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Prologue

“Oh no, not
again,” these were the words that came to mind the minute I opened
the front door. There, as far as the eye could see were hundreds of
chewed up pieces of toilet roll. A thin layer of Andrex Super Soft
completely covered the hall and stairs.

My wife had
returned the night before from doing the weekly shop on her way
home from work, and ever the one to keep an eye on the pennies, she
was extolling the virtues of shopping for a bargain.

“Look, I saved
nearly a pound by buying a twenty four pack rather than the usual
four pack.”

“How many of us
live here?” I asked her.

“Two,” she
replied.

“And how many
rolls do we generally go through in a week?”

“Two,” she
mumbled. She already knew where I was going with this.

“Mmmm, twenty
four rolls at two rolls a week, at least they won’t go off. So what
should we do with this week’s eight pence you’ve saved?”

“How about we
go to the pub?”

“Get your coat,
at least if I overdo it on the Guinness there’s enough toilet
roll.” I said laughing. (If you drink Guinness, you will know what
I mean).

“You little
bugger!” I shouted at the dog, and what was a happy tongue lolling
face suddenly did a handbrake turn, and shot down the hall, leaving
a blizzard of white toilet roll flying in the air behind him. He
only stopped when he thought there was a safe distance between us.
Kopek was standing legs wide apart, halfway down the hall, with his
head on one side. He seemed to be unsure whether to make a run for
safety, or jump into my arms for a cuddle.

Decision made,
he turned and ran, creating a bow wave of Andrex as I chased him
into the kitchen. Kopek jumped, madly pawing the kitchen door
handle. Success, he shot out into the back garden as if there were
a dozen gerbils gnawing at his tail. After hurling one last
vociferation after him, I locked the door and started to survey the
size of the clean up job. Tiny strips of toilet paper, all about 1
inch square, and a lot of it still soggy with dog saliva,
completely covered the kitchen, the hall, the stairs, the landing,
and even the bedroom. Of the original twenty-four rolls there was
but one half-mangled damp one left, my coming home just as he was
finishing that one off had obviously interrupted him. I hadn’t
owned a puppy for a long time, and had forgotten just how much hard
work they were. We had bought this puppy two months previously, and
we were starting to wonder whether we were completely sane when we
made this decision. The puppy was a replacement for the hole left
in our lives, after our previous dog had left us for the big field
in the sky.


Chapter 1 - The
growing family

Two rabbits, a
dog, another rabbit, yet another rabbit, then a cat. It was
starting to feel like the ark.

To understand
how and why we ended up with this wonderful destructive ball of fur
with long floppy legs, it’s necessary to go back to when my then
future wife and I first started dating. We had both met late in
life, in our mid to late thirties (that is she was ‘mid’ and I was
‘late’). Apart from some very brief periods, I had always had at
least one dog in my life. However, Ronnie at that time was very
much a rodent person or more specifically, she was into lagomorphs.
No, this was not some form of sexual deviancy. As rabbits are not
strictly of the rodent family, this is the correct name for them.
Of course, we simply referred to them as rodents, for us this was a
term of endearment; although I’m not too sure how happy they were
about this. Ronnie had no experience of keeping any other type of
animals, except rabbits and guinea pigs.

When we first
met, it was one of those brief periods in my life in which I was
without a dog. However, Ronnie had two rabbits she had adopted from
a rescue centre in Essex. Being an aficionado of 1970s films, she
had named them Donald and Elliot, after Donald Sutherland and
Elliot Gould. Despite the oddness of this naming convention, it was
a vast improvement on her previous rabbit’s name; she had called
that one Brown Bun. Now I love all types of animals, especially
ones with fur on. However, I had never gone in for rodents too
much, as I wasn’t sure how much they gave you back. I did learn to
love those two rabbits though.

Actually, I did
have a rodent once. I had a hamster called Miss Otis (as in Miss
Otis regrets, the title of a song some older readers might
remember), but I was not overly impressed with her. Apart from
doing a Tarzan impression along the top of her cage, she didn’t do
too much as far as entertainment value went. If anything, she was a
real pain in the butt. Once she had learned how to open her cage,
she was always escaping. Otis had her cage in the box room, and
there was many a time I had to spend hours searching, making sure
that I did not leave the door open lest she escaped to the rest of
the house. Searching for a hamster is not the easiest task in the
world at the best of times. I had to make sure that anything I
lifted up, I did so very carefully, just to make sure no squishing
occurred. She once disappeared for three days, and to be honest I
thought she had escaped out of the room and I would never see her
again. It was only when my printer stopped working I found where
she had disappeared to. She had managed to worm her way inside and
build a nest in it, she had nibbled all the internal wiring and it
was a small wonder she didn’t electrocute herself. I had to take
the printer apart to get her out, and then had to go and buy
another printer. Thinking about it, this episode did nothing to
endear me to rodents, and it’s probably the reason I never got
another one.

Now rabbits are
not without their quirks, such as the time Ronnie thought all her
friends had sent her to Coventry. It was only when she discovered
that one of her rabbits had taken a fancy to her telephone line,
and eaten about two foot of it three days previously, that she then
understood why nobody had rung her for so long. Then there was the
time she had some friends round for dinner, only for one of her
guests to fall through the seat of the chair. This was because one
of the rabbits had taken a liking to the raffia making up the seat,
and had pretty much chomped its way through it.

Ronnie had made
up for her rabbit’s lack of personality by inventing a fantasy life
along with a language for her rodents. Rabbits were called
‘booners’, and guinea pigs were referred to as ‘pigglies’. She had
even extended these names to other furry rodents like squirrels,
these were known as ‘squirlies’. The collective name for all these
animals was simply rodents, or even ‘rodentia’ as in some sort of
mafia style family. In her mind, when she was out at work, she
could quite happily picture her rabbits playing poker, watching the
television, and getting up to all sorts of mischievous things. I
wouldn’t want you to get the impression that she was completely
crazy, but it’s just that she has an extremely fertile
imagination.

There was one
time, when I had lost patience with Donald; it was whilst I was
trying to get him into his hutch for the night. He refused to
co-operate, and I ended up prodding him in the rear end with a
bamboo cane. Ronnie admonished me saying, “If you’re not careful,
you’ll get a visit from the Rodent Council. They don’t take too
kindly to that sort of thing.” This council was an imaginary group
of animals that looked after the interests of all rodents, and
according to Ronnie, they also enforced rodent law. Apparently, if
any rodents were caught stealing carrots from the local Co-Op, the
rodent council would sentence them to some sort of punishment. This
was generally community service cleaning up the fallen acorns from
the park, or some such thing. This imagination was not limited to
live furry animals. We had a large collection of stuffed toy
animals, every one of which Ronnie has given a name, along with an
occupation and a complete life full of activities. For instance,
there was Merv’ the Magician, a white furry bear with a black top
hat, whose hobbies included stamp collecting and was a member of
CAMRA, as well of course performing magic tricks. Mmmm, thinking
about it, I think Ronnie could well be certifiable, but then, as I
enjoy playing with imagination so much I’m probably just as barking
mad.

My future wife
and I dated for a couple of years, before we made the big decision
to get married. A year prior to the wedding, we decided to move out
of the rented house that we shared, and start looking for a
property to buy. We spent a few months hunting for just that
perfect house, one that ticked all the boxes. Finally, we found our
new home, a decent sized semi-detached property, in a large town in
Suffolk. We bought it for a very good price at the time, but it was
a bargain for a reason. Whilst there was nothing structurally
wrong, it did need some major cosmetic renovation. It was a three
bedroomed 1930s house, so it had large rooms with high ceilings,
and a seventy-foot garden with a garage at the end of it. Every
single wall needed at least painting, and a few needed a good skim
over with fresh plaster. Apart from the lounge, every floor needed
something doing with it, so we decided to carpet the hall, stairs,
and landing, then sand down and varnish the rest. The one thing
that made this house such a good one for me, was that it had a
dining room. As the lounge was almost 30 foot long we could put a
dining table in there, so this meant that I could convert the
dining room into my big boy’s playroom.

To say Ronnie
is house-proud is a slight understatement. She is not as extreme as
to enforce living in a show-house environment, but cleanliness and
tidiness are never far from her mind. My attitude to housework is
typically mannish, ‘there’s always room for one more plate in the
washing up bowl’. I always have to be careful I don’t leave
anything lying around for any length of time, unless I have
finished with it. Or else she will whisk it off, clean it, and put
it away, even if it’s my unfinished mug of coffee. There are common
conversations between us that go along the following lines.

