

Chapter 1

A Sporting Chance

‘People who do adventure racing are not normal’
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Örnsköldsvik, November 2015

It’s eleven thirty at night, and I’m just beginning to hit my stride with the emails that have been piling up in my in-box. We are only days away from setting off for the Adventure Racing World Championship in Brazil – the highlight of the year’s racing schedule. There are a hundred things to organise, and my desk is overflowing with lists of things to take, and lists of things to do, before my team and I set off.

Outside there’s a wind howling, and it’s started to rain, but our upstairs office is warm. Warm and comfortable – and smelling just a little bit of wet dog. My feet aren’t remotely cold, but if they were I’d only have to move them a couple of inches and they’d be cosy and safe beneath a familiar furry body.

Arthur.

Half asleep as he lies under the desk, adjusting his front left paw so it’s in the perfect, comfortable Arthur-ish position. If I shut my eyes, now or at any time, I can see him in this favourite position. His long body panting gently, his big lion-like head pointing towards me expectantly, and one of his front paws tucked under him as if he were saving it for later. I don’t have to look below the desk to know what he’s doing. I can hear from the snuffle and the sigh of contentment that he’s making himself comfortable for as long as it takes me to do my work.

Helena and the children are asleep downstairs. It’s a rare moment of quiet in a house that’s usually full of activity and noise. Two-year-old Philippa is perfect and adorable and I’d do anything in the world for her, but her thirst for new adventures and new things to play with sometimes means waking up her little brother.

Thor is only three months old, so he can’t really be expected to know when it’s playtime and when it’s sleep time. Mostly he is beautifully behaved – he eats, sleeps, eats, sleeps and that’s pretty much it – but he can be a bit noisy too. I guess with two people in the house under three, you have to expect noise and a little bit of mess.

But there’s a serene presence in the middle of all this, and as I look down below the desk to check on him, Arthur looks up at me with the trusting expression that I never tire of seeing. I scratch his head, just behind his ear. Most of him is a rich golden colour, but his ears – through the unique mixture of dog genes that makes up Arthur – are a delicate shade of orange. I love these ears, and the way they fly up in the air when he’s running fast over the mountains.

But at the moment there’s no running; there’s just a sleepy contentment. Happy to know that I’m safely in his sight, he puts his big head back down on to his paw and closes his eyes.

As I start to make the final preparations for this year’s championships, I can’t help gazing at Arthur in a little bit of wonder. This time last year, I had no idea he even existed. Let alone that he would become a part of me, a part of our family. I started thinking of how extraordinary it is that we are here together, despite all the odds having been so stacked against us . . .
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Örnsköldsvik, 1993

‘No, not you, Mikael. You’re out. Not good enough.’

I stopped in the middle of tying up my hockey boots and looked up at my coach aghast.

‘You can stay if you like,’ he went on. ‘But I won’t be letting you play. I suggest you pack your things and say goodbye.’

He turned away from me, walked out of the locker room and moved out to the ice to talk to the rest of the class. He led three of them on to the rink and started directing them in a new training exercise. As he sped off, he looked like he was completely unaware of the hammer blow he’d just dealt me.

It felt like my insides had turned to water. Not. In. The. Team. I was seventeen years old, and being in the ice hockey team was pretty much all I’d ever wanted, all I’d been aiming for and training for these past five years. I hadn’t missed a single training session, I’d done everything that had been asked of me. I did my very best, trained off-season and extra on rest days. I put all my energy, everything I had into it.

The words ‘not good enough’ seemed to echo around the skating arena. I bent down to put my gear back in my bag, not wanting anyone to see the expression on my face. When I’d packed everything away, I looked at my schoolmates. I didn’t know it then but it would be more than twenty years before I entered that locker room again.

As they went off to start the training session, it seemed to be business as usual for them. Nobody realised that something in Mikael Lindnord had just died a little.

For anyone born and brought up in Örnsköldsvik, northern Sweden, ice hockey was pretty much the holy grail of what you could do. In fact, it was the holy grail wherever you were born in Sweden. Our country is unusual in this respect: you can be mediocre at anything, that’s fine, mediocre is fine. But if there’s one thing you should really, really excel at it is hockey. That’s the sport that more than any other – even soccer, even orienteering and skiing – commands respect.

