace politics for the next several minutes, each trying to over-piddle the other. Seamus finally trumps them both, squeezing every bladder muscle he has to deliver his last drop of elixir over them both. This settles the Girls and it is agreed that we resume the walk.

The bright water now sparkles ahead of us, and all the Gang bound joyously in. Minnie and Seamus do not swim, but paddle out to lie down close to the edge with a couple of inches lapping around their tummies. Shannon takes a flying leap off the bank to land in the water ten feet out. Duncan hoppitts across the sandy edge into the shallows and then swims out to deeper waters.

I throw sticks for Shannon. I never get them back because Shannon swims out, retrieves the stick and then is waylaid by Minnie as she reaches the bank. Minnie grabs the stick from Shannon as being obviously intended as a gift for her from a kindly god, then carries it away, never to be seen again. Running out of easily findable sticks, I instead throw pebbles and stones into the
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