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​​DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the all the dogs of the world.

They give us their unconditional love, undying devotion and
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Driving slowly home, I glance sidelong at the dog sitting by me in the passenger seat. He is quite calm now, but...

What a whopper...

Overflowing the seat on either side, he sits with his head stooping low from the roof.

Black and tan with distinguished ginger eyebrows, he is a handsome lad. Nonetheless, he is a hot contender for ‘Hound of the Baskervilles look-alike of the Year’. He would easily win a part in the cheaper kind of horror movies and could easily be named 'Satan’, ‘Demon’ or similar, but I am calling him ‘Billy’. 

Billy looks to be in good health. He is panting slightly...

Worried?

Trying not to appear to be staring, I weigh up my guest...

Soft eyes...

Ears perked...

Watching the scenery go by...

No... Not anxious...

Just a bit warm...

Not bad progress for a dog I met two hours ago.

*Sigh*

What am I going to tell the neighbours?

I am about to arrive home with another dog.

Back at home, my Gang of Four are waiting for me. I returned them there an hour since, when our walk in the woods was cut short...

*****
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Two hours ago:

Indicate...

Pull over...

Screw up face against howling chaos from rear of car...

Wipe slobber, drool and snot off back of neck...

Tumultuous barking and baying indicate the agreed wishes of the ‘Gang of Four’ that the back of the car be opened now.

Pausing for a few seconds to let traffic pass, I narrowly avoid a sprained wrist when, as I partially open the car’s rear door, it jerks upwards from my hand under canine pressure and four sundry, hairy shapes leap as one from the rear of the car to bounce joyously into the woods.

The Gang of Four consists of Seamus, Shannon, Minnie and Duncan.

Seamus is ‘Head Boy’ and acknowledged leader of the pack. He is a greyhound/German shepherd cross; a lurcher, and he moves like a trained dancer.

Shannon is ‘Queen Bee’; a large collie cross. White with black and tan markings, she is one of the most beautiful dogs I have ever known.

Minnie is a medium-sized Sheltie cross. Fluffy and barrel-shaped, nature endowed her with legs three inches too short for her frame.

Duncan is a three-legged terrier. Ranking as the puppy of the pack, he is subordinate to all the others. He is, however, a true terrier and utterly indomitable, and his three-legged status in no way detracts from the fact that he moves like a greased piglet when it suits him.

This spot is a favourite walk. We can do a simple circular stroll around the woods or from here, we can head off in any number of directions through glorious countryside overlooking the Ribble Valley; out to Whalley in one direction or to Pendle Hill the other way.

There are sheep, horses and other livestock in the fields and farms in the area, but the Gang of Four are livestock trained, all knowing well that sheep are forbidden entertainments and that horses and cattle are too big to play with.

On the other hand, rabbits and squirrels are fair game, so our walks here are regular and popular.

Today I am doing the plain circular walk around the woods. The weather has been very wet, the fields are thigh deep in mud and so this circuit is a pleasant and relatively speaking, clean and dry option. One circuit of the woods, perhaps half a mile, is not enough to tire out the Gang, so I plan to do two or three circuits. The local squirrels should provide enough entertainment to run the Gang tired.

The route takes me through a central footpath and back again around one edge of the woodland; a lovely walk, being mainly beech trees. After all the rain, it is a bright sunny day, the sunshine filtering down through the leaves and giving that gorgeous dappled light that can only be found in a beech wood, chequered yellow-green on last year’s leaves. The air has that clean, just washed scent of Summer rain.

The return leg of the path takes me alongside a dry-stone wall that is the boundary to a field where horses graze. I have a favourite, or perhaps I am his favourite. He spots me and as always, comes galloping over. Horse and I have discovered together that he has a passion for Polo mints and now, whenever he sees me, he will trot up and down the other side of the wall demanding his mint allowance. Naturally, the dogs join in, clamouring for their ration. This is the only time the Gang ever get sweets from me, but four dogs and a horse make a big hole in a packet of mints, so I have taken to buying them in wholesale boxes from the local cash and carry.

Horse, being satisfied that no more mints are forthcoming, accepts an ear scratch and then wanders off to resume his grazing. The Gang are distracted by a passing squirrel and dash off, demanding that it comes down from its tree to play.

While Seamus and Shannon scrabble up the trunk, trying to convince themselves they really can climb trees, the squirrel looks disdainfully down from on high, chittering insults. It sounds quite personal, but the Gang are not much chastised.

Strolling along, continuing my walk...

What...?

Something...

Trying to appear casual about it, I survey my surroundings.

... I am being followed.

In the undergrowth there is movement. Leaves rustle. Branches swish. And in the dim depths of rambling rhododendrons, there is a deeper shadow.

Does this worry me? No, not at all. Although a single woman, I have no qualms about walking out wherever I choose. My four-dog, personal-security option means that I am safer than most people on their own doorstep. Turning to face the shadow, I call out. “Yes? can I help you?”

The shadow retreats into the undergrowth....

.... It is not tall enough to be human.

So, I wait....

The Gang of Four have caught on.  No longer racing in random circles to hurl abuse at the squirrel, instead, they dash repeatedly up and down the track, gradually zeroing in on my ‘shadow’.

And then I see it. In the shade of the bushes, keeping low, trying to hide, is a dog. A very big dog. But he is not interested in me. He is watching the Gang; following them.