“Fancy a cup of
coffee hon?” Ronnie would ask

“No thanks, I
haven’t finished the one in my room”

“Ah, I’ll get
you a fresh one.”

“You did it
again, didn’t you.”

“Sorry.”

With her eye
for neatness, and her desire for everything to be ‘just right’, it
took us nearly six months to bring the house up to a condition that
she would be happy living in, I say ‘she’ as her standards are
considerably higher than mine. We could have finished a lot sooner,
but we did most of the work ourselves apart from the electrics. I’m
colour-blind, and due to this I have had some bad experiences with
electrics, so I’ve vowed not to touch them except in emergencies
(rather, I have been told not to touch them). The kitchen with its
very nice original quarry tiles on the floor came up a treat, but
the tired old cupboards, which whilst not perfect, we felt we could
live with for a while. The bathroom was fine, except that we felt
it was a little too small for the size of the house, but as there
was only the two of us living in it, we thought it would keep as it
was for the time being. These two rooms were the only ones we did
little work on, the rest needed a major overhaul. I think those six
months were the hardest I had worked for a long while. I’m not
averse to physical labour, but I tend to go a long way to try to
avoid it. No, actually truth be told I am extremely averse to
physical labour, and my idea of exercise is walking to the car,
lifting pints, or if absolutely necessary walking home from the
pub.

When we had
finally finished work on the house, and everything was in its
proper place, it was not long before the subject of getting a dog
came up. “You know what’s missing in the house?” I said. “A dog?”
Ronnie answered. Perhaps I hadn’t been quite as subtle as I had
thought. I had been dropping, what I considered were, obscure hints
for the last couple of months, about how much I missed having a
dog. “Well, actually, that’s exactly what I was thinking.” Because
she had never had a dog before, Ronnie was understandably a little
apprehensive. However, with her being such a big an animal lover,
it didn’t take too much to convince her. As it would be her first
time, my thoughts had been to get an older dog, maybe a three or
four year old. House training a puppy can be a long and painful
experience, and with an older dog, this shouldn’t be necessary. I
was not sure how my house-proud wife would take to a puppy messing
up her nice clean floors, irrespective of how cute it was. Perhaps
we could even find one with a quiet demeanour, and one that already
had some basic training so it would be fairly easy to look after. I
knew this was probably asking too much, but I was hopeful, as that
would help to ease Ronnie into the canine ownership club without
too much upset to the easy routine, and cleanliness of the
house.

After a bit of
discussion, with me telling Ronnie what we should be looking for
and why, we decided we would first look into getting a dog from a
rescue centre. As we are both very sentimental as far as animals
go, we wanted to give a rejected dog another chance of a happy
life. There is a Blue Cross animal rescue centre in Felixstowe,
which is not too far from where we live, so we thought we’d try
there first. Arriving at the centre one Saturday afternoon, a
cacophony of dogs howling and barking had us quite excited. We went
up to the main desk, and told the woman sat behind it that we were
looking to adopt a dog. A few minutes later, we were shown into an
interview room. The manageress then started asking us questions as
to what we were looking for.

After listening
to our requirements, the manageress said, “I don’t think we have
any dogs in that are exactly what you are looking for. But, as you
have a lot of experience with rescue dogs, there is one I think you
would make perfect owners for.” Our heads, which had been drooping
at that point, lifted up with interest. She proceeded to pour out
such a sob story that we were both nearly in tears at the end. “He
was brought in almost eighteen months ago, unfortunately his owners
were splitting up, and neither could keep him. He wasn’t in a very
good state I’m afraid, and he’s taken a lot of patience to get him
to trust us” She explained “Once, we did manage to find him a
lovely home, but he wouldn’t get on with the adopter’s other dog,
so we had to take him back after only a month.” She then started to
extol the virtues of Tim.

“He’s such a
lovely old chap, very docile, but needs lots of love.”

“He’s house
trained, and knows quite a few commands.”

“He’s also used
to being left on his own, so he won’t be any trouble with regards
to that.”

“There is one
problem we have with him, and that is he doesn’t really get on with
the other dogs and tends to bark all day, that’s the reason he’s
kept in my office, but he should be perfectly happy if he’s the
only dog in the house”

What a sell
job, I tell you the manageress of the Blue Cross could have made a
fortune selling shoes to dolphins. She knew exactly which strings
to pull on our hearts, and by this point we were well and truly
suckered, we couldn’t wait to see poor old Tim. She then led us to
her office and we were introduced to an eleven-year-old scruffy
grouch of a Border Collie. Now don’t start feeling sorry for Tim,
because this old grouch was nobody’s fool. I think because he had
been around the block a few times he was able to put on such a
sweet front. This was how Tim had somehow managed to wrangle his
way into living in the manageress’ office. This meant that he
received special treats, and lots more attention than the other
dogs. He graciously allowed us to pet him, tickling his ears, and
giving his tummy a rub, all with no sign of what was to come in the
very near future.

The Blue Cross
has certain rules that prospective adopters need to comply with
before an animal can be taken home. One of these is they have to
take the dog that they think they might want for at least two
walks. We had both fallen for Tim, so much so that we took him for
those two walks that same week. Tim had been at the centre for so
long, and so many people had walked him so many times, he knew the
route off by heart. When we arrived for the first session, he
pretty much took us for a walk. He seemed such a nice quiet dog,
and was no trouble at all during those walks. When in the middle of
the second one, we sat down to have a chat about whether he was the
right dog for us; he sat quietly near us simply snuffling his nose
into the grass. It didn’t take long for us to make up our minds,
and decide that Tim was the dog for us. So, after finishing the
walk, we arranged for him to come home with us the following week.
This would be after a home visit by the centre, to check on the
suitability of our house and garden for Tim.

Although I
would have no hesitation in recommending the Blue Cross, I would
have to give a word of warning if you ever intend to go there
looking for an animal to adopt, and that is to be very careful to
try to avoid the manageress. Otherwise you will end up with what
she thinks is the best match, irrespective of what type of animal
you went there to get, and that may not be quite what you were
expecting. However, I do have to say, the manageress was spot on,
Tim was the perfect dog for us and we would not have swapped him
for anything.

We loved Tim
with all our hearts, but he was an awful lot of hard work in the
first year of his life with us. He was such a bad tempered grouch,
and he did not like strangers in the house at all. During those
first couple of months, he managed to bite each and every one of
our friends. He didn’t have a nasty bite, but one of those nips
that just pinched your skin with his front teeth, and then left a
large bruise. It was a testament to how good our friends were that
they carried on not only speaking to us, but also continuing to
come round. Most of our friends soon took to bringing large
supplies of dog treats with them when they called, they would then
slowly feed these treats to Tim whilst chatting away. When the
treats finished, so did the visit. I think it was a hard call for
Tim whether to go in for a nip, or eat the treat. The indecision
was written all over his furry face, “shoe, or food? Shoe, or food?
I suppose I can always take the food and go for the shoe later.”
Luckily for us, and our friends, the food won out more often than
not, but not always.

Believe me, Tim
didn’t spare us the nipping, and some days my legs were a mixture
of blue, yellow, and black, from the bruising of his ministrations.
Tim would try to stop either of us leaving the house through the
front door by continuous circling round our legs. He would dart in
with a sharp nip for encouragement; it was as though he was trying
to herd us back into the house. It took almost a year of hard work
and patience, to give him the confidence that we were going to keep
him and not send him back to the Blue Cross. He did eventually
learn that we didn’t need herding with nips, although he never did
stop completely, but I think this was just to keep us on our toes
and keep his hand in. On the subject of grouchiness, there was only
one person Tim never nipped, and unbelievably, that was the mother
in law. We never could quite understand this. Did this mean that he
liked her? On the other hand, was it perhaps that he was just as
afraid of her as the rest of us?

Tim turned out
to be the perfect dog to introduce my wife to the joys of canine
ownership. He was such a great dog, with a unique character and
outlook on life. Ronnie grew to love and appreciate just what it
was to have a dog as part of the family. It was during this period
we came to know our local Pets at Home store very well. What with
dog food for Tim, and feed and hay for the rabbits, we tended to
spend a fair bit of time there. When it comes to furry animals, I
have to admit I am a total sucker. I just cannot resist touching,
stroking, or playing with them, and Pets at Home is a perfect place
to satisfy this affliction. However, I’m also rather impulsive, and
this along with my love of animals is a dangerous combination. I
really should never be allowed to go to a pet shop on my own. You
know those signs that read ‘All children must be accompanied by a
responsible adult.’ Well in my case, they should read ‘Do not enter
unless you are feeling responsible today.’

