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Prologue: Everything Before the Ball
There was a time before the ball.
I have thought about this a great deal, usually in the hour after supper when the fire has gone soft and the Boss has stopped throwing things and everybody has agreed, without a vote, that the day is over. I lie with my chin on his foot and I try to remember what the world was like before I understood about balls, and I cannot do it. It is like trying to remember being small. I know it happened. I have been shown photographs, held in front of my face by the Kind One with a great deal of noise, of a black thing the size of a boot with eyes on the front of it, and I have been told, in the voice they use for very obvious lies, that the black thing was me. I sniffed the photograph. It smelled of the Kind One’s hands and of the drawer it lives in, and of nothing else at all, which is how I know that photographs are not real.
But there was a time before the ball, and I will tell you what I remember of it, because a diary should start at the start and not at the good bit.
I remember warmth, which was other dogs. I remember that the warmth moved and complained. I remember a smell that was the whole world and that I have never smelled again, not once, not in twelve years of extremely thorough investigation, and I have investigated everything: the inside of the Boss’s boots, the drain by the byre, a dead crow, the back seat of the car, the vet, the beach at Collieston, a fox’s bed in the whins, the bin, the other bin, the bin at the far end that they think I have not found. None of them is that smell. I have made my peace with this. It was my mother and it is gone, and a dog who spends his life sniffing for the thing he cannot have is a dog who never finds a sausage.
I remember hands. Hands came and took the warmth away one piece at a time, and each time the warmth got smaller and colder, until one day the hands came and the last piece of warmth was me.
And I remember the box.
The box smelled of a stranger’s coat and it went along in the dark making a noise like weather, and I sat in it and I was extremely unhappy in a way I did not have a word for yet, and then the noise stopped, and the lid opened, and there was a sky the colour of a wet stone, and a smell of grass and diesel and dung and rain that had not fallen yet, and a great wide cold going-on-forever of air, and two faces looking down at me.
One of them said something. I did not know any words then. I have since learned that what he said was, “Aye, well. He’s affa black.”
That was the Boss. He is the pack leader. He does not know he is the pack leader; he thinks he is a man who lives on eleven acres above the Dee with a wife, a shed, a bad back coming towards him like weather, and, latterly, a dog. He is wrong, but it does not matter. A good pack leader does not need to know.
The other face was the Kind One, and she put her hands under my front legs and lifted me up against her jumper, which was the second warm thing I had ever known, and she said, “Oh, look at him. Look at him, Alec.”
And the Boss said, “I’m lookin.”
And that was the beginning of everything.
I want to be honest, since nobody is reading this. It took me some time to understand what I was for.
For the first few weeks I assumed I was a guest. Guests come to the house sometimes and everybody is delighted with them, and they are given the good chair and cake, and then they are put back into their cars and the house sighs and goes back to normal. I thought I was one of those. I thought at any moment somebody would put me back into a car, and I spent a fortnight in a state of low, grinding worry which I expressed by chewing.
Then the ball happened.
I will describe the ball properly in its place, because it deserves a whole page and not a corner of a prologue. But I will say here that when the Boss picked up that grey unspeakable object from under the dresser and weighed it in his hand and looked at me with his head on one side, and then threw it, and it went, it went, out and away and along the floor of the world, going somewhere without me while I stood there like a gype with my mouth open, something in the middle of me came apart and put itself back together in a better order.
I had a job.
The ball goes away. I bring it back. That is the arrangement, and it has never once been improved upon.
Everything else I have learned since, and I have learned a great deal, is a footnote to that. Cows must be watched, because if they are not watched they will come through. Water must be entered. Things must be rolled in. The Boss must be near, or if he cannot be near, then his shoe must be near, and if his shoe cannot be near then his chair, and if his chair cannot be near then I will lie against the door he went out of and I will wait, and I will not be consoled by the Kind One, who tries, or by biscuits, which help slightly and which I will accept under protest.
And the ball must come back.
So this is the diary of Tarry, of Wester Glassel, in Aberdeenshire, black Labrador, retriever of balls, watcher of cows, holder of the door, licker of the Boss’s hand in the mornings when he sits on the edge of the bed and says a swear word about his back before he stands up.
There is a lot of it. I am sorry. Nothing happens here and it takes all day.
I would start it in a more organised way, but I can hear the back door and I think somebody is putting boots on, and I have to go now, immediately, at once, without finishing this sentence, because it is possible, it is entirely possible, it is in fact almost certain, that there is going to be a
Part One: The First Year
In which I arrive, am named, discover balls, cows, water, mud, the sea, the vet, the vacuum cleaner and the intolerable practice of leaving the house without me, and get quite large.