I keep walking, hoping to get a better view.

And there he is... Peering out, then retreating back.

No collar....

Dumped...?

Damn.

These woods are a popular place for the kind of unprincipled morons who abandon animals in what they think are ‘natural surroundings’ ("There's rabbits and stuff there, so it's okay for him, innit...").

Set between the villages and with handy parking, many a victim has been set loose here, left to fend for itself. I have two friends who came back from a walk with an ‘extra’. Also abandoned close by; just the animals I know of; several rabbits, a goat and who-knows-how-many dogs. Once I found a horse on the narrow lane a few hundred yards away. So, yet another deserted dog is not news.

He finally breaks cover, tail down, low slung, introducing himself to the Gang. Seamus takes charge. Even submissive as he is, this stranger is entirely too impressive to be allowed near Shannon. Minnie circles and yaps. Duncan three-leggedly, pogos backwards and forwards, a full set of teeth armed and ready for launch.  

It is all show. The Gang are not warlike, just cautious. Having established that the stranger does not intend mayhem, they all calm down and exchange bum-sniffs.

The stranger is unsettled, but not by the Gang. He breaks away, dashing back up the track, looking for something. He returns and dashes off again the other way up the track, still looking. After a couple of minutes of this, he returns, staring at the ground, sides heaving as he pants.

It is classic ‘dumped’ behaviour. A dog abandoned by its owners does not understand that they have simply left him. He will go over and over the same ground, convinced that ‘Mum and Dad’ must be there if only he can find them, not understanding the human impulse that leads to desertion. Have you ever heard of a case of a dog deserting its owner?

Why do people do this?

I have no problem with someone who simply does not like dogs. It is fair enough; we are not all the same. If you don’t like dogs, then don’t have one.

However, those who, on some whim, take on a dog or other animal, and then mistreat it, or get bored and dump it; with them I have issues. Why do it? At the least, pass the animal to the rescue societies.

And finally, I have a good clear view of the stranger.

Jeez...

He looks scary as hell. He is huge. This dog has got to weigh in at eight stone. Perhaps Rottweiler-German Shepherd cross, he looks like the original hellhound.

What next?

It’s good to talk...

“Hello, fella,” I say. “What a good boy. Shall we be friends? What a nice fella...”

Nonsense words, intended to placate. He watches me, although it’s quite hard to follow the movement of his dark eyes. But the ginger eyebrows converge on me and the ears prick forward.

One step closer...

Ears flat... Eyes rolling white... Maddened barking and snarling...

Christ!

His haunches drop as though to launch and I step back again...

The sounds he’s making are no terrier yapping or even just a general doggy “Do I know you?” volley across the bows. This is full-blown canine panic; fear aggression that makes for a really dangerous dog.

Poor sod’s scared witless...

I back away another step and the barking subsides, but he is staring at me now, hard-eyed and with a rumble from the throat that threatens mayhem if I ignore the message.

I am not invited to be a friend. 

What to do?

Leaving this dog here is not a possibility. All aside from my general high regard for dogs and all things canine, children walk in these woods. Leaving him here is an invitation for real tragedy.

I turn a little sideways, glancing at him from the corners of my eyes. It helps and the rumbling diminishes...

How to calm him...

I haver, undecided, hampered by having the Gang with me. This dog is big enough to fillet me if he chooses. Even if I manage to calm him to the point of co-operation, how do I get him home, when I already have to get my current Four with me?

Meg suddenly appears by my feet, waggy and enthusiastic. We are old friends. She is a small, vaguely spaniel-shaped little girl who also has a fondness for mints, and we meet regularly. Looking up, there is ‘Meg’s Mum’. I don’t know her name. She has always been simply ‘Meg’s Mum’, and like me, can call any of my dogs by name but, I am sure, doesn’t know mine.

Our words tumble out together.

"Have you seen that dog?"

"Do you recognize that dog?"

“Scary isn’t he,” she says. “He’s been in the woods for a least a couple of hours. There’s no sign of any owners. I’ve looked in all the parking laybys and I didn’t like to just leave him here.”

“I don’t have a spare lead, and I can’t do anything with all my dogs here,” I say. “If I take my lot back home, can you keep an eye on him until I get back?”

Meg’s Mum nods. “Don’t be longer than you have to.”

“No more than fifteen minutes,” I promise.

I dash back to the car, pile the Gang in the back and drive them home. They protest at this off-hand treatment but settle down as I toss a couple of handfuls of dried meat over the back lawn. That’ll occupy them for a while, finding all the bits in the grass.

I grab a lead, a pair of leather gardening gloves and a dish of cooked sausages from the fridge. Driving back to the woods, I arrive to find Meg’s Mum, Meg and the stranger all just where I left them.

“What are you planning?” she asks. 

“Dunno, making it up as I go along really...”

As I step towards the dog, I keep hands in pockets and look slightly away from him. I brought the sausages, but on reflection, am not tempted to offer them. The stranger looks as though he might be trained to refuse food from strangers.

He growls again; an impressive sound with a deep bass vibration like the threat of oncoming thunder.

There is an old tree stump handily a step or so closer to him. Still looking away from him, I sit on the stump. “Now then, Billy. What’s it all about then? He’s a handsome lad is Billy. Shall we be friends? He’s a good boy is Billy, but it’s all a bit scary eh?”