It was because
of this combination of impulsiveness and love of animals that we
ended up with another addition to the family. One day, I was out
shopping at Pets at Home for the usual animal supplies, when I
passed the enclosure for the rabbits, and guinea pigs that they
have for sale. I could not resist having a peek in. Bad move, very
bad move. There on one side of the enclosure, was the sorriest
looking black rabbit you were ever likely to see. He was all on his
own, with no friends to play with or keep him company. That was it,
how could I leave him there.

I stood in the
store for a good fifteen minutes deliberating. “Should I, shouldn’t
I? Should I, shouldn’t I?” Well, I crumbled. I couldn’t bear the
thought of him there all on his own, especially at night, so
fifteen minutes later I was back in the car with a small cardboard
box containing a rabbit. As I was driving home, it slowly dawned on
me that Ronnie just might have some objection to a new rabbit. I
desperately started to think of what excuse could I possibly come
up with to explain what had happened. By the time I had driven up
to the house, I had discounted all the reasons I could think of as
being either a) implausible, or b) just not logical. I realised
there wasn’t much I could say that would make sense, so I was going
to be grown up, and simply go in and announce that I had decided to
buy another rabbit.

When I entered
the house, I put the cardboard box on the kitchen table, and went
into the lounge to see Ronnie, who was stretched out on the couch,
reading a book.

“What do you
think is a good name for a rabbit?” I asked

“What do you
mean?” she asked, with a confused frown

“Well, if we
were to get another rabbit, what would you call it?”

“That depends;
I think I’d have to see it first. Where is this going?” She asked.
The wrinkles on her forehead had deepened; this was not a good
sign.

“Err… Well…, I
may have done something a bit daft.” It was time to come clean and
own up to what I had done. “Come and have a look.” I tried to put
my innocent face on.

“Oh he’s
lovely,” coo’d Ronnie. “But how come we’ve got him?”

“I just
couldn’t help it, it’s not my fault” I whined. Out came a story of
how miserable he looked, and how all the guinea pigs were ganging
up on him.

“They were
extorting carrots off him.” I exclaimed. “They were making him pay
protection.” I had started to get on a roll.

“And…, and…,
and he’d run out of carrots, and they were going to beat him up
tonight, so I just had to get him out of there before it was too
late.” A masterpiece of storytelling I thought. I was quite sure
she didn’t believe me, but she was sympathetic. As she loved this
sort of story and this was the first time I had done anything like
this, she gave me an odd look, but let it go.

“Well, what are
we going to call him?” I asked, hoping the deal was done.

“How about
Steve McQueen?” she said, and that was that.

It was pretty
much the same story concerning Wayne the guinea pig. This time she
was not quite as understanding, or sympathetic, and to be honest
the story was not quite as good the Steve one. However, as she
feels the same as me when it comes to furry animals, she soon came
round, and we made accommodation for Wayne. Wayne was named after
John ‘The Duke’ Wayne, one of my childhood heroes, it’s sad I know.
This impulsive behaviour of mine has resulted in Ronnie always
being on tenterhooks whenever I venture out alone to anywhere where
there may be furry animals, of any kind. Usually she wouldn’t let
me go to Pets at Home alone, or indeed anywhere where there might
be furries, but there was the odd occasion when she didn’t have a
choice but to let me go and take a chance. Still, I’m not the one
who nearly bought a goat from the local farm. I still like to
remind her of that sometimes.

[image: tmp_c5f7563b35e5f575de7912a3e9ba1902_G_2BAC_html_made604.jpg]

Left to right –
Donald, (a small furry toy, Pip), Elliot, and Wayne hiding behind
Elliot

One morning,
when I went to give the rodents their food in the hutch, I found
Elliot lying on his side. It looked like he had passed away
overnight, it seemed as though he had gone quietly in his sleep,
and I was thankful for that at least. Ronnie was very upset, she
had had Elliot for several years and had grown very attached to
him, and to my surprise, so had I. Obviously we had to get another
rabbit, and I don’t think we even discussed getting one or not. It
was a no-brainer of a decision really, if only to keep Donald and
Wayne company. Well just Donald really, as Wayne was a grumpy old
so and so, almost as bad as Tim.

We had
discovered a rabbit rescue centre close by to where we lived. So
rather than go to Pets at Home, we thought we would go and visit to
see what they had available. The centre had many rabbits, guinea
pigs too, but Ronnie wanted another rabbit so the pigs were out.
This was a shame, as I had quite taken to guinea pigs, generally
being grumpy things I found I could empathise with them somewhat.
Anyway, a rabbit it had to be. Enter Ali McGraw. Ali was a pure
white rabbit, who took to the rest of the family within a short
period, and she soon settled into the family routine. We had
somehow now accumulated three rabbits, a guinea pig, and Tim. Quite
a growing family, but it did not stop there.

One day, a good
friend of ours called Chris asked me to help him move his daughter
between flats. Chris was one of my oldest friends from Suffolk, and
he was my drinking buddy. So when he asked for help, despite my
natural aversion to physical labour, I of course said yes. We set
off mid-morning to get to the flat his daughter was moving out of.
When we arrived Chris began to organise things, he started to sort
the boxes in the order that we would be moving them. Chris is a
great organiser, a lot better than I am, so I left him to it and
had a wander around the flat.

There in the
corner of the lounge, was the cutest kitten I had ever seen sitting
in her pink travel-box. Of course, I couldn’t resist, and was over
to the box like a shot. She looked so cute, and at the same time
miserable in her little pink prison.

“Who’s this?” I
called out to Chris.

“That’s Gucci,”
He said, “I know, a really awful name, but then that’s my daughter.
She likes the finer things in life you know,” He laughed.

His daughter
then came into the lounge, and she was quite upset because the flat
she was going to didn’t allow animals. She said that as Gucci
couldn’t go with her she was going to have to take her to the
RSPCA.

I was not happy
about Gucci going off to the RSPCA. Mmmm, I wonder, my mind started
to work overtime. I had an idea that I thought was worth a shot, I
wasn’t quite sure how I was going to play it, but ‘nothing
ventured, nothing gained’ as they say.

Ring-ring,
ring-ring.

“Hi babe, how’s
the move going?” Ronnie answered

“Oh you know,
hard work, but we’re getting there. We’re just started to pack the
cars for the first trip.”

“So what time
do you think you’ll be finished?”

“It will
probably take at least two or three hours, we’ll have to make at
least three trips, and then there’ll be the obligatory pub break of
course.”

“Well don’t
strain anything; you know you’re not used to physical work.” (This
was very true. The only exercise I did at that time was lifting my
pint of Guinness).

“OK, I’ll do my
best. Oh by the way, do you like cats?” (Despite being married
nearly two years, and both of us being mad animal lovers, for some
reason this subject had never come up).

“Why?”

“Oh, just
asking. You’re not allergic to them are you?”

“No, I’m not.
Why?”

“Just curious.
How do you think Tim feels about cats?”

“I don’t know.”
Short pause. “What have you done?” (She knew me far too well, and
by this point she was getting extremely suspicious that I had done
something impetuous.)

Time to come
clean, so I told her the sorry tale about Gucci, and this time I
told it as it was, with no storytelling.

“So, what do
you think? Do you think she could come and live with us?”

“Oh.” A bit of
a longer pause. “Well only on the condition that Tim gets on with
her.” (Truth be told, she is as big a sucker when it comes to
animals as me, and just cannot say no to an animal in
distress).

And that was
how Gucci came to join the ever-growing family. As it turned out,
Tim didn’t seem to mind Gucci at all. Gucci soon learned that Tim
didn’t move very fast due to his arthritis, so she had nothing to
worry about either. Tim was very good with all the animals in the
house, as he just did not seem to care one way or the other. Once,
when Ronnie was giving Wayne his monthly brush, he jumped off her
lap and ran across Tim’s nose. Tim just looked up, stared at Wayne,
and then went back to sleep. Gucci on the other hand had a lot of
devilment in her, and was forever teasing Tim. I remember her once
sitting on top of the coffee table in the lounge, with Tim in his
usual position, asleep half underneath with just his head poking
out. She raised a paw, seemed to think about something, and then
whacked him on the top of the head. He leapt up looking around for
something, or someone to nip. Gucci just continued to sit on the
table looking as if she was laughing like a drain. Cats can be very
cruel sometimes, but they can also be very funny.