March
Eight weeks old. Arrival, naming, the first night, and the discovery of the world’s principal object.
Day One.
Came out of a box into a farmyard.
Very cold. Very big. Nine hundred smells, all at once, all shouting.
Two humans. One large and rough at the edges, smells of oil and hay and something bitter he drinks out of a mug. One softer, smells of soap and flour and wool. The soft one picked me up. The rough one did not, and looked at me for a long time with his hands in his pockets, and then said something to the soft one, and then bent down and put one finger under my chin and lifted it, and looked at my face very carefully, the way you would look at a gate you were not sure about.
I licked the finger.
He said, “Aye.”
I have thought about that “aye” a lot since. It was not much of a welcome. It has turned out to be the biggest thing anybody has ever said to me.
Day One, later.
Put down on a floor made of cold squares. Walked into a table leg. Walked into the same table leg. Sat down and considered my position.
There is a great deal of house. It goes on in several directions and some of those directions go upwards, which I do not yet believe.
Day One, later still.
Met an animal.
She was on the third stair, which is the height of a giant, and she was the colour of three different cats stitched together, and she looked at me the way the Boss looks at a bill.
I bounced at her, because I was two months old and an idiot.
She hit me on the nose with a paw that came out of nowhere and went back to nowhere, and the whole thing was over before I knew it had begun, and then she washed the paw, which I felt was unnecessary.
Her name is Doughnut. She has lived here for eleven years. She has a warm spot on the boiler cupboard and a policy of total non-engagement, and she considers me a passing inconvenience, like weather. It will be four years before she sleeps against my back, and when she does she will pretend it was an accident, and so will I.
Day One. Night.
They put me in a box with a wire door in the kitchen, and they turned the light off, and they went upstairs.
They went upstairs.
I would like the record to show that I did everything I could. I cried. I cried in the small voice and then in the big voice. I cried in a rhythm and then unpredictably, which is more effective. I threw myself against the wire. I told the dark, at length, exactly what I thought of it.
Nothing.
Then, after a very long time, the light came on and the Boss was in the doorway in a striped thing with bare feet and terrible hair, and he said a word I have heard many times since and which I understand to mean “I love you, but at four in the morning,” and he took a blanket off the chair and lay down on the kitchen floor with his back against my box.
He was there in the morning. So was I.
The Kind One found us and made a noise, and he said, “Dinna start.”
Day Two.
Have been given a name.
There was a long discussion. The Kind One wanted Midnight, which I would never have recovered from. The Boss wanted nothing at all and said, “He’s a dog, he kens fine who he is.” Then a girl came, small, loud, smelling of felt-tip pens and apple, and she is called Cally and she is nine, and she lay on the floor with her face against mine and said I was like tar, all shiny, and the Boss said, “Tarry, then,” and that was that.
Cally has a brother, Fergus, who is six. Fergus does not walk anywhere. Fergus arrives.
I like Fergus. Fergus drops food.
Day Three.
Discovered that the floor is not everywhere the same.
Cold squares in the kitchen (good for lying on, bad for stopping). Rough grey outside (bad for everything). A soft one in the sitting room that has a smell in it, a deep old dusty biscuity smell, and if you push your nose right down into it and breathe in hard, you can find out who has walked there for years.
Also discovered stairs. Went up four. Could not conceive of going down. Shouted until rescued.
Day Four.
They have put a bed for me by the range, and a blanket, and a rubber thing shaped like a bone which I do not understand and do not want.
There is also a towel by the back door, hanging on a nail. I have no idea what it is for.
I will learn what it is for.
Day Five.
Went outside properly for the first time on my own four feet, into the yard.
The yard has: a shed (locked, humming, smells of oil, cannot get in, will keep trying), a byre (open, smells of a hundred years of cattle and one recent rat), a water butt, a tractor which is not a tractor but the corpse of a tractor and which the Boss calls “the Fergie” and visits sometimes to stand beside, a green car, and a gate.
Beyond the gate there is grass going away downhill, and a line of dark trees, and then a very long way off there is a hill with a lumpy top which they call Bennachie, and which I understand to be the edge of the world.
I sat in the middle of the yard in the wind with my ears blown inside out and I understood, for the first time, that I was a very small item in a very large arrangement.
Then I ate a bit of straw and felt better.
Day Six.