As I spout my stream of nonsense, ‘Billy’ relaxes. The stare eases. I keep talking. “Now then Billy. What a good boy Billy is.”

Billy wanders in my direction. He’s is not coming to me. but to Meg who is close by, but now he seems less concerned by my being there. And Meg is only too willing to befriend the gigantic stranger, wagging and yapping a welcome. As Billy passes by I let my hand trail over his back. He does not avoid my touch; instead circling around to make acquaintance with Meg. They exchange sniffs.

Each time he circles, Billy gets closer to me and I let the touch of my hand last a little longer. He seems unconcerned and finally begins to pay attention to my continued babbling, visibly de-stressing, his panting lessening.

Dogs need people. Billy is no exception.

“Billy’s a lovely lad, isn’t he.  He’s a good boy really. Billy’s too nice to be nasty.  Billy’s just a bit scared isn’t he...”

Billy seems happy now for me to rest my hand on his back, so carefully I reach a little higher over his shoulders to scratch his ear.

At the touch, his eyes soften completely, and he sits down next to me, allowing a full-blown caress and a rub around his face and neck. Pulling the lead out of my pocket, I show it to him, let him sniff it. He’s unconcerned, so I loop it over his neck and slowly stand up, still talking. He follows me like a lamb.

*Wipe sweat from brow*

"I think we're okay now," I say to Meg's Mum. "I'll get him into the car and take him home."

“What are you going to do with him?” 

I shrug. “God knows. I know the shelter’s full. Right now, it looks as though I have another dog.”

She laughs “You won’t be the first around here to come home with more dogs than you set off with. I’ll put the word out. See if anyone knows anything about him, but I don’t think he’s from around here.”

Billy jumps into the car willingly, taking over the passenger seat like royalty, with just an air of “I think I left the crown and ermine robes in the other car.”

And so, as I pull up at my tiny, perfect house, Whinshill Cottage, I have five dogs.

*****
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Four Years Previously...

I turn the key in the lock. It clicks open and I step inside.

Freedom...

I am single.  I have come out of a divorce and now have my very first ‘own home’; the first place I can really say is mine. I can do what I want, when I want, how I want. I am free.

My little house is ‘small but perfectly formed’; a two-up-two-down stone terrace. Whinshill Cottage, built in 1670, with its tiny front garden and a postage stamp of a back garden, is just big enough for me to live in and my venerable Labrador cross, Fudge, to toddle around and have a bit of space.

For the same money in the area, I could have chosen a modern house with four bedrooms, integral garage and a thumping great garden. I visited and viewed several such properties, asking myself each time, Do I see myself living here? On a modern estate full of identical houses and surrounded by neighbours on all sides?

Nope.

I looked at cottages in the area. There is no shortage of lovely old places, but my extremely limited budget meant I had to choose my house very carefully indeed.

I know that I will always have dogs, so some sort of outside space is essential. For the same reason, I did not want to front directly onto a road. I’m not particularly materialistic and so do not have a lot of ‘stuff’. But what I do have is my vast collection of books. These have followed me around all my adult life, growing and multiplying despite my regular attempts to thin them out, so space for some sort of library area is for me, essential.

I need a bedroom for myself, and another for when I had friends or family staying. I would give much to be able to have a house with a third bedroom that I could call my library and use as a study but to do that, I would have to buy one of those modern estate houses. Three-bedroomed cottages sell at a premium. As they say in the north, You pays your money and you takes your choice.

I viewed scores of cottages, and looked at hundreds more in newspapers and online, trying to stretch my budget to that magic third bedroom. After a few months, I reached the conclusion that the house I want does not exist at a price I can afford. Moreover, property prices are just starting to rocket. To be able to buy, I had to do it quickly.

Finally, I went to view a little place I found in an estate agent's window. It lacked that third room, but on the other hand, was close to a lot of lovely countryside; ideal for dogs. The living room looked quite large in the advert. Perhaps it could double as my study.

When I went to view, I was disappointed. The property was perfect in every way except that it was just too small.

*Heave sigh*

I wished the owner goodbye and he accompanied me out to my car. Then, as I turned to take a last look at the cottage...

... a blocked-up window in the stonework of the roof area...

It hadn’t occurred to me to ask about loft space. Most of the cottages in the area have very shallow roofs and so the loft area is only ever suitable as storage space. But this one has a really steep roof pitch.

Is that standing room?

"Is there a loft access?"

Startled, "Er, yes. But it's not very nice up there."

"Got a loft ladder? Can I see?"

The loft is huge. Granted, it is dirty, the existing boards do not look too safe, and the spiders have nothing to do but eat and grow...

Memo to self - do U.K. spiders ever eat mice?

... but that can all be dealt with.

Some old roof light windows simply need updating to turn it into a beautiful room. Oddly, the window I have seen from outside is not visible on the inside. Someone has plastered over it. 

I have found my new home, Whinshill Cottage, and I am already in love with it. 

Three months later I arrive with my worldly goods; consisting of my car, my book collection, my clothes, a wardrobe, a thumping great mortgage and a geriatric Labrador, Fudge. Furniture has been an optional extra when budgeting. My entire aim has been to buy the house and it has taken every penny I have and that the bank would lend me.