Apart from the
nipping, Tim only had one other fault, he took an intense dislike
to a wooden rabbit that we had. One year I was really struggling to
find a present for Ronnie, and I happened to be in town when I saw
this wooden rabbit in the window of a shop. With her predilection
for rodents, I thought that this would make an excellent present.
So in I went, and bought it. It was not cheap, priced at thirty-six
pounds, but it was so beautifully carved that I was sure she would
love it. I was right, she thought it was brilliant, and promptly
named it Joey; I think this might have been after the character
from Friends. The problem was that Tim loved it as well, but not in
a nice way. I came home from work one day to find that Tim had
chewed the ears off Joey. Maybe he simply took a dislike to him, or
it might have been that Joey was a better poker player than him,
and after losing a whole week’s supply of Bonios, he took it out on
his ears.

What to do?
Ronnie had not yet become used to the peculiarities of owning a
dog, and I thought that she might be a bit upset. So I decided to
go straight into town and buy a replacement. Thirty-six pounds and
half an hour later, ‘Joey’ was back in his rightful place on the
floor in the lounge. I didn’t even think twice about this, as in
the year that we had had Tim, he had never chewed anything before.
You can imagine my disbelief, when arriving back from work one day
the following week, to find that he had had another go at Joey.
This time he had chewed not only the ears, but the legs as well. It
looked like another poker session had not gone well for Tim. Well
there was nothing for it, I had to make another trip back into town
and spend another thirty-six pounds, Joey was proving to be one of
the most expensive presents ever. When I arrived home from work a
couple of days later and found that Tim had done it again, I gave
up and told Ronnie. As it turned out, she was most understanding,
and we both went back into town to get another one, but this time
we put ‘Joey’ on a shelf out of Tim’s reach. I think they still
play poker together, but either Tim has got better, or maybe one of
the rodents adjudicates, either way, he never chewed him again.

Well, we had
Tim for four years overall, until he finally gave up the ghost and
passed away peacefully in his sleep. He managed to reach the grand
old age of fifteen, which is pretty good going. By this time
though, he was suffering with arthritis in a bad way, and was
having trouble getting down, as well as up. If it were not for the
fact that he still seemed to enjoy life so much, we might well have
had to make that difficult choice that no dog owner likes to make.
I really don’t know whether it was better or not, but Tim passed
away whilst we were on holiday in Turkey. Two days before we were
due to come home, I received a phone call from the Kennels with the
bad news. We were both distraught, and feeling just a bit guilty.
One small consolation was that the place we were staying had three
cats and a dog that belonged to the owners. We spent those last two
days giving a lot of attention to those animals, and in their own
way, they helped us deal with the immediate grief. The owners,
animal lovers both, sat with us well into the night drinking and
sharing stories about our animals. Would we have rather been there
when he passed away? I don’t know to be honest, in some ways, it
would have been better, but in others, it would have been a lot
harder.

We considered
ourselves very lucky to have had Tim to share our lives. He may
have been the grouchiest dog in the world, but he was such a
character, and gave so much back, he was impossible not to love.
Ronnie had by then become a true dog person. She had really taken
Tim into her heart, and she was as devastated as I was when he left
us. We decided not to get another dog at that time, it just didn’t
seem right somehow. This seems to be the same with most animal
lovers, I know it doesn’t make sense, but that’s seems to be the
way it is. However, we could not keep from missing that love that a
dog gives. Both Ronnie and I were miserable, there were so many
things in the house, and in our routine, that kept reminding us of
Tim. He used to sleep at the bottom of the stairs at night, he
couldn’t make it up them easily, and every night when we went to
bed, we would automatically look down the stairs, half expecting to
see him there looking back up at us. We managed to last a whole
month, before one of us was brave enough to bring up the subject of
getting another dog. We felt as though we were being a bit
unfaithful to Tim, but something was missing in our lives, and that
something was a dog. We just had to start looking for another chap
to share it with us.
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Tim in his
favourite spot (aged 13 years)


Chapter 2 - The
puppy arrives

There be trials
and tribulations of being a parent to a puppy. If they were not so
cute, would we still do it?

Ronnie had
decided she wanted a Northern type dog, a Husky or Malamute, or
something along similar lines. The first places we looked were the
local dog rescue centres, including the Blue Cross in Felixstowe.
Though of course, we were very careful to avoid the manageress.
However, as they had no dogs available that fit the bill, we
started keeping our eyes open for anywhere there might be an
advertisement. For the next two weeks, we searched the local
papers, eagerly reading the ‘Dogs for Sale’ section, and looking in
every window that had those ‘for sale’ postcards in them. One day
we were at a local pet supplies store, not Pets at Home for a
change.

We had gone
there to pick up some bedding for the rodents. Ronnie would only
buy a certain type of hay, called Meadow Hay, as she was convinced
that the rodents preferred this to any other. As this hay was no
longer available at Pets at Home, we had to travel to just outside
town to another pet store to get it. Whilst at the counter waiting
to pay, we idly scanned the adverts for puppies for sale. There
were plenty there, but they seemed to be the usual assortment of
spaniels, Labradors, and so on. There was one that caught my eye,
so after paying, we went over to the board and had a closer look at
it.

“Now there’s an
interesting mix,” I said, reading the advertisement. “Irish
Wolfhound crossed with Rottweiler. And look, they’re only fifty
quid. I’d just love to see what they turn out like”. I turned round
and looked at Ronnie. But judging by the sheer look of terror on
her face, it looked like this one was a no. A shame I thought, as
they would be a very interesting, more of a donkey than a dog, but
all the same, I would have loved to see them.

“What about
this one?” asked Ronnie.

Tucked into the
corner of the board was an advert for British Inuit puppies. There
was a description stating they were a ‘wolfy’ type of dog. I had
never heard of the British Inuit breed, but I assumed they were
some sort of Northern dog. I knew from experience that most
Northern type dogs could be quite independent and stubborn but at
the same time pretty smart, so I thought that this could be
interesting.

“I’ve never
heard of them. Tell you what, let’s go home, and do a bit of
digging on the web,” I suggested.

The asking
price was five hundred pounds, which I thought reasonable for a
‘pedigree’ dog. Little did we know at that time, the true cost of
what this little puppy would cost us, and that the initial five
hundred pounds was to be but a drop in the ocean. We hurriedly took
down the breeder’s details, sped back home and logged onto the
Internet. After a bit of Googling we came across the British Inuit
Dog Club website, and I’m afraid that was that, what fantastic
looking dogs. Apparently, the breed was started about 20 years ago,
and was a mix of Malamute, Husky, German shepherd, and Czech Wolf
dog.

“That’s quite a
mixture” I mused, “although the German shepherd should add a bit of
trainability.”

“But they look
so gorgeous”

“They certainly
do. What does it say about the Czech Wolfdog mix? “

I will admit I
was a little concerned, the German shepherd being renowned for
their territorialness, and being one-man dogs, might not be ideal
with Ronnie’s lack of experience. Whilst I was happy, and confident
with any breed, I wanted to make sure that whatever dog we finally
decided upon, was not going to be a problem for Ronnie, and the
strong territorial traits could be.

“It says the
Czech wolfdog was added to make them easier to train,” she had read
further on. Then we read a bit further and reached a bit that said
‘if you want a guard dog, do not get a British Inuit’. This
reassured me somewhat as it implied that the breed was not too
possessive, or protective, as these two strong characteristics are
ones needed in a guard dog, along with a sense of territory.

The list of the
breed’s characteristics looked very promising, ‘lively, active,
resistant to weather conditions, versatile, friendly and
non-guarding.’ We found another website for British Inuits, and
this was filled with even more comprehensive information on the
breed. The site had a quote that also looked promising; ‘These
beautiful dogs make wonderful family pets, are easily trained, and
are good with children and get on well with other pets’.

The ability to
get on with other pets was an essential characteristic in whatever
type of dog we ended up getting. We wanted to make sure that the
new dog would get along with Gucci, and the rodents. “Let’s phone,
let’s phone, please” whimpered Ronnie, so I telephoned the
breeders. Yes, they had three dogs left, two boys and a girl, and
yes, we could go and visit that afternoon. A happy expectation
filled those next two hours, could we have finally found our newest
family member.

What a
wonderful bundle of pups, a few had been bought but not yet picked
up, so there were quite a number tumbling around. Ronnie said it
was between the boys, but she just couldn’t make her mind up
between the two of them. I must admit I was glad to hear this, as I
had always had boys, and was not sure whether I really wanted a
girl. The pups were all fairly lively, and running around bouncing
off each other like furry pinballs. The parents were two beautiful
dogs, the mother had light coloured markings with a slightly long
coat, and the father had a shorter coat, but he had some very
striking markings. Both of the parents had what seemed very good
temperaments, this was very important to us, for as much as we
loved Tim we didn’t want another dog that was quite as grouchy.