Ever since I was a small boy I put my heart and soul into sport. I’m not a natural talent, but I have always loved sports and been super-competitive. Years before, when I was only about ten, I was at a volleyball practice at school. It was only a practice, the score didn’t really matter as such, yet when the coach called the ball out because he said it had hit the roof, I hit the roof too. I was sure the ball was still in play and I wouldn’t accept his call. I must have been infuriating to teach at that age, but I was simply determined to win. Even in a practice session.

I guess the coaches could see the determination, and the effort, but in the end they didn’t see enough skill.

I remember going home at the end of that day, wondering how I’d tell my parents that I wasn’t in the team. They knew how much it meant to me, and indeed my mother had spent most of the previous twelve years driving me to endless hockey practices and other sports events. I suppose she might have got bored during all those years of waiting in the car for me to finish whatever training session I was at, but if she did she’d never say so. Once, she was the last mother waiting by quite some time. I’d got lost during an orienteering race and was well behind everyone else. And yet that didn’t stop me painstakingly making sure that I went to all the checkpoints to get my card stamped. They’d told me to finish the whole course, so finish it I did. Looking back, I realise now that I was never going to be a quitter.

 

My father was in the military and worked for the United Nations, a job I didn’t really understand in those days, and anyway he never really talked about his work. But I knew it was important and time-consuming.

It also meant that he had the option of working abroad for a year. He didn’t have to, but he had wanted to. So we – my parents, me aged twelve, my sister aged seven – were uprooted from our lives in Sweden to go and live on the other side of the world. For the first six months we were to live in Damascus. And then for the next six months we were to live in Cairo.

Nowadays I’m glad I had that year abroad, and in such frighteningly unfamiliar places. Like a lot of not-always-pleasant experiences that one has in life, I can look back on it and realise that actually I learned things, things that made me understand the world a little bit better.

At the time it didn’t feel like it, though. And when it came to learning things at school, I actually learned precious little. I had to go to the Pakistani school in Damascus, where the teachers were brutal. All our lessons were in English, which I didn’t speak well then. Maths was my weakest subject (in fact, I was pretty average at most sciences and things that involved numbers), so imagine how hard an average Swedish boy found it to be taught maths in English. Sometimes we were told to learn our times tables overnight, and when I couldn’t say them the next day, which I hardly ever could, I’d be beaten. My mother would help me with my homework, but even so, in class I’d get question after question wrong, and nearly every time I got my ears pulled for being stupid. Pulled hard – with a firm grip and a forward motion. I’m amazed I don’t have enormous ears, or they don’t point forward in an unusual way.

It was a very hard time. Not only was I being beaten, but I was desperately homesick for Sweden. I really, really missed the place and all my friends. But eventually my father went to the school and told the principals – two rather terrifying women – that it wasn’t acceptable to beat a Swedish citizen like this, even a small one. After that, the beating stopped, but I was so tired at the end of the day and I still had to stay up doing homework until it was time for bed. It was constant punishment, and it isn’t how school should be. The memory still haunts me, even thirty years later.

But those six months, and the six months in Cairo, did teach me something about how other people live with each other, or how they should live with each other. Just watching people from different cultures having to get used to being with each other was a lesson in itself. And because I’d had such a hard time learning in another language, I think I’ll always have sympathy for people who come to a strange country and are suddenly expected to be able to do everything in a strange language.

 

Shortly after we got back to Sweden, we moved to Örnsköldsvik, the same town where we still live today. It’s a great part of the world, where you can ski, trek, bike, swim, play sport – all within a few minutes of home.

The city is in the heart of a beautiful archipelago and the area known as the High Coast – the Höga Kusten. The combination of steep hills, small islands and forests makes for fantastic country – it looks beautiful at any time of the year, and the trails are some of the most spectacular anywhere in the world.

When I was growing up, if I wasn’t playing ice hockey I’d be biking or skiing – we had great skiing holidays as children – or skating. I liked skating, even though I had a bit of a problem with it for many years. I had a pair of skates that didn’t fit properly. Every time I put them on I had so much pain. I’d look around me at everyone else, and they didn’t seem to be troubled by their skates. I thought everyone must be in pain like me, and I couldn’t understand why they weren’t showing it. It was only years later, when I had skates that fitted, that I realised what a difference it made – and in fact now, at thirty-nine, I am a better skater than I was when I was younger and training five or six hours a week. I’d also play soccer during the summer – just for fun; with this sport I did know I didn’t have the skill to really succeed.

And then that summer, the summer I didn’t make it to the hockey team, I discovered something that took the edge off my disappointment. A girl called Helena.