I step into my new home. Fudge waddles in after me and wanders around, randomly sniffing at anything less than eighteen inches from the ground. The interior of the cottage gets a minute olfactory scrutiny and she then wanders out to the back garden to first pass judgement, then pass water and declare it ‘her’ garden.

The house is echoing empty. The only goods left behind by the previous owners are curtains and carpets. Those upstairs are aged but acceptable. However, the lounge carpet is bubble-gum—pink and the curtains are a series of elaborate flounces, twists and twirls in baby-pink and baby-blue. I am the owner of Barbie’s sitting room.

The carpets and curtains have got to go. 

A knock at the door: it is my friend Mike, who volunteered to move my one large piece of furniture; Wardrobe.

Wardrobe is not happy. A small single piece, originating in one of the cheaper furniture outlets, he did not want to move house in the first place and has taken his journey badly. Sulking in the bottom of Mike’s van, he has thrown one of his doors off a hinge, a sure sign of his bad mood. I know there will be trouble when I want to hang up my clothes. Wardrobe tends to shrug off his rails when he is moping.

“Shall we get it in?” says Mike. “Where do you want it?” Between us, we shuffle Wardrobe out of the van and in through the front door. Fudge eyes this process with suspicion. She knows Wardrobe from previous encounters and does not like him. Wardrobe senses this and, breaking slightly from our grip, flaps a door at her. Fudge withdraws to her basket.

Wardrobe is destined to live upstairs in my bedroom. Walking him to the bottom of the stairs, we discover the flaw in the plan. My micro-cottage, built in the seventeenth century, has stairs never designed for any but the smallest of movables. The door at the bottom is waaayyy too narrow and the stairs themselves make two right-angled turns in the space of four feet. Wardrobe is not going to live upstairs without being dismantled.

I hear Wardrobe’s sharp intake of dust at this suggestion. As Mike leaves, Wardrobe sags against the wall, clearly weak at the dowels. So, I reassure him that I will not dismantle him for the journey upstairs. Instead, he will live in the lounge. Wardrobe is disappointed. He has looked forward to his new, light and airy accommodation in the bedroom and shows his displeasure by throwing off a door entirely.

I tell him to behave but make a note to buy a couple of pieces of two-by-one to add some struts to his back. His strange leaning angle does not suggest that he is yet willing to give lodging to my clothes.

I move in the remainder of my goods, mainly boxes of books. I have no table or chairs and so I pile up book boxes to produce a makeshift table while sitting on a box of collected works of 1950’s classic science fiction. Wardrobe scowls at me as I do this, faintly pink with the reflected carpet.

One blessing: the kitchen is fully-fitted, so making a meal isn’t a problem. I enjoy cooking, humming to myself while I slice bread, tomatoes and mushrooms. What with the move out by the previous occupants and my move in with my dusty cardboard boxes of books, the floor is looking second-hand. Not worrying about this, in my usual practice, trimming rind off bacon and scraping burnt bits off toast, I simply slide the lot over the edge of the worktop, in the sure knowledge that Fudge is waiting below, and the scraps will not actually touch the floor.

I push to the back of my mind the looming thought of my credit card bill. Having resisted buying almost anything at all, the one purchase I couldn’t avoid is a washing machine. Although now single, and with little washing of my own, having a dog means dog blankets, dog towels and the paraphernalia of outdoor life. I work full time and cannot cope without a washing machine. 

A trawl of the local second-hand shops produced an array of dismal appliances, none of which looked as though they would survive the month. There are some poor areas around here, and quality second-hand electrical goods get snapped up quickly. So, I have bought a brand-new washing machine and paid for it with plastic....

Deal with that problem later....

Over the next few weeks, I address my furniture situation. It is quite easily dealt with because I am on good terms with the supervisor at the local rubbish tip. He knows of my straitened furnitorial situation and keeps aside a few items for me. First, there is a big basket chair, the kind where the top part is a wicker bowl sitting on the base. It’s a little worn in places but perfectly acceptable. The single large cushion is clean and fresh smelling...

... And it is not pink.

The jazzy, blue-striped design is very appealing, and I admire my new acquisition as I place it under the window, where it clashes violently with the horrible pink carpet.

Making myself a cup of tea, I return to find Fudge in the chair, informing me that she likes it very much, Thank You. It is warm, comfortable and up out of the drafts. And she can see out of the window too. Perfect! Fudge curls up into the cushion and goes to sleep.

Wardrobe is jealous of the new competition and in a tantrum throws his left-hand door onto the floor. Fudge regards him warily with one eye and then returns to her snooze.

A bed frame is my next acquisition from the tip; no mattress yet, but I am still looking. The bed is a relief. Several weeks of ‘camping’ in a sleeping bag on the floor is losing its novelty. But now, the sleeping bag stands in lieu of a mattress and I buy some sheets and blankets from a charity shop. The bedding doesn’t smell great as I open the bag, so they go through a hot wash before making up the bed.

My friend at the tip next produces a rather elegant sideboard. It needs a little sanding down and re-staining, but it is a handsome and very practical piece. Suddenly, I have drawers and cupboards.

It amazes me, the perfectly good stuff that people throw away, the sideboard being a case in point. Its owner has gone to the trouble of taking it to the tip. Had he taken it instead to an antiques centre, he would probably have sold it for a couple of hundred quid. In fact, a buyer would probably have saved him the trouble of transporting it.