Of the two
available boys, the breeder said the red coloured one was the
quieter of the two (for ‘quieter’ I should have translated this to
mean simpler). This was what made our minds up, as I thought he was
in all likelihood going to end up a crazy nut case anyway, all my
previous dogs had been, so if he was quiet to start with we may
stand a better chance of a ‘normal’ dog. The choice was made, and
he we decided he was the one that we wanted. Our lives were about
to change in a most dramatic way.
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Our boy aged 3
months, irresistible

We decided to
take him home with us that very afternoon, and so after going
through his documentation, and making sure his medicals were all
OK, we handed over the pounds and took possession of this wonderful
cute fluffy bundle. After a tearful farewell from the breeder, we
got into the car with him. I drove and Ronnie sat in the back, with
him sprawled across her lap, he was a fair sized puppy even at 15
weeks. He had huge paws, enormous pointy ears, and the longest
tongue I had ever seen on a dog. It looked as though it should have
belonged to a donkey, it must have measured almost a foot. That
tongue really was quite amazing, it seemed to loll out like a
cartoon character, and by the time we arrived home, he could have
filled a family sized bucket from KFC with all the dripping from
it. Luckily, the breeder already had him used to travelling in a
car, so during the drive home, he was fairly calm, and we
thankfully didn’t have any accidents.

It took us
about half an hour to drive home, and on the way, Ronnie pointed
out all the green spaces to the dog, telling him that this was
where we were going to take him for walks. I on the other hand kept
my eyes open for any nearby pubs that we could retire to after the
said walks. It looked as though I was going to have to get used to
doing some exercise, and if that was the case then I wanted to make
sure that I was going to get some reward for it. A couple of nice
pints of Guinness would do the trick.

When we arrived
home, we carried the dog into the house through the front door. We
then let him down onto the hall floor and walked slowly with him
towards the lounge, both of us making encouraging noises along the
way. He was very tentative, not nervous exactly, but as if he was
not sure of his new surroundings, you could tell he wanted to make
sure that he wasn’t walking into trouble. Slowly he walked down the
hall, and then came to the kitchen doorway, but at this point he
stopped, he was not happy. He kept peering round the doorjamb as
though he expected a big monster to jump out and attack him.

After a fair
amount of encouragement, he eventually made it through to the
lounge. We sat down on the sofa and Ronnie started to call him up
to sit beside her, I must admit I was not too sure about letting
him on the sofa. My reasoning for this was, that if we started
letting him on from the start, then we were going to have trouble
stopping him when he started getting bigger. Moreover, there was no
doubt looking at those huge paws of his, that he was going to grow
into a fair sized dog. She won that argument. She was so happy with
her new dog. So much so that she wasn’t going to miss out on the
chance of giving him lots of cuddles, and for her, the sofa was the
best place to do this. He still gets on the sofa to this day, but
he does it in a kind of stealth mode. First, he places one paw on
my lap, then another, and then he slides forward until his stomach
is resting on my legs. He then does what I can only describe as a
spinning motion, where all of him ends up on the sofa, and me, but
upside down. He will lie there contentedly whilst receiving lots of
attention, and after ten minutes, he will slide off.

As we sat on
the sofa, with the fella sprawling across Ronnie’s lap, we started
discussing names for him. His kennel name was Lakota, but we didn’t
fancy calling him that that, we wanted give him a name of our own
choosing, and something a bit more personal to us.

“How about John
or Robert?” I suggested

”I don’t think
your dad or brother would be very pleased with you naming a dog
after them.”

We lazed around
for the next couple of hours and had a few drinks, a few beers for
me, and a couple of glasses of wine for Ronnie. We discussed plenty
of different names for him, and had a few hours of laughter, until
I finally said “how about Kopek?”

Now you may or
may not know, but a Kopek was a small coin of Russian origin, but
it is also the Turkish word for dog. We both love Turkey and have
had many a happy holiday there. It also somehow seemed fitting, as
that was where we were, when we lost Tim. Plus we thought, in our
slightly befuddled alcoholic state, it would be quite amusing. So
the decision was made, and he was called Kopek. On occasion while
we have been out walking with Kopek, someone has stopped us in the
street and asked his name. We both find it amusing to watch that
look of confusion cross their face, as they tried to figure out why
on Earth anyone would call their dog after a small Russian coin. We
cannot wait until we meet someone from Turkey, can you imagine the
conversation in Turkish.

“What’s your
dog called?”

“Dog.”

“Yes, but
what’s his name?”

We had decided
from the start that the kitchen was the best place to feed Kopek,
because apart from the lounge, this was the only room on the ground
floor that did not have a carpet. This turned out to be a very good
decision, as Kopek is the sloppiest drinker I have ever known, and
I include myself after ten pints in this comparison. I’m sure it is
because of that enormous tongue of his, he leaves so much water on
the floor; it’s as though it is so long he cannot control it very
well. After he had finished his dinner, which he wolfed down like a
starved piranha, we let him out into the back garden. At first, he
wouldn’t even step out of the kitchen door, but with plenty of
encouragement, he finally made those first few brave steps. When he
got to the lawn, his demeanour changed, he seemed to love it, and
he started sniffing and walking around without needing any further
cajoling.

As by then, we
had accumulated three rabbits and a guinea pig, I had built a
twelve foot by five foot run for them. This sat alongside the fence
running down our back garden. The run was constructed out of long
lengths of timber, and had chicken wire fixed all around the sides.
It even had three separate tops for it, again with wire coverings,
so there was plenty of room to house their two hutches inside. This
was a mammoth task for me to build because; a) I’m not very good
when it comes to working with wood, and b) it was quite hard
physical work. Despite my natural aversion to any type of physical
labour, I’m pretty good with tools and have finished some fairly
major projects in my time, but one thing I have never had an
aptitude with was wood. This meant that it took me a good two weeks
to complete the rabbit run, and it cost me several pounds more than
it should have due to me miss-measuring the wood. Once finished
though, it was a masterpiece, at least by my standards of
woodworking. It meant that we could let the rodents out every
morning, and they had as much grass as they wanted. Every night we
would put them away, back into their hutches.

Little did we
know it then, but within the next couple of months we were to lose
two of the rabbits. One night some animal managed to get into the
run, and in the morning I found Ali dead. She had been viciously
attacked, and Steve was nowhere to be seen. We did find him later
that morning, in the small gap between the back of the garage and
the neighbour’s fence. There was not a scratch on him, so we
suspect he must have simply died of fright. Oddly enough, both
Donald and Wayne were still alive, but when I looked, there was no
doubt a fox had found its way into the run. There were the
unmistakeable paw prints of a fox in the soil, and signs of a big
disturbance in one corner where there had obviously been a fight of
some kind. We puzzled over this for the rest of the day, how had
Donald and Wayne survived? It is very unusual for anything to
survive a fox attack, as they normally go into a killing frenzy. It
was not until the next day that we noticed that Donald was lame in
one of his back legs. When we took him to the vets, they said that
is was likely that he had kicked the fox so hard he had broken his
foot. Thankfully, Donald made a full recovery within a week or so.
I tell you, he was one mean tough rabbit.

During Kopek’s
mooching around the garden, he came across the rodent run. He
sniffed his way around, and then came face to face with Donald on
the other side of the wire. Now as I have mentioned, Donald was a
tough old rabbit, and he wasn’t afraid of anything, let alone some
nervous bundle of fur. He simply stood his ground and stared at
Kopek, they were almost nose-to-nose through the wire. Suddenly
Donald sneezed, and Kopek took an almighty leap backwards. I had
never seen a dog jump backwards before, and it was quite a funny
sight. He then did the dog dance thing, the one when they stick
their bum in the air and bounce on their front feet, whilst at the
same time keeping their back feet almost nailed to one spot. Donald
just looked on in a disdainful manner. It was as though he was
saying, “What a muppet, you’d never catch a self-respecting rabbit
doing that sort of thing.”

After that
first encounter, Kopek never did bother the rodents, but he always
kept a keen interest in them. Quite often, we would see him in the
back garden lying down next to the run, with his nose about two
inches away from the wire. He seemed quite happy to spend ages
simply watching them going about their business of eating the
grass. Kopek was not the only one who found the rodents
fascinating, as we often saw Gucci either asleep, or just resting
on top of their run. I never once saw her do any more than watch
them, but that’s not to say she wouldn’t have if she got the
chance. The rodents soon became used to being watched, and they
tended to just ignore both of them. Ronnie suggested that they
thought it was some form of rodent Big Brother.

“Please report
to the hutch Donald. What do you think of the little furry one
above your run?”

“I think she’s
a sneaky one that, she pretends not to watch, but I’ve seen her
looking at my carrots out the corner of her eye.”