It was the summer of 1993, the exams were over and we were free to be outside and to have late nights, and even the odd secret drink when our parents weren’t looking. I had been going out with a girl at high school since I was fifteen, so she and I had been together for nearly three years. Like most of my friends, I thought of myself as quite the grown-up, but looking back on the seventeen-going-on-eighteen-year-old me, I guess I wasn’t really that sophisticated after all. Having a girlfriend and playing lots of sport didn’t necessarily make you mature.

A group of us decided to celebrate the beginning of the holidays by going to a dance in the centre of town. We knew people from at least two other schools would be there, so we all thought – especially those friends who were single – there’d be new boys and girls there. And that could only be a good thing.

It was noisy and dark, as these places so often are, but I immediately noticed a glint of golden hair at the other side of the room. As I edged closer I could see this awesomely lovely girl. She looked bright and fun, and gorgeous. We talked a bit – or as much as you could talk with all the noise – but then we said goodnight. I’d been able to establish that she was younger than me, sixteen, and she loved sport, especially horse riding. Also that she wasn’t with anyone. But I was, so I had to go.

Somehow, though, I knew in my heart that this was the real thing, and I knew I had to break up with my girlfriend before I could do anything about it. Once that hard part was over, the next difficult bit was to pursue Helena. The first time I asked to go round and see her, she said I couldn’t as she was just off to a week’s riding camp.

But I didn’t let that put me off. I could see how important her riding was to her, and that this wasn’t just some excuse. Also I could see that she was a little bit nervous, which made me even more sure that she did want to see me. Gradually we got to know each other, and saw more and more of each other. In between her riding and my hockey, of course.

She said later that she could tell straight away that I was ‘a very special guy’. I don’t know about that, but I do know it’s wonderful that all these years later she still thinks I’m a special guy.

 

If having met the love of your life is a very grown-up experience, then so too is military service. When I was eighteen, military service was compulsory, though since 2010 you only get to do military exercises if you’re going into the army professionally. But I do think there’s an argument for making military service compulsory still. It gives you a discipline and a structure, and it makes you find things out about yourself. For me, it was the beginning of the rest of my life.

I elected to do fifteen months of military training, the maximum, although after what had happened with the ice hockey team I felt desperately insecure – terrified even – as to whether or not I’d make it. But I was determined to do whatever it would take to succeed.

Throughout my childhood I was told that I was weak. I knew my father’s expectations of me weren’t high; I remember as if it were yesterday him telling me that he didn’t think I could make it. Maybe this was because, being in the military himself, he had seen so many boys like me broken by the tough, hard work that you had to do. And maybe his idea that I was ‘weak’ was something to do with my hatred of confrontation – which I do hate; I feel really bad after any confrontation for a long time afterwards. But actually weak? Rather, I felt I had something to prove, not just to myself but to him and everyone else.

After the first tests of physical fitness and endurance, I began to think that maybe I was right and my father was wrong. This was where I belonged.

For one of the early tests, fifty-five of us set off on a hugely gruelling march over the mountains of Kiruna, the biggest, northernmost town in Sweden, not far from the Finnish border, with fifty-kilo backpacks, and only our own resources to make it to the end. As the march got tougher and tougher people dropped out. Not many were expected to see it through to the end of the march, and of the fifty-five – all judged to be physically very fit – only twenty-two went on to become Green Beret Rangers.

I was so happy to have proved that I had the kind of toughness that it took to win through. I felt it was one in the eye to the officers who had yelled and shouted insults at me in the past.

When it came to my turn to lead the boys, I thought I should give them a taste of the medicine that I had suffered. On a day I shall never forget, I stood in front of them to give them my great speech. I think I believed then that the louder I shouted, the more I bullied, the tougher I would seem and the more the men would admire me. I think I must have thought that the more noise I made the less likely my basic insecurities would be found out.

It did not go well. I went red in the face, I forgot some of the words I wanted to say and my voice cracked in the middle of my shouts. But despite this failure of public speaking, I still felt that I had what it takes to succeed in the military.

From there, we went on to do months of even more demanding exercises – I guess we were being trained to be warriors, to survive, to kill rather than be killed. We’d do most of our exercises as if on a defence mission around the Russian border. Every day was different – we might be chased by dogs, or by other bands of soldiers. Often we ran out of food, and had to sneak up on imaginary enemy lines under fire. And rather like in the movies of that time, always the ‘enemy’ was from the east.

