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Three in the morning it was, when I spotted two girls walking towards me. Well, I say walking; they were wearing the kind of shoes which are designed for sitting down and looking pretty in, and they'd had more than a few drinks. They were talking in that way which seems quiet to those who've been drinking, but really isn't.

"There'sh a man coming."

"Wash he doing?"

"Dunno."

Hiding in the bushes is what I was doing. Doesn't sound too good, does it? I don't have a daughter, but if I did, I know I wouldn't want her stumbling in from a night out, reporting she'd spotted a man hiding in the bushes.

"Come on, boy, hurry up," I stage whispered. It did the trick.

"He'sh walking hish dog."

"Ooooh. Nishe lickle doggy."

If they remembered the incident at all, which seemed unlikely, they'd probably have been able to describe my totally imaginary 'nice little doggie'. I was soon on my way home, hoping they too would soon be safely tucked up in their beds and that their parents weren't waiting too anxiously.

That awkward incident made me feel lonely. There's no one who waits at home for me, anxiously or otherwise. No one to go out with at night either. In my line of work that isn't advisable and the people I meet when 'on duty' as it were, usually aren't the sort I want to be friends with away from work.

A dog though, that would be different. He'd be company, would help people feel less nervous when they saw me out and about, and maybe I could even teach it to be useful. Even so, it didn't immediately occur to me to get one myself.

Because of the unsociable hours I work, I end up watching daytime TV now and then. The next day there was a programme on about dogs especially trained to help sick or disabled people. Absolutely incredible what they could do. Some alerted owners if they were going to have an epileptic fit or their blood sugar was dropping dangerously low. I think everyone knows about guide dogs for the blind, but they have them for deaf people too. These let their owners know if the phone or alarm is ringing and use a code to say who is at the door if the bell goes. Then there are those which pick up things like dropped phones for disabled people, take the wallet from their bag and put it on a shop counter or operate the washing machine. Honestly and truly they do!

I'm lucky enough not to need anything like that. Perhaps I did vaguely wonder what a dog could do for me, but not seriously. Perhaps it was just the programme making me more aware of them, but over the next few days it seemed that dogs, or at least mentions of them, seemed to be everywhere. 

A family playing ball in the park with theirs, 'beware of the dog' signs on gates, or 'lost dog' posters on lamp posts. A dog barking in the night disturbed the peace, although not as much as the people leaning out of nearby houses and yelling at it to shut up did. Police and guard dogs patrolling, leaflets about the local rescue place and the dogs in need of homes. 

I set off down there to get one. It wasn't quite as quick or simple as I'd imagined. There were questions to answer and someone had to come and inspect my place to make sure it was suitable. I wasn't too worried; it's not a big place but there's not much in it, so plenty of room for a dog. 

The wait gave me an opportunity to spend time with lots of the dogs awaiting new homes and I made the most of that, befriending as many as possible as I made my choice. One of the volunteers, Ruth I think her name was, showed me round and introduced me to the animals. 

"They know if you're a dog person or not and respond accordingly," Ruth said. 

Happily most of the dogs seemed to take to me. One of the options was a three legged terrier.

"He's still a lively little thing," Ruth said. "Of course his injury will make it harder to home him."

It didn't worry me too much. We're none of us perfect are we? Still, it seemed sensible not to make a snap decision.

Next one along was a huge Afghan hound. 

"Lovely, isn't she?" 

I agreed.

"She'd need lots of exercise."

"That's no problem. I could take her on a good long run every night."

"Best keep her on the lead though as she doesn't always come back when called."

I made a mental note of that and reluctantly decided the gorgeous and striking looking creature wasn't suitable for me.

There was one tiny little thing which seemed terrified of me.

"Sadly she doesn't like men and we suspect it's because she's been badly treated."

I left her alone. We'd be no help to each other.

Next was a Rottweiler. I was assured he was gentle and placid, and that seemed to be the case. He rolled over for his tummy to be scratched and drooled all over me. He looked ferocious when on his feet though. Seeing me with him wouldn't reassure anyone late at night.

My mind kept going back to the three legged terrier. I was tempted, but the very fact he was so memorable dissuaded me. An animal with so much character was bound to find a home somewhere.

Then I spotted Fido.

Ruth sounded almost apologetic the creature had such an unimaginative name, but it suited him perfectly. Fido just looked like a little brown dog. Quite cute but not outstanding in any way. A reasonable amount of hair, floppy ears and waggy tail. Could be a description of any dog, but it's not. It's a description of the one I wanted to be mine.

I explained to the people at the rescue place that I wanted to take Fido to work with me and to train him to be useful. Obviously I was pretty vague about how he could help and the details about what I actually do were none existent, but they still seemed keen on the idea. After I'd spent some time getting to know the dog, and they'd inspected my home, they were satisfied. So was I. Fido is an absolutely perfect companion.

There's no worries about him intimidating anyone for a start. If people see me out with him anywhere, anytime they don't have to stop and wonder what I'm doing as clearly I'm walking my dog. In that way he reduces the attention people pay to me, but he does draw some himself. People often want to stroke him and that's fine with me. He can take any amount of fussing and although they barely glance up at me it makes them see me as a nice, harmless individual.

Fido was already housetrained and would sit and stay when I told him, but I was pretty sure he was capable of a lot more than that. 

I threw sticks for him. He always ran for them despite the fact I often sent them not down the path ahead but all over the place. My less than straight aim sent them over fences and gates, into gardens and porches, once even through an open car window! I'll never make an England bowler, but Fido didn't mind. If I threw, he chased. He didn't always retrieve the stick I'd thrown but no matter what he brought back I rewarded him generously with pieces of cheese. That was his absolutely favourite snack. He liked boiled eggs, sausage and biscuits too, but cheese was the winner. Luckily I quite often came by some, as a kind of bonus, at work.

From time to time I tried him on a more interesting name. I felt he warranted it but presumably he was happy with Fido as he never came scampering back until I gave in and called him that. I can't tell you the places I've clambered over and into whispering, 'Rufus come back' or 'here Harold'. To my utter embarrassment on a couple of occasions the property owners heard and joined in my search! On those occasions I quickly reverted to my dog's original name and took him away, all the time muttering awkward thanks and apologies. Often though there was no one at home, or at least no one heard and I got away with it.

Are you thinking I was a rubbish dog trainer? Or perhaps that I was a bumbling fool in other areas too. Can't blame you if so, as that's the impression I'd worked hard to create.

The man who has to run after his dog as it makes a beeline for those who'll bend over to stroke him is the man who can very easily slip a wallet or phone from a back pocket. The man who can explain his presence almost anywhere anytime is never suspected of casing the joint, or even being half-way through a burglary. Best of all, the man who has a dog which will run after a stick right in front of cameras and lights has someone to test out alarms and other security devices, and an excuse for them being triggered. And when that dog returns not with a stick, but a watch or bunch of keys he has a truly valuable partner in crime. 

The only trouble with Fido was that of course he wasn't really a criminal; just a clever and loyal dog doing as his master had taught him. He didn't know he was stealing, just that he enjoyed bringing things to me. He had no idea we weren't welcome in the homes we visited late at night. To him the people we met in the park weren't marks or victims. To Fido they were lovely chums who fussed over him and gave him titbits. So when he found an old dear in a heap on her bedroom floor his reaction wasn't to grab what he could and get out. Instead he fetched the man who'd rescued him, clearly expecting me to show the same compassion to one of my own kind.

I didn't have a choice. Before I could call him away, the stupid mutt licked her face and she opened her eyes. Couldn't just leave
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