Rained. Everything smells four times as much when it rains. This is the single greatest fact I have learned so far and nobody else in the house seems to be aware of it. They put on coats and complain. I go out into it with my nose up and the whole of Aberdeenshire comes down the hill to meet me.
The Kind One says, “He’s soakin.”
The Boss says, “He’s a Labrador.”
Day Seven. The cows.
I was taken to the bottom of the near park, carried under the Boss’s arm like a parcel because my legs are not yet a serious proposition, and set down at the march dyke, and on the other side of the dyke there were The Ladies.
Nobody had told me.
There were, I now know, eleven of them, but at the time there were simply lots, which is the number after three. They were enormous and beige and they were all facing the same way and they all stopped chewing at the same moment and looked at me.
I have never been looked at like that before or since. Cows look at you the way a wall looks at you. There is nothing behind it and yet it is entirely aware of you.
I barked.
It was my first bark. It came out as a sort of squeak with an opinion in it, and I frightened myself so badly I fell over backwards, and the Boss laughed until he had to lean on the dyke.
The nearest cow took one step towards the dyke.
One step.
And I understood the whole of my career in that instant, standing in wet grass with my legs going four different ways: they want to come through, and the only thing stopping them is me.
I have watched them every day since. Twelve years. They have never come through.
You are welcome.
Day Eight.
Was sick on the hall rug. Have no memory of the events leading to this.
Day Nine.
Have made an important discovery about the humans, which is that they do not want me to make water indoors, and that they express this preference by making a noise and then carrying me outside at speed while I am still going, so that a line of my opinion is laid down across the kitchen floor like a signature.
I am not sure what they want. They put me on the grass and stand there in the rain saying “gwan then” in an encouraging voice, and I sit down, because it is cold, and I look up at them, and then we go back inside and I make water on the hall rug, and they are unhappy.
This will take some working out.
Day Ten.
Worked it out. Grass. Definitely grass.
Went outside. Made water on grass. The Kind One said “GOOD BOY” in a voice like a whole brass band and gave me a bit of cheese.
Cheese.
I would like to state for the record that if I had known about cheese I would have been doing this from Day One.
Day Eleven. THE BALL.
I have to be careful here because I want to get it right.
It was raining and the Boss was in the kitchen not doing anything, which is a thing he does, standing with his mug looking out of the window at rain and saying nothing to anybody, and I was under the dresser because I had gone under there after a spider and the spider had gone and I had stayed. And there was a thing under there with me, in the dust at the back against the skirting.
It was round. It was the size of my whole head. It was covered in a sort of fur that was not fur, worn away in patches, and it smelled of dust and dog, of a different dog, an old smell, a ghost, and I did not know then that there had been a dog here before me and that her name was Jess and that she had been dead for two years and that the Boss did not talk about her.
I got my teeth round it and dragged it out backwards.
The Boss looked down. He went very still.
Then he crouched down, which he does not do easily, and he took it off me, which I permitted only because he is the pack leader, and he turned it over in his hand, and he said, quietly, to nobody, “Aye, well.”
And then he threw it.
I would like to describe what happened inside me but I do not have the words even now. The ball left his hand and it went. It went away. It went along the floor at a speed I had not known was available, and it hit the leg of the table and it changed its mind and went sideways, and every single part of me that had been asleep since the day I was born stood up at once and screamed.
I went after it. I fell over twice. I got it. It was too big for my mouth so I had to sort of wear it.
And then, and this is the bit that matters, this is the bit that made me who I am: I turned round, and he was still there. He was crouched on the kitchen floor with his hands out and he was saying, “Bring it. Bring it here. Good lad. Bring it.”
So I brought it.
The ball goes away, and I bring it back, and he is still there.
That is the whole of it. That is the entire religion. Everything I have done since has been an elaboration.
Day Eleven, later.
He threw it forty-one times.
I know it was forty-one because I have thought about it every day since and the number has stayed. The Kind One came in at about thirty and said, “You’ll wear him out,” and the Boss said, “He’ll wear me out first,” and he was right, because on the forty-second I brought it back and he said, “Right, that’s the last one,” and put it on the shelf.
“That’s the last one” is a phrase I have now heard, I estimate, nineteen thousand times. It has never once been true.
Day Twelve.
Slept nine hours. Dreamed about the ball. Woke up doing the running with my legs, on my side, in the bed by the range, and made a noise, and the Kind One said “aw” from somewhere.
Day Thirteen. The Screaming Beast.
There is a thing in the cupboard under the stairs.
It came out today without warning. The