“Have you
anything else to say?”

“Yes, when are
you going to evict that smelly guinea pig?”

“Being smelly
isn’t a good enough reason to be evicted.”

“But he keeps
me awake at night with his snoring, and then there are his all
night poker sessions. I’m surprised he hasn’t set alight to the
hutch the amount he smokes.”

“Please report
to the hutch Wayne. Have you any requests?”

“Yes, when are
you going to evict that smelly rabbit….”

That first
evening we played with Kopek for a little while, and then he would
flop over Ronnie’s lap whilst we watched television. I was still
not happy about allowing Kopek on the sofa, but she was having none
of it. She loved having him draped over her lap, like an oversized
napkin. Despite my protestations, I still didn’t think it had quite
sunk in yet with Ronnie, just how big Kopek was going to grow. If
his paws and ears were anything to go by he was going to be quite a
big fella indeed, and God help us if he ever grew into that tongue,
he would be the size of a cow.

As evening drew
on, and it was well past the watershed, we thought we would head
for bed. Now I’m sure any of you who have owned a puppy will know
this is a difficult time for all, puppies, and humans. We had
decided that we would be strict, and make Kopek sleep in the
kitchen during the night. Under no circumstances were we going to
allow him upstairs in the bedroom with us, at least not during the
night. This hadn’t been a problem with Tim, due to his arthritis.
Tim wasn’t too keen on going upstairs anyway, as that generally
meant he was going to have his monthly bath, and he didn’t like
that one bit. We had done the obvious things in the kitchen in
readiness for Kopek. We had cleared the floor, laid down loads of
newspaper, and fluffed up his new bed. We had also bought him a new
toy, which we were letting him keep throughout the night. I had
gone and bought an old style alarm clock, one of those that make a
loud tick-tock, and we wrapped that up in a blanket in his bed.
There is a theory that puppies think that this is their mother’s
heartbeat, it helps them settle in the night, and I was hoping this
would work.

It was
difficult to leave him there on his own, his big brown puppy eyes
staring at us, his daft tongue hanging out the side of his mouth.
It was almost as if he was saying, “Don’t leave me. There’s still a
load of time to play yet.” Nevertheless, we could delay no longer,
we went upstairs to bed, and then it started. At first, it was just
a few yelps and whines, but it then built up to a full-scale howl.
This would go on for a solid hour, followed by about ten minutes of
peace where we thought he had settled down. But no, off he would
start, howling again. We were both astonished at the volume from
such a small puppy, he really did sound like a wolf. This carried
on all through the night and into the early hours, right up until
we got up in the morning. On arising, none of us had had much
sleep, Ronnie, Kopek, or me, but we decided we should keep at it.
That is Ronnie and I decided, I don’t think that Kopek was too keen
on the idea. “It may be pitiful, but we need to keep persevering,”
I said to Ronnie. “If we give in, he’ll have us wrapped around his
little claw, and we’ll never get him to stay on his own. We have to
show him who’s the boss.” I was determined that Kopek was not going
to grow up thinking he was the alpha dog in our family pack. This
was the problem we had had with Tim, and we never did manage to
completely cure him of it. I did not want the same thing happening
with Kopek, he would make our lives hell, if he thought he was top
dog.

The next day
was even better. As Kopek became a bit more confident, he started
to play, grabbing hold of my arm, or trouser leg, and ragging it.
He loved to hook his legs around my ankles, then grab hold of my
jeans with his teeth, and shake his head vigorously from side to
side. I had forgotten just how sharp puppy teeth could be, and I
lost a fair bit of skin and blood whilst playing with him. It
became very clear, right from the start that Kopek simply loved to
shred things. Anything he found that would fit into his mouth he
would chew. I’d found an old tennis ball which I would roll down
the lounge, and he would scamper after it, his tail wagging
furiously. I would then spend the next five minutes trying to get
it back off him. After half an hour, we were both in need of a
breather from the playing, at least I was, and I think Kopek was
still up for more. I was knackered; this was more exercise that I
had done in years. So I left him alone with the tennis ball, and
when I checked on him ten minutes later, it was completely bald. He
had, quiet as a mouse, plucked all the fur off with his front
teeth. A further five minutes, and the tennis ball was no more, it
was in lots of tiny pieces spread all around him.

This was the
day that Kopek had his first visit to the vets. We both bundled him
into the car, and headed off to the clinic, as we use the same vets
for all our animals. Our appointment was for two-thirty, and we
arrived in plenty of time with about fifteen minutes to spare. I
was particularly happy at being early, as this gave me a perfect
opportunity for a bit of animal indulgence. It was amusing to watch
the indecision in Kopek, he was quite nervous about being in a
strange place, but on the other hand, there were so many
tantalising new smells. We had only been sitting there for five
minutes, when in came an old woman with a young Boxer dog. He can’t
have been more than five, or six months old, and the little mite
had a tea towel wrapped around one of his feet.

“Poor fella.
What happened to him?” I asked her.

“He hurt his
leg on some broken glass, playing on the field I take him for walks
on. Bloody kids, why they can’t clear up after themselves is beyond
me.”

Being a bit of
a grouch myself when it comes to kids, I felt myself warming to
this old dear. With desperation, she was straining to hold onto the
lead, trying to keep him away from Kopek, who at that moment was
hiding behind Ronnie. Without warning Kopek shot out, and with one
of his paws gave the Boxer a playful whack on the nose. The Boxer,
despite his injury, was all up for a play. From that point, all
hell broke loose, as the two of them started running round. The
ever-shortening leads were drawing Ronnie and the woman inevitably
closer together. A Pointer, which had been sitting quietly in the
corner, then tried to join in, and a Scottie on the other side of
the waiting room set off barking. There was a massive tangle of
leads and owners, as we tried to sort ourselves, and our dogs out.
At one point I ended up on the floor with an armful of dog, I’m not
sure which one, but grabbing any of them would have helped at that
point.

We eventually
sorted ourselves out, with no help from the dogs, I might add, and
it was that point that I noticed I had a rather wet leg. One of
them, I had no idea which one, had felt the need to relieve
themselves during the struggle, and had thought my leg was the best
place to do it. I sat myself down, praying that it wouldn’t be too
long before the vet called us; Kopek had not made a very good first
impression. For the next ten minutes, every dog that came into the
clinic was met with lunges from all corners of the room, along with
a cacophony of whines, barks, and howls.

Finally, the
vet called us in, and I dragged Kopek along. Thankfully, they have
a nice smooth floor, as Kopek had decided he had had enough and was
sitting down. He may well have received some burn marks on his
backside; such was the speed I pulled him into the examination
room. I wasn’t going to give him the opportunity to cause any more
havoc.

The vet had
just closed the door, when I said “Sorry”

“What for?” He
asked

“That,” I said,
pointing at the floor.

“What? Oh, I
see. Don’t worry about it, many dogs defecate in here. I just hope
it’s not personal.” He said with a smile. “Is he friendly?”

“Soft as
anything, and daft as a brush.” I assured him.

There was a
feeling of relief as the examination went smoothly, and Kopek
passed with flying colours. He didn’t even flinch when the vet gave
him his jabs, he really could be a good boy, sometimes. I always
have that little nagging feeling when I take a new dog for their
first visit to the vets. I suppose I’m afraid that there might be
something seriously wrong with them.

When we arrived
back home, I announced to Ronnie that I was off to Pets at Home to
get him some proper toys. I was going to become even more familiar
with this place in the next few months. Half an hour later, I
arrived back home with an armful of toys and chews.

“That’s enough
to last him a month,” Ronnie pointed out

“Well I
couldn’t decide which toy to buy; there was just so much good
stuff.” I responded. “Anyhow, you should be thankful I didn’t come
back with another furry.”

“True I
suppose,” sighed Ronnie.

This was when
we realised that Kopek could chew, and I mean really chew. He went
through one of those rawhide bones in about five minutes flat. I
know it was only a small six-inch one, but even so, he was only
four months old. I tried him with one of those rubber rings, the
ones that you can play tug-of-war with. He loved it, and we tugged
each other around the lounge for about half an hour, after which I
needed another breather. I realised then, that I was going to have
to get a little fitter if I was going to have enough energy to play
with Kopek. When I checked back on him 10 minutes later, the ring
was in four pieces. I still have no idea how he did it so quickly,
or so quietly.

According to
the breeder, they had partially housetrained Kopek. We soon found
out what ‘partially’ meant, and he had several small accidents
during the day. It was only his peeing that we needed to address,
for the other he would walk in circles and whine a little. However,
he didn’t seem to understand that he also needed to do this when he
wanted to pee. I think that this is probably the most stressful
part of owning a young dog. All we could do was to try to get Kopek
to understand he needed to tell us, whenever he felt the need to
pee.