As the weeks progressed I discovered that I was right – I was strong. Not just physically strong, but strong in my head. Willpower strong. We would be carrying two guys, racing and still winning. I could keep going when everyone around me had given up; I found I had huge reserves of stamina, plus an ability to go without sleep that seemed to be above and beyond anyone else’s.

And along with all this I discovered something else, something that would change my life. I discovered that I had what translates from Swedish as ‘troopscharm’: the ability to take guys with me. Not just by telling them what to do, but also by showing them what to do. I learned to lead by example. I didn’t shout or insult, I was just positive. I was a natural leader.

On one exercise we were all out in the bush and it got incredibly cold. Numbingly, buttock-clenchingly, toe-freezingly cold. We could see our breath, we could see our eyelashes freeze even as we blinked.

Some people were finding it almost too tough, but I found that not only did I not have a problem with the cold and the exhaustion, but that I could also show them that it was OK, we could get through. If we helped each other and kept going, we’d make it together. One or two guys had to be carried, another had to be joked into carrying on up the last mountain when he’d almost given up. Somehow or other I got us all to the end of the exercise, in good spirits and all, thankfully, alive.

Then, after one particularly tough test out in the mountains – where a troop of thirty of us crossed difficult terrain in freezing temperatures for ten days at a stretch – we got back to base to be told that there would be a test the following morning against the rest of the regiment. We were all sore, sick and exhausted. It was beyond belief that we were expected to perform to peak standards at dawn the following morning. Of the thirty of us, twenty-six found a reason or a doctor’s note not to do the test.

Although a part of me thought they were just seeing if we’d even turn up, I got up at dawn and presented myself for duty. It was for real. It was a serious race, and there was no going back. So we did the competition, sprinted like maniacs and came in only just behind the winners – and top overall.

We crossed the finish line and were bending over, utterly exhausted, breathless but slightly exhilarated at what we had achieved. Our commanding officer came over to us. ‘OK guys. Good job. You are now the new Number One Platoon Ranger Officers.’

As I saluted him, sweat pouring down my face, I felt a thrill of pride and satisfaction that I can still feel to this day. This was the first time I had been told I was the best. And it was a moment to savour.

All sorts of things followed from that – where I used to blush and hate talking to large groups of people, now I was confident at public speaking; where before I would take a back seat, now I would take command and show the way. But mostly I realised that I could succeed, that I was someone who could lead, see the big picture, have confidence – and have the maturity to know all that.

I was growing up.





Chapter 10

Mongrel Dog

Name: Arthur

Sex: Male

Age: 8
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Arthur was only in surgery for half an hour or so, but to me – sitting in the cramped waiting room with the rest of the team and assorted cameramen and journalists – it felt like hours.

When he came out, part of his back was painted grey where the wounds were, and I could see his gums were bright red where I presumed they’d been treated. He also had a plastic collar round his neck to stop him trying to lick his dressings. But other than that he looked like the same Arthur, just with slightly cleaner fur.

‘OK boy?’ I said as I scratched the special place behind his ear that he seemed to like having scratched.

He looked back up at me, tongue hanging out, panting, but seemingly quite calm. It was extraordinary how nothing seemed to upset or worry him – maybe it was because he knew now that I’d be there to look after him. Maybe all these things happening to him were as nothing compared to the terrible things that had happened to him earlier in his life. I tried not to think about that, and just gave him another bit of a cuddle.

Ismael and the doctor and a nurse with a clipboard and a pen then went into the corner with several sheets of paper. I could see they were filling in forms and signing things and handing more bits of paper over to Ismael, talking fast in Spanish as they did so. I couldn’t understand a word they were saying, but somehow I felt they were all acting together and in our interests. As if they were filling in the forms to get whatever the ‘right’ result was. Whatever it takes, I found myself thinking again. And also, how grateful I was for the help.

‘Right. Now we’re going to Lord Guau,’ said Ismael, leading the way out of the vet hospital.

When we got to Lord Guau, we were welcomed by the owner and led into what looked like an enormous garden. It was full of dogs and had kennels and stalls with dog equipment for sale round the edges.

Arthur was looking slightly uncomfortable in his plastic collar, but it didn’t stop him submitting to being interviewed and photographed at the entrance and in the garden. Everything we did, it seemed, was being recorded and filmed.