Already attractive, I love it with some wax before settling it into a corner of the lounge, its deep grained shine enhanced into lustre by the sunlight.

This is too much for Wardrobe. The constant assault on his sensibilities produces a panic attack and nervous collapse. He drops the central bar supporting my clothes, throws them out over the floor then, with a crash, crumples into a heap. Fudge bolts out of the lounge. I find her later, crammed into the farthest corner of the under-stairs cupboard, a spot she normally only occupies during thunderstorms.

Rescuing my clothes from the corpse of Wardrobe and considering whether it worth giving mouth to mouth resuscitation, I decide against it. His foibles and personality defects are more than I feel prepared to deal with any more. An autopsy reveals that the struts I screwed into position at his back have been rejected by his fabric and the screws are bent into right-angles. Cold-bloodedly, I dismember the cadaver. There is some good shelving for the under-stairs cupboard here.

Second-hand shops are a huge resource. For a few pounds, I buy a lovely oak drop-leaf table, the drop leaf making the most of my limited space. Cleaned up and polished, it sits in my kitchen, warm and golden, smelling of bees and lemon juice. Then I buy a couple of stand-alone clothes rails. These will do me until I can afford a carpenter for built-in wardrobes upstairs.

A friend is helping to clear out a closed down Methodist chapel. One of the pews comes home with me and finds a place out on my tiny terrace, overlooking the back garden. I sit with a cup of tea considering the possibilities offered by a small garden shed. The garden is a sun-trap and I lean with my head back, catch rays on my face, eyes closed and listening to the buzz of insects in the ivy. 

It is wonderful. It is perfect. I have my home.

*****
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​​Fudge​
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I love being outdoors. Whinshill Cottage is on the edge of a village only a few miles from Pendle Hill, of ‘Pendle Witches’ fame and the walking here is to die for. Also, the Ribble Valley is only twenty minutes away, the coast an hour off to the West and the Yorkshire Dales a similar distance to the East. The Lake District is an hour and a half away northwards.

My daily routine: wake up early to the teas-made, my first extravagance. Then luxuriate in bed with my tea for half an hour before rising.

A cat-lick in the bathroom, brush my teeth, get dressed and out with Fudge. I have only to walk twenty yards up the lane before I am off the road with such traffic as there is, and into the nearby fields on the footpaths. The footpaths here run for miles in all directions. For my morning walk I usually only do perhaps a mile all round, enough to wake me up properly and allow Fudge to ‘do the necessaries’.

Then to work. My current job is in a village only a couple of miles away and so I can pop home at lunchtime to let Fudge out, have a sandwich and a cup of coffee in the back garden. Weather is immaterial. If it is sunny and warm, that’s great, but it doesn’t matter. If it is cold, I put on another sweater. If it is rainy I wear a waterproof. Fudge is less keen on the rain; if it is wet outside at lunchtime, she dashes out to the back lawn and then, moments later dashes back in, giving me a look of disgust en-route; a neat trick for someone whose face is entirely covered in fur.

After work, I can have a real walk, wandering my way through the country lanes around my village if the weather is bad, but I much prefer to be up in the hills. Packing Fudge into the car, we set off for Pendle Hill, a ten-minute drive.

Pendle Hill is one of the outstanding landmarks of Lancashire. For all those whose knowledge of Lancashire begins and ends with ‘Coronation Street’ and the paintings of Lowry, visit Pendle Hill and the Ribble Valley. This is real Lancashire and very few people seem to be aware of these places, except for a few lurid stories of the Pendle Witch Trials of the 17th Century.

The Yorkshire Dales to the East are beautiful and everyone knows about them. The Lake District to the North is stunning and it has a million visitors a year. But sandwiched between them is the Ribble Valley, and it is one on England’s best-kept secrets. Centred on the River Ribble, the valley homes acres of verdant rolling hills, ancient woodlands, beautiful villages and gorgeous inns and pubs. It is a walker’s dream. To the South East is the town of Clitheroe and beyond that, looming over Clitheroe, is Pendle Hill. It has become a regular haunt of mine over the past few years, and I look forward to having it so close. I will visit often.

But right now, I want to explore my immediate area. I have bought a map showing the local footpaths; the area is thick with them. The nearest starts only yards from my front door. I pop a lead on Fudge to get her over the road and then we are free to explore. There is a short track of a couple of hundred yards, uphill and a bit overgrown. It goes past a large house with a huge garden. Solidly built gates separate me from the barking, nay, the baying of two or more very large sounding dogs. The owners of this house have no security worries. Judging by the sound, having burglars to this mansion would be just a cheap way of feeding the dogs. Continuing on, at the top of the track there is a gate of the click-shut kind common in the area, and then the path leads up through pasture and fields into the great wide yonder. There is a farm at the top of the hill and I wonder about that. Footpaths through farmyards can be problematic, depending on the personality of the farmer and the amount of trouble he may have had from inconsiderate ramblers.

As it turns out, I need not have worried. The farm is buzzing with people and horses. The farmer operates a livery stable and all her clients come with their dogs; spaniels and Labradors mainly but with a good dash of mixed mongrels and crossbreeds. There are dozens of them. Fudge is unimpressed by the canine confusion. She does not care for strange dogs and trundles through the farmyard grumbling and showing her teeth to any that venture too close. I check with one of the riders which way the footpath runs then continue on my way. 