In most cases,
housetraining takes time, often lots and lots of time, but we were
quite lucky with Kopek. He picked up pretty quickly that he must
not do his stuff in the house, or at least anywhere but on what was
left of the paper. It was not long before we could reduce the
amount of newspaper that we had to lay down, to a small area of
about three pages of broadsheet. The trouble was, it took quite a
long time to get to the next stage of getting him to go outside. I
think part of the problem was that he enjoyed shredding the paper
so much, there was often nothing left for him to go on. By late
afternoon my patience had worn thin, I had replaced the newspaper
about four times by then. I decided to get some of those special
dog pads, off to Pets at Home, yet again. These were chemically
treated pads to make them irresistible to dogs. This was supposed
to ensure that they would do their business on them. Whilst Kopek
certainly found them irresistible, it was not in the way the
manufacturer had intended. He enjoyed shredding these even more
than he enjoyed shredding the newspaper. As we were not made of
money, and the pads were not cheap, we decided we would return to
using the newspaper, and just persevere.

Previously,
days spent at home followed a similar pattern, we would watch a bit
of television, do a bit of surfing on the Internet, and read for
bit. This is how the day went for us now, except that these things
were now interspersed with playing with Kopek. Most weeks, we went
to the pub two or three times, but as Kopek had only just had his
jabs, we couldn’t take him out for a whole week. As we didn’t want
to leave him on his own yet, we stayed in, amused ourselves, and
played with him. I cannot even begin to tell you how much of a
sacrifice this was, no Guinness for a week. The things we do for
our dogs eh?

Early on the
second evening, we were very tired, mainly due to the lack of sleep
from the night before, so we headed for bed a little earlier than
normal.

“OK fella, it’s
time for bed now”. How is it that a dog can make you feel so guilty
with just a look?

“Would it be so
bad if we let him come upstairs with us?” Ronnie asked. “Look at
those puppy eyes.”

“C’mon, we must
be strong. We can’t let him know he can get one over on us by
howling. If he realises that by howling he can get his own way,
he’ll never stop.”

“I suppose
you’re right. It’s just so heartrending.”

“It’s very
important to make him understand that he is not the boss.” I was
being strong for the both of us.

The howls
started before we could make it to the top of the stairs, and boy
could he howl. It was pitiful, and yes, it went on all night, only
stopping completely when we got up in the morning. To give you an
idea just how loud the howling was, the next day our neighbour
called. She is a very nice lady, and not one to normally complain.
However, this morning, she knocked on the door and asked if we
wouldn’t mind leaving Kopek in the kitchen at night. Her son’s
bedroom backed onto our party wall, she explained, and the howling
was keeping him awake. Understandably, she was surprised when we
told her that we already left him in the kitchen during the night,
as this is on the opposite side of the house. I apologised
profusely, and explained that we hoped it would subside in a couple
more days at most. Unfortunately, this turned out to be the height
of optimism. It was exactly the same the next night, and the next,
and the next, and after five nights, we caved. It didn’t matter
what we tried, and believe me we tried all sorts, he simply howled
the whole night through. We were both absolutely shattered, as
neither of us had had any sleep for a week. Kopek was not in much
better shape, although he managed to catch up during the day.

We were
determined not to completely admit defeat with the discipline, so
we moved his bed upstairs to our bedroom, and put it at the bottom
of our bed. We were not going to give him outright victory, and
allow him on our bed. I may have lost the sofa argument, but there
was no way I was going to share the bed with a dog that was going
to be the size Kopek was growing into. However, he was content with
just being in the same room as us. It was like having a different
dog, and he simply curled up and went to sleep. From that point on,
he slept with us in our bedroom, and he then thought he knew
exactly who the boss was. He may have won the battle but the war
was far from over!


Chapter 3 - The
first few months

Surely, it
cannot just be me. Why do dogs like to eat everything they
shouldn’t?

We had both
taken a bit of time off work for this first week, as we had thought
it was best if we could spend as much time with him as possible as
he became used to his new surroundings. Unfortunately, it was now
time to go back to work. I’m lucky in that I work in an IT
department, and this means that I can work from home quite a lot,
or if I am unable to work from home, I can at least go in late or
come home early most days. Also, I only live five minutes from
work, so I’m able to pop back home easily if I have to do a whole
day out of the house. This meant that I could check up on how Kopek
was getting on in between my meetings. Ronnie is also able to work
from home a couple of days a week most of the time, so between us
we thought it would be a rare occasion that Kopek was going to be
on his own for more than two or three hours. During the previous
week, we had tried leaving him on his own in the kitchen for five
minutes, then ten minutes, and finally had it to half an hour. We
had once even managed an hour on his own, while we sat in the
lounge with a mug of coffee and a couple of books, whilst listening
out for any signs of his distress. There was a fair bit of
snuffling around, and a couple of minutes or so of some sad
howling, but overall he seemed to cope with it OK.

Although the
session he was on his own for an hour, he did manage to eat a
brush, and make a start on a mop. This was probably the reason why
there was so little howling. There was also the obligatory
shredding of the newspaper, and then peeing where the newspaper
used to be. I think he thought we left it for him to either eat, or
entertain himself. I am sure this is where he started to get his
taste for paper. He had started to shred anything made of paper
that he came across in the house, that is when no one was looking.
Whenever he was on his own and he came across paper, he set off
stripping it into very small wet bits. As Kopek hadn’t seemed to
mind being on his own too much, we were optimistic that he would be
fine on the odd occasion that we both had to be out at work at the
same time.

My first day
back at work, and I had a meeting at ten o’clock. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t attend the meeting over a conference call, so I had to go
into the office. I had left Kopek in the kitchen with a small
amount of food, a full water bowl, and a couple of his toys. The
meeting, scheduled for an hour and a half, meant that Kopek would
be on his own for around two hours. I had hoped it wouldn’t drag
on, as. I didn’t want to leave it much longer than that, before I
could check back on Kopek and see how he was coping. But as is
often the case, there was a person there who insisted on using
twenty words when one or two would have been more than ample, and
the meeting went on for an extra thirty minutes before I managed to
get away.

I drove up to
the house and on getting out of the car, I thought “Not too bad, at
least there was no howling.” I opened the front door, went in, and
tentively opened the kitchen door. A mass of fur, paws, and an
enormous tongue promptly bowled me over. Even at four months, Kopek
was quite a powerful dog. In the kitchen there was not much left of
the newspaper we had left down, at least nothing that could have
been identified as a newspaper. He had left me a present to clean
up, right where the paper should have been. Ah, my shoes, I had
forgotten to move them out of the kitchen. They were a pair of
hideous slip-ons made of suede. One day for some reason, I had
thought, “I’d like a pair of those.” I had bought them on eBay, and
when they arrived, Ronnie was less than impressed.

“What on earth
possessed you to buy those?” She asked with a look on her face that
was akin to if she had just discovered a snail in her boiled egg.
“They look like a pair of shoes that your grand-dad would buy.”

To tell the
truth, despite my trying to argue in favour of them, I was not
overly impressed with them either. This is the other side of my
impulsiveness. Once I get an idea to buy something, I don’t often
take the time to think it through, I just go ahead and buy whatever
object has taken my fancy. Our house is full of ‘stuff’ I have
bought off eBay. I wouldn’t go as far as to say I’m an addict, but
there are just so many things on the auction site, that look like a
great idea at the time. Moreover, if I say so myself I am rather
good at the bidding thing. Although, as Ronnie likes to point out,
I’m not very good at the getting rid of them thing. Oh well, as I
had said, I didn’t much care for the shoes anyway. They weren’t
completely destroyed, Kopek had simply removed the soles, shredded
them, and he had then chewed the edges a bit, just enough to give
them that jagged look. “I suppose they will keep for trekking out
to the garden to feed the rodents in the mornings.” I thought to
myself.

I spent the
next ten minutes calming Kopek down, and then put him outside in
the back garden, while I set about cleaning up the kitchen. Once it
was sparkly clean (Ronnie’s normal standard), I let him back in and
went into the front room. I set up my laptop, so I could carry on
working from home for the rest of the day. The front room of the
house has always been my domain, and Ronnie refuses even to go in
there to clean. This was my playroom, and the only time she
reluctantly enters, is to hunt for a missing plate or mug. This
would be one I had taken in at some point during the day, but
hadn’t yet returned to the kitchen. My room is where I keep my
guitars, music paraphernalia, and often the final resting place for
the ‘stuff’ I have bought off eBay. It’s also where my desk and
computer is set up; it is a real boy’s room. The majority of our
male friends are most envious of it, and I think truth be told,
their other halves are as well.