Ismael led us to the place where we could buy Arthur a lead. I chose a black one with lots of ways to adjust the length, and which went round Arthur’s shoulders as well as his neck. I thought that since this was probably Arthur’s first ever proper lead it needed to be comfortable as well as smart. Then we got him a plastic bone he could practise chewing on – I thought that might help his teeth – and then we chose his travelling kennel.

This was going to be his home for the two days it would take to get him to Stockholm and quarantine. We chose a very smart blue one, with as big an opening to it as we could find; I wanted Arthur to be able to see out as much as possible. As I looked at it, still reeling from the news that we might be facing problems from Ecuador as well as Sweden, I hoped against hope that he would get to use it.

We took our new purchases – which I later realised weren’t purchases at all but kind gifts from the centre – to a cafe nearby. It was Ismael’s recommendation and it served wonderful fresh sushi. It was the first fresh food I’d had since those two meals at Mompiche, and very good it tasted too. I didn’t seem to have had any more time for eating – or sleeping – than I had had when I was in the middle of the race. Perhaps it was no wonder that I was still feeling stiff with exhaustion.

The next stop was Quito Airport and the Ecuadorian Agricultural Board officials. Staffan and Simon were going to return the van to the hire centre, so Arthur, Krister and I went with Ismael to the airport.

I spent most of the journey checking my phone. Aftonbladet and Expressen had been as good as their word and the stories about my struggle to bring Arthur to Sweden, and the agriculture board preventing us, was given lots of column inches. Lots of column inches.

As we rolled up to the perimeter of the airport another message came through. It was from Helena and Mia in Stockholm. They had heard from my original contact at the Swedish Board of Agriculture. The message was simply ‘OK, OK, stop giving us a hard time. We will sort this.’

I gazed at my phone and felt a silly grin come over my face. ‘Hey,’ I said to Ismael. ‘I think it might be OK. Swedish Agri have said they are going to give us permission.’ I looked at Arthur, sitting by my feet. ‘I think it’s going to be all right,’ I said again to him.

‘That’s great,’ said Ismael. There was no time to worry about whether or not the Swedish Agri Board really would ‘sort this’, because moments later we were at the airport and following Ismael towards the section for customs and imports and the agricultural office. It was a small room with three people in it and various piles of paperwork all over the table.

Ismael handed in all the documentation for Arthur. Krister and I stood behind him, listening to the conversation but of course unable to understand a word. Everyone was talking at breakneck speed, but nobody seemed to be agreeing on anything. It was all going on a lot longer than it should have done, given that we had all the paperwork signed by the vet.

I looked down at Arthur, standing patiently by my side not making the slightest bit of fuss about all the strange things that were happening to him, and thought again how he seemed to trust that somehow it would be all right so long as he was with me.

After another minute of gesticulation and arm-waving, Ismael broke off to turn round and say to me, ‘Not good. They say they can’t authorise.’

I felt my heart sink – that same sick, empty feeling that I’d had when I had the message from the Swedish Board of Agriculture saying no.

Ismael was talking again to the people behind the desk. He wasn’t shouting, but you could tell that he was getting angry; but all three of the officials looked utterly unforgiving and stern. They weren’t saying very much but even I could understand the word ‘no’ in Spanish.

Suddenly Ismael turned round to us and said, ‘OK, they’re not moving. We can’t do anything here. We go.’ And he led the way out of the office and out of the airport.

We made our way in silence to the car. It was getting dark by now, which seemed somehow appropriate as we walked through the jumbled streets back to the centre of Quito. It would soon be time for the official closing ceremony of the Championship – which I had to go to, not least because I needed to see Nathan Fa’avae to pay him back the money we owed him from the hotel in Mompiche – and it was starting in less than an hour.

‘But what more can we do? He’s got the chip and the shots, what more can we do?’ I said, feeling despair as we drove back from the airport.

‘We figure something out,’ said Ismael. ‘But now we have to take him to the police.’ I had a strange vision of Arthur being arrested. Being locked up in jail.

‘What do you mean, police?’ I said.

‘They say he must be in care of the State,’ said Ismael. I wasn’t sure if he was being serious or not, but then, as we drove up to a big gateway with a sign saying ‘Policia’, I realised that he was.

Ismael talked to the two officers at the entrance to the building. I wished I understood some Spanish, any Spanish. But they seemed friendly and helpful, so I began to hope that Arthur wouldn’t be arrested after all.

We could hear a lot of barking coming from the other side of the building. After a minute or two Arthur obviously couldn’t resist and let out a big woof, just to show he was there too.