I discover that I can either turn off over fields through to a woodland at the top of the hill or continue on to a narrow lane, only just wider than a car, taking me back on a wide loop to the village. This road, ‘Back Lane’, I am later told by one of the locals is the oldest road in England. I have no idea if this is true, but it could be. The lane runs high above a glaciated valley along the foothills to Pendle, and, if I were an ice age human, is probably just where I would have walked at the time if I wanted to travel directly East-West; not down in the valley where the current A59 runs, that would be full of ice, but here, on or just below the hill crests, following the best route to take me to or from the coast thirty miles away. If I want to go further afield I can do so, following tracks, trails, paths and quiet lanes through to Sabden, Whalley and beyond. The area is stunning and at least once a day I walk up through these fields with Fudge.

I have lived at Whinshill Cottage for only a few days when walking past the large house with the baying dogs, a voice “Hellooo...”s me. Looking around, not spotting the source of the voice at first, then I see him. A man is leaning out of an upstairs window of the large house. “Hello,” he shouts. “Are you the new neighbour from the cottage?”

“I am that,” I shout back. “I’m Katie. Nice to meet you.”

“Are you in a hurry? Fancy some breakfast? A couple of boiled eggs and toast?”

It’s nice to have friendly neighbours but this seems almost an invite too far. There is the sound of large paws thumping over gravel, and the snarling and howling I heard before, starts up again. There is a thump, then another thump against the gate, which gives visibly, then rattles on its hinges under the force of considerable weight being hurled at it from the other side.

“Er, sounds lovely,” I shout, trying to make myself heard over the racket. “But I do have my dog with me.”

“Oh, that’s no problem. Your dog can make friends with ours. You’re not nervous of dogs, are you? Just hang on a jiff. I’ll be right there.”

He disappears from the windows and after a second, I hear a female voice on the other side of the gate. “Down Elsa. Punch. Here! Come on you two. In. Now!” I make a mental note that the main ‘Elsa’ I knew of, was a lion.

The commotion subsides, and the gate opens. A young woman is clipping leads onto two enormous dogs, Rhodesian ridgebacks. No wonder they could make so much noise. This is a dog that was bred to hunt lions.

“Hi, I’m Annie.” she says, smiling. “I’ll take Elsa round the back, she’s a bit funny with strangers. You don’t need to worry about Punch here though. He’s a pussycat.” 

The man appears at the door, holding out his hand to shake. “Hi, I’m Jim. Come on in. It’s nice to have a new neighbour.” As I follow Jim into the house, the world’s largest ‘pussycat’ trots in behind. Fudge, wearing her ‘Impress me if you can’ face, pads alongside me into the house, ignoring the dog beside her, at least twice her height at the shoulder, until she spots a huge bowl of food on the floor in the kitchen. The bowl is bee lined and assaulted. Jim waves off my attempts to stop her. “We’re having breakfast.” he smiles. “Why shouldn’t she?” 

Jim has a pleasant, lyrically Scottish, accent. Annie sounds much more local, with an accent similar to my own; some variant on the theme of Northern English. They putter around the kitchen together, assembling breakfast. “Sit down,” he says. “Make yourself at home.” He waves me to the breakfast table and I take the nearest chair.

“Tea or coffee?” she asks.

“Tea please.”

“Sugar?”

“No thanks.”

“Milk or lemon?”

“Milk please. Just plain builder’s tea is fine”. Just gimme a cup of tea. I am a little edgy; conscious of breathing down my neck. Turning, Punch is sat just behind me, his face at eye level with mine. To be fair to Punch, for all his impressive appearance, his expression is amiable. However, I notice that he is watching carefully the food preparations, his eyes following eggs into a pan and bread into the toaster.

“Hmmm, Punch here, has he had his breakfast?”

“He has indeed,” says Jim, nodding down at the bowl where Fudge is still gromphing away. “But he does like eggy toast.” Now there’s a surprise.

I am served two beautifully boiled eggs, perfectly done with set white and nice runny middles, and a rack of toast. “Don’t sit on ceremony,” says Jim. “We don’t. Dip your soldiers if you want to.”

I enjoy a leisurely breakfast with my two new friends, three in fact. It is slightly unnerving sitting next to a dog who is looking down on my eggs, and Punch gets more of my eggy toast than is perhaps his due, but by the end of the meal, he has sworn me undying loyalty.

Over the next few years, Punch is a regular visitor to my house. The first time he calls by, I think he has strayed and lost his bearings. Popping him on a lead, I take him back to Jim and Annie. However, he visits me again a day or so later and I realise that he is just being friendly. I shout over the hedgerow separating us into Frank and Annie’s garden, “Just letting you know. Punch is here.”

Another of my canine neighbours calls by. This is Winston, a middle-aged Labrador retriever from just over the road. He is on my doorstep, wagging his tail in a slow, regular rhythm and panting up at me with a hopeful expression. A lady I have not met comes running over, breathless and flustered. “Oh, there he is. I’m so sorry. He jumps the wall. I just can’t stop him.” She gestures to a low, random stone wall over the road. It edges an exquisitely laid out garden which in its turn, houses an equally exquisite cottage. Unlike my own, no postage stamp cottage this, more postcard. It is a substantial house and is absolutely beautiful.