When I looked
over, Kopek appeared blissfully happy, curled up asleep by the
door. Kopek was starting to develop two modes. The first was almost
lethargic, in that he would happily lie around for a couple of
hours, either asleep, or simply watching the world go by. The
second mode however, was full scale hyperactive. For instance, when
I picked up one of his toys to play, he would go into a whirlwind
of manic energy, jumping up and ragging the toy, my arms, and my
legs. What was somewhat disconcerting is that he could move from
one mode to the other in a blink of an eye. Dare to pick up a toy,
and he would go from lethargic sprawl, to tugging your arm off
within seconds, there didn’t seem to be anything in the middle.
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Kopek aged 4
months

Why is it that
a dog can always find something to destroy, even in what you think
is a completely cleared room? When we had decided to leave Kopek in
the kitchen, we had expected him to have a go at the cupboards. As
I mentioned earlier, the kitchen was one of the rooms where we had
not spent much time renovating, with its old worktop and very tired
cupboards. We had planned to update it sometime soon, but thought
it would be more sensible to wait, at least until Kopek had gone
through the chewing stage that every puppy seems to go through. Not
once did he eat any part of that kitchen, not the tatty doors, or
the old bits of edging that never seem quite to reach the floor. He
did however, help himself to anything and everything that was not
nailed down, or hidden away in a cupboard, which thankfully, he
never did learn to open.

For those next
few weeks we would leave Kopek alone for an hour, or at most, two
hours at a time. We were deliberately trying to build up the time,
because very occasionally he was going to have to do up to a
four-hour stint. Even when I was working from home, I would put him
in the kitchen for a time, just to try to get him used to it. Every
time he was left, there was something else gone. A mop, a brush,
the plastic thing that you put your knives and forks in to dry,
another mop, and one time half a dozen eggs that we had forgotten
to put away. That I can tell you was not a very pleasant experience
when it eventually made a re-appearance. If I were working from
home, and hear a crash, I would go running into the kitchen. I
would open the door, to find him ragging some object or other. He
would then look up at me as if to say “What? Didn’t you leave this
for me to play with?”

I must admit, I
was getting a little concerned at the state Kopek was getting
himself into when we left him in the kitchen, he really did not
like being in there on his own. When I opened the door to free him,
he would go crazy for about five minutes, tearing round the house,
or the back garden, it put me in mind of a ferret that had recently
eaten a Vindaloo. It was time to have another chat with Ronnie.

“Maybe he’s
just bored,” I suggested. “Perhaps if he’s a bit more room he
wouldn’t feel so penned in, and would calm down a bit.”

“Well there’s
no way he’s having the run of the house.” Ronnie stated, quite
categorically. She had seen the remains of the mops and brushes,
and had no intention of giving him the chance to do this to the
rest of the house.

“What about, if
we somehow barricaded the lounge and the stairs off? That should
limit the space and potential for destruction a bit. We have to do
something, he really isn’t happy in the kitchen.”

“C’mon, I have
an idea,” said Ronnie.

We put Kopek in
the back of the car, and Ronnie drove us to Pets at Home. I had
hoped to go a whole week without having to go there, my limit being
three days so far. Ronnie pointed over to some cardboard boxes
stacked up in one corner.

“You’re a
genius,” I declared.

Having invested
in two large sized dog gates, we set off back home. Despite us only
being in the shop for fifteen minutes, Kopek had managed to fill
this time by chewing the handbrake. Here’s a hint for all you soon
to be parents out here, dog gates are cheaper than baby gates, and
as far as I can tell, they’re exactly the same.

Our lounge has
no door on it, so that was where gate number one went. Gate number
two went on the first step of the stairs, and attached to the wall
and the banister.

“That should do
it.” I said to Ronnie in a most confident manner, “there’s no way
he’ll get around those.”

“Are you sure
they’re secure?” She asked, she was well aware of my inadequacies
when it came to anything with wood involved.

“Of course,” I
said, offended that she would doubt me.

“Mmmm, they
seem OK.” She conceded after giving them a close inspection.

I now felt
quite confident that the area he had to roam in was quite secure.
Now he had more space, I was sure he wouldn’t get quite so worked
up. He now had the kitchen and the hall to roam around in, and that
was a fair amount of space. Our kitchen is about twenty-five foot
square and the hall is an ‘L’ shape, which is about five foot at
its narrowest, and is about thirty-five feet long all told. I’m
sure those of you still showing the battle scars of recent
puppyhood will be smiling knowingly at this point.

I know, I know,
I had not fully thought through my plan. Whilst the dog gates might
have been a good idea in themselves, the fatal flaw of the plan was
that this would now give Kopek a new space in which to find more
things to destroy. There was a second flaw to my plan, in that this
also gave Kopek the opportunity, should he ever get past the gates,
to gain unlimited access to other parts of the house. To begin
with, it actually seemed to work, a bit. He certainly wasn’t quite
as crazed as when he was on his own, but sadly, he didn’t stop
chewing things. “But hey, one step at a time,” I thought, “at least
he seems a lot calmer.” By the end of the next month, Kopek had
very calmly eaten a large chunk of the hall carpet. He had also
calmly eaten another course of mop, brush, yet another mop, the
doorframes into the kitchen, and for desert, he finished off my
suede shoes.
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Tasty

The other thing
that Kopek now had access to was the front door. The access in
itself was not necessarily a problem, it was just that the post
arrived through the front door, and that was cause for concern. In
some ways, we were lucky that the post normally arrived in the
morning, usually around seven thirty, but on the odd occasion it
was as late as ten o’clock. Most of the time, we got to the post
before Kopek, but every now and again, when we had both left early
for work, and the post was late, he got there first. Whenever this
happened, all that remained would be some very small bits of
unidentifiable paper strewn over the hall floor, often still wet
with dog saliva. A growing theme with Kopek was his absolute love
of paper, and he simply thought it the best possible toy in the
world. Any time he was alone, anything made of paper was the first
thing to get his attention. His favourite toy at that time was the
inside of a toilet roll, or kitchen paper roll.

Kopek was
getting bigger by the day, which meant that the range of objects
within reach of his jaws was growing. He could now reach the
kitchen work tops without too much trouble at all, and anything
left on there was, as far as he was concerned, left especially for
him. It’s an odd thing, I can’t remember him ever chewing anything
left on the kitchen table, but that didn’t stop him turning his
attention to the table itself, and eating the corners off it. It
was a gorgeous old pine table; Ronnie’s father had made it for her,
when she first moved out from home. It was a substantial one, with
a good three inches of tabletop, big chunky legs, and very nice
right-angled corners. Now, there were two chewed rounded ones, as
over the first month he was with us, he had made a concerted effort
to nibble a little bit off each corner every day. I can only
presume the only reason he didn’t chew the other two corners, was
that they were against the wall, and that would have been too much
of a struggle.

“How do we stop
the dog chewing the furniture?” Ronnie asked. She had not been
impressed the first time he had done this, and was getting less
impressed as each day had passed. “If we don’t stop him soon
they’ll be nothing left of it by the end of next month.”

“It’s
difficult,” I said. “It’s a phase that most dogs go through.”

“Well, it’ll be
a very short phase if he doesn’t stop soon, because I’ll kill
him.”

Ronnie wasn’t
in a good mood that day. She had arrived home first, as I had been
delayed at work. She had been presented with rather a large amount
of wet shredded paper to clean up, as unfortunately the free paper
had arrived whilst we were out. That, along with yet more of her
precious table having disappeared hadn’t put her in the best frame
of mind.

It was time to
try to put a stop to the chewing of the furniture, before it became
a major headache, for both Kopek and me. So yet another visit to
Pets at Home ensued. I had seen an advertisement for a spray that
was supposed to make things taste nasty to dogs. There were two key
words in the advert, the first was ‘should’, and the second was
‘nasty’. It should have read ‘might’, or ‘maybe’, or to be more
truthful ‘probably won’t but worth a try’. I suppose I should have
thought about this a bit harder, but things are often clearer after
the event. It’s a sad fact of life that dogs actually like nasty
stuff, in fact the nastier something is, the better, as far as
they’re concerned. I never found out whether it made things tastier
for him or not, but it most certainly didn’t seem deter him at all.
Kopek did grow out of the furniture chewing stage quickly, thank
goodness, and the phase only seemed to last for about a month
longer. And no, before you ask, he still didn’t eat any part of the
tatty old kitchen cupboards; I think he must have better taste than
that.
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