The officers then led us into a courtyard at the back of the building, which was surrounded on all sides by dog kennels. It was even noisier here, but there were empty kennels along one side of the courtyard and they seemed to be signalling to us that this was where Arthur was going to spend the night.

There was a water bowl in the corner and another, empty, bowl. One of the officers reached up to some packs of dog food on a high shelf and poured some meat and biscuits into the empty bowl. He took off Arthur’s plastic collar and watched Arthur as he headed purposefully to the bowls.

‘We must go,’ said Ismael. ‘There is work to do.’

I looked back at Arthur, already halfway through the food in his bowl, and then I looked at the policemen. They were obviously used to looking after dogs. And anyway we had no choice but to leave him in their care.

 

We headed back to the hotel. There were emails coming in every minute, and our Facebook pages were bursting with activity and messages. And for Helena and Mia, Malin and Sara it was even busier.

The story of Arthur had now spread way beyond Sweden and Ecuador, and there were American and English journalists and broadcasters who wanted to talk to me and follow the story.

The appeal for money on the makeshift website had now exceeded all our hopes. With Peak Performance having now offered to help, it looked like the appeal would be well into credit.

Ismael had been telling us a lot about how stray dogs in Ecuador were treated. It wasn’t only that so many were kicked, beaten or starved, it was also that many people in Ecuador didn’t have any sense of responsibility for pets in general and dogs in particular. They’d get a dog, decide they wanted it to have puppies, couldn’t deal with the puppies, and so the puppies would just be left to roam the streets. And there they were mistreated and starving – and so the cycle continued. It can happen all over the world, of course, but in Ecuador it wasn’t officially a crime to mistreat animals, and there wasn’t an obligation to look after them, register or sterilise them. So the whole dreadful situation was perpetuated.

‘It’s wonderful what you try to do for Arthur,’ Ismael said as we drove back to the centre of town. ‘Always good when dogs are rescued, also when charities feed and look after them. But it is no cure for the problem. It’s like using an aspirin to cure cancer. It makes the pain go away but you’re not going to cure it.’

I decided that whatever happened, I would do what I could to help. If it was money to support Ismael and others like him who were trying to get the law changed, or to help individual stray dogs, then there must be a way I could help.

But first we had a million calls to make and emails to write. We were still on tenterhooks about the Swedish Board of Agriculture’s decision – all we had was a friendly message from my contact there, nothing in writing – and now we had to persuade the Ecuadorian equivalent to let Arthur on to the plane.

Ismael headed off to make some calls, but I had to break off and get ready for the closing ceremony.

 

I only just made it in time. The ceremony was just about to start as I got to the entrance to the Museum of Water, where Nathan and his team were going to be crowned champions of champions. The museum is a spectacular building overlooking the city of Quito. Seemingly made of nothing but glass, steel and water, it backs on to some spectacular mountains and has tremendous views out towards El Panecillo – the famous hill with the giant stone Madonna monument at its top.

The atmosphere was buzzing, with newly clean but still hyped athletes celebrating the end of what had been a pretty amazing race. Mostly everyone agreed that the altitude had been a problem, but that it was a well-planned race and had taken in some pretty impressive sights.

But after I’d slapped Team Seagate on the back and paid Nathan the money we owed, I couldn’t wait to get back to my hotel and the huge task ahead of me that was dominating every second of my thoughts.

 

A couple of hours later and, through Helena and the team in Sweden, I had talked to five more journalists, and was beginning to feel that there couldn’t be a person in the world who didn’t know about our struggle. All the time, every second of the evening, people were asking for pictures, comments, stories, answers to questions, questions, questions . . .

Then Mia came through with a message of some hope. The Minister for Social Development in Ecuador had heard of the story. Perhaps, we thought, there was a chance that someone that powerful could help.

I kept coming back to the fact that we weren’t trying to introduce an animal to Ecuador, we were taking one away. How could that be a problem?

Then I thought of Arthur, in his police kennel. I thought of him with his bowl of food now empty, and none of us around him.

Ridiculous, I told myself. As Ismael had said, clearly Arthur was a loner, and had survived on his own – when he found us he was on his own, and he never interacted with any other dogs – and he would never have travelled in a pack. So why should I be worried about him being on his own?

Because now we were his pack. With me as its captain. And now we were his only hope.