“No problem at all,” I say. “Dogs are never turned away from my door.” She relaxes. “It’s a nasty corner though, for traffic.”

She gulps and nods. “Have you noticed the signs coming up the hill? The first one says, ‘Thirty Miles an Hour Limit.’ The second says ‘Slow Down for Village.’ and the third, a hundred yards further on, says ‘No Speed Limit.’ It’s right before the corner. I’m Patricia by the way.” Fudge appears and shoves her nose into Patricia’s hand with a swish of her coffee-table-sweeping tail, then turns and shows her teeth to Winston.

“He does like to wander. If he turns up again, just let me know. I’ll come and get him.”

“No need. I bring him over myself if I need to. It’s not as though it’s far to walk.”

*****
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The road is indeed an issue. If there is a downside to Whinshill Cottage, it is that it is built on a corner, being one of a block of four terraced cottages and is I learn, the oldest part of the block. My house was the original farmhouse in 1670. Since then, the three other properties have been added on, more or less one per century. I love old buildings like this; they grow like Topsy and the result is an unpredictable and fascinating building.

However, the road runs directly up a hill and takes a sharp right, with the four-cottage terrace being built into that corner turn. It was not even actually a road until the 1950’s I am told, but only a farm track leading to Whins Lane which runs a little further up the hill. The road is called ‘Straits Lane’. One should always pay attention to old place names; they can tell you a lot. A couple of years after I first move into the cottage, there is a winter storm. Rain deluges the area, a solid sheet of water, pelting down for hours. The dry-stone walls uphill from me, holding back the hillside from the road, are quickly overcome by sheer weight of water, collapsing to rubble in places. As I stand watching the rain from an upper window, trees wash down Straits Lane as it temporarily becomes a river. Whinshill Cottage itself is not affected by this and the water washes by, but one unfortunate house, further down the hill, has recently had work done on the drive with no proper kerb being replaced. The rush of water diverts neatly off the lane, straight down the drive and into the house. By ill chance, the owners are away on holiday. Poor folks. 

Water is not my issue with the road. Traffic is. Although this is a small country lane, there is always some idiot who thinks he is driving on the M6.

Just outside the cottage, across the road is a tiny green. Only perhaps twenty feet across, this micro-village-green has a bench looking right down the road through the village and across the fields of a neighbouring farm. I acquire the habit of sitting out on the bench with a coffee last thing at night with Fudge. One night, sipping my drink, Fudge sitting beside me, we are watching the world go by before we retire. The odd car comes by, driving up the hill, mostly turning off into the main village further down, but some continuing up, slowing down as they approach the right-angled bend they must make as they pass us.

One car, its headlights dazzling, zooms up the hill, by-passing the village turn-off and still speeding as it nears the green. “Slow down.” I am thinking. “Too fast. You’re going too fast.”

The car continues to speed. I become alarmed. The car is moving way too quickly to take the corner. I start to stand, pulling - away. We cannot back off; there is a bench right behind my knees.

At the last moment, the driver becomes aware of the corner, braking heavily. He takes the corner but loses the road and the car smashes into the neat dry-stone wall edging the verge only ten feet or so away from me and Fudge. There is a deafening crash and Fudge bolts.

My first thought is of Fudge and I am about to chase after her when I realise that she has, with great common sense, dashed into the house. She is safe.

The car is a different matter. The front end is crushed, and somehow, the windscreen has been thrown clear of the car, lying whole on the road a few feet away. Two people climb out; a girl, late teenage perhaps, and a lad of about the same age. She is crying, and he looks stunned.

“Are you hurt?” I ask. They are confused but after a few moments, shake heads and agree that they are not actually hurt. Albert and Edith, my next-door neighbours arrive.

Albert looks at me and shakes his head. “Too fast for the corner?” I nod. Words are superfluous.

The boy now seems to come to. “My Dad’s gonna kill me,” he says.

I am unsympathetic. “You’re alive. You’re not hurt. Count your blessings.” Looking at the girl. “Cup of tea?” She nods miserably and Edith dashes back into their house to put the kettle on. I leave Albert talking to the boy and offering the use of a phone. At Patricia’s front door I knock loudly and press the bell repeatedly until I get a response. It is late, and she looks frowsy and grumpy as she answers.

“Oh, hello Katie. What is it?”

“There’s a car just smashed into your garden wall. It’s done quite a lot of damage. I think you’d better get out here now if you want their insurance to pay for it.”

As I return, the girl is sat on the bench cradling a mug, a blanket around her shoulders. The boy and Albert are not there; indoors perhaps making phone calls. I go into my house. Fudge is nowhere in sight. Kitchen? Lounge? Back garden? I find her in the under-stairs cupboard, shaking like a leaf. She refuses to come out and so I get in with her, sitting down to hug her between my knees and arms, talking to her gently until she calms down.

Twenty minutes later, when I go outside again, there is a panda car, flashing blue. Patricia is taking photos of her wall and the boy is stood, head bowed, in front of an older man threatening him with dire consequences. Minutes later, the boy and the man, with the girl, get into another car and go, as does the panda car. The following morning, looking out from my bathroom, the crashed car has gone. There is only a little broken glass, a headlamp perhaps, and this, Albert and I sweep up between us.
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Fudge, in common with Labradors, has a serious relationship with food. Being elderly and spayed she tends to overweight, and I have to keep tight control of her eating. This is not easy, and Fudge is disinclined to cooperation. She will eat pretty much anything and everything she can get down her neck. This has consequences.

I am in the pub with my friends Howard and Laura. They ask me why I have arrived later than usual. “I had to take Fudge to the vets,” I explain.

Howard and Laura are ‘doggy people’. They have four dogs of their own and understand. One of their dogs achieved local fame by eating a two-pound bag of sugar. “What’s wrong with Fudge?” she asks.

I prevaricate with a lovely phrase I picked up out of one of the James Herriot books. “Oh, just the normal consequences of eating every bit of rubbish she finds.”

“Ah,” says Laura. “You mean that she’s got the shits.”

I nod and pay close attention to my drink.
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My Old Lady Fudge is old, happy enough, but she is slowing down. Low slung and with legs a little short for her frame, she has never been an athlete. I adopted her when she was already an old lady, and in her time with me, she has had two operations for mammary tumours. The tumours are growing again now, not malignant, but always returning, always growing. There are only so many times you can operate on an old dog.

Fudge no longer wants to go for long walks. If I try to take her anywhere too demanding, up Pendle Hill for example, her modus operandi to bring the walk to an end, is to dash ahead of me, wheezing all the way, and then, place herself square on, in front of my feet and knees. She may be short, but she is solidly built; there is a lot of Fudge. I can step around or over her once or twice to continue my hike, but it becomes wearing after the tenth or twentieth time.

I know that it is only a matter of time before I lose Fudge, sooner probably, rather than later. 

She will live out her retirement with me, enjoying life for as long as she is able, but I want a young dog with fun and energy, zip and zing. I want a dog who will still enjoy walkies with me.

It is time to visit the Rescue Centre.
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I pull up at the animal shelter and wander into the reception. The girl on duty I do not recognise, but as I sign myself in, Jean enters and spots me. Jean knows me of old.

“Hi, Katie.” smiling. “What can we do for you today?”

“I’m looking for another dog. Can I look around at who you’ve got in?”

“Course you can. You know where everything is. Just go in. We’ll be around if you want to know anything about any of them.”

In the kennels, I try to take shallow breaths. The staff do the best they can for the dogs in their care, they really do, but it cannot be avoided that as the dogs arrive, many of them are terrified, a lot of them are dirty or unhealthy and all of them are unsettled by this new and frightening experience. The kennels stink of shit and puke and disinfectant and there is the sour smell of fear in the air.

I pass by the puppy shed. Pups are so cute that they are bound to be rehomed. They don’t need someone like me. Neither do I want a pup. I need a dog who can be more or less autonomous from day one.

Entering the main blocks there are the usual suspects. As ever, there are far too many of certain breeds. Staffordshire bull terriers are always oversubscribed in the shelters in that area. ‘Staffies’ are one of the unfortunate breeds that attract jerks wanting to make an ‘I'm a Big Man’ statement without having a clue how to look after the dog properly or the inclination to try. Not all of them obviously. I know some exemplary Staffies owners. Nonetheless, my comment stands. Staffies draw a certain class of bad handler.  Result: after two or three or four years, the owner is either disappointed because they are in fact, quite a sweet breed, or the dog has been made completely unhandleable by some moron who thinks it's clever to train a dog to be aggressive. They think that to be a ‘man’s dog’, the dog should be taught that lunging at strangers is a correct way to behave. German shepherds and Rottweilers have similar issues. It is not the fault of the dog. From the dog’s point of view, he is doing exactly what he was trained to when being he is a ‘Good Boy’. When people are attacked or hurt by such dogs, the dog itself is also a victim.

There are a couple of runs with a label ‘Not to be rehomed.’, each containing a dog straining and snarling, trying to go for the throat through the bars. These poor creatures have been abused beyond help. Made utterly savage by either bad training or sheer cruelty, their wonderful ‘doggy’ natures completely erased, no risks can be taken with them. They are simply too dangerous to be adopted and will probably be destroyed. My heart goes out to them, but I cannot help any of these dogs. I hope their previous owners are proud of what they have done.

I wander up and down the ranks of pens. Some of the occupants come running to the mesh to say ‘Hello!’, jumping up and begging for my attention, tails wagging, and mouths open in doggy smiles. ‘Talk to me! Talk to me!’ These friendly dogs, cheerful and confident in themselves, should find new homes easily. 

Others lay curled up in baskets, miserable, apathetic. Some venture out towards me as I approach. I squat down to let them sniff my hand through the bars, but if I come too close, they back away, tails tucked in, desperate for attention, but too scared to accept it.

These nervous dogs have such a hard time in the rescue centres. The staff try hard to help, but the constant racket of barking, unfamiliar smells - as well as the familiar smells; disinfectant, urine, faeces and dozens of other frightened, apathetic and unknown dogs, makes the whole kennelling experience a tough trial for them.

I arrive at the end pen of the row and consider its solitary inhabitant.

I prefer crossbreeds and mongrels. They tend to be healthier than pedigrees, particularly in these days when so many of the breeds have been overbred, carrying genetic illnesses. These defects in the breeding and overbreeding of the pedigrees can produce an animal, doomed to a miserable, and often, much shortened life; pugs with the faces so
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