I tried to push all thoughts of Arthur in his police kennel out of my mind. I must focus, focus. The only hope was that somebody in a position of authority could change the position with the Ecuadorian Agricultural Board, someone who could wave a magic wand and where they had said no, get them to say yes. And the only way we could effect that would be by getting massive coverage for our story. In the hope that someone somewhere could help us.

I was beginning to despair, sitting in my hotel room with my head in my hands, when Helena phoned and said she had had a message from someone connected to the Minister for Social Development in Ecuador asking what needed to happen to get Arthur out of the country. Helena had told them that we needed the Ecuadorian Agriculture Board at the airport to allow Arthur to get on the plane to Stockholm. We needed the people who had said no to say yes.

The person Helena was talking to had said that it was probably possible to arrange that, given that Arthur had had all the jabs and was microchipped, and the best thing we could do was to take him with us to the airport tomorrow, go straight to the people we’d seen that day and ask them to reverse their decision. This person then went on to say that at their end she would ensure that today’s no would be tomorrow’s yes.

I breathed out. So it was just possible that the someone powerful who I’d prayed for might come to the rescue. I called Ismael. What did he think? Was it possible that this was the miracle we’d hoped for?

Ismael reckoned that it might well be, and we would just have to carry on and hope.

Carrying on and hoping was very hard. I was absolutely stiff with exhaustion, but there were still calls to return and photos to send and questions to respond to. But I was by now so completely exhausted that if there were to be any hope at all of making this happen the following morning, I needed to get at least an hour or two’s rest. It was midnight. I set my alarm for 5 a.m.

But I didn’t need to wait for my alarm to sound, I was woken by the buzzing of my phone. It was Helena.

‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Go and look at your computer. I’ve sent you something that’s just come through for you.’

Blearily I tried to ask whether it was good news or bad news, but she wasn’t telling me, and hung up. I switched on the laptop. Her email simply consisted of a copy of a formal letter from the Swedish Board of Agriculture. It said:

 

Decision

The Agricultural Board approves your application and allows import from Ecuador to Manlötens quarantine of the following animal:

Dog: mongrel; Name: Arthur; Sex: male; Age: 8

 

There followed a long list of conditions and items of paperwork that were part of their permission. But I couldn’t read a word of them right at that moment. In fact I couldn’t see anything at all. The tears were streaming down my face as I put my head in my arms and cried like a baby.

 

By the time the sun came up that morning of D-Day – the day of departure for Sweden one way or the other – I was packed, anxious and ready to go. As I walked downstairs to the lobby, I was clutching a printout of the Swedish permit like it was some sort of talisman.

There were crowds of reporters all around the entrance and exits of the hotel, but we needed to go to pick up Arthur straight away, so Staffan, Simon and I ducked round and out of the back entrance to join Ismael. There was no time for more interviews, and anyway I just wanted to get to the police kennels.

It seemed to take ages to get to the police station. As I looked out of the car window at a traffic jam up ahead, I thought how incredible it was that this time last week I hadn’t even met Arthur, and yet here I was beside myself with anxiety about him. Rigid with fear that somebody, somehow, would stop us spending the rest of our lives together.

He couldn’t have gone through all that pain and exhaustion to find me only for it all to come to nothing. He couldn’t.

The more I thought about it the more I felt that we were meant to be together. Whether I believed in destiny or not – and sometimes I do and sometimes I don’t – I knew we were meant to be together.

I looked again at the permit in my hand. It said yes, the permit said yes. If only the vets at the airport would say the same.

When we arrived at the police station, I thought that in the light of day the kennels looked smaller and less intimidating. Maybe Arthur hadn’t had such a bad night after all. Then I heard a familiar woof. As we opened the door to the kennel there was Arthur, tail almost a blur as he jumped up at me.

The police had put more of the grey antiseptic on his back, so the grey was now quite dark against his golden fur. He did look pretty battered still, so I put his new lead around him carefully, keeping away from his wounds.

We had loaded up the van that Ismael had organised for the journey to the airport with all our gear – mountains of race kit, and also Arthur kit; his big blue travelling kennel took up most of the space. There was only just room for one dog, if he sat quietly in the front by my feet.

But this time he didn’t sit quietly. Unlike on the journey from Mompiche, Arthur was now all fidget and restlessness. He seemed to be very excited, almost as if he knew something big and important was going to happen that day.

I told the others about the miracle email I’d had in the middle of the night. ‘I want to send chocolates, flowers, something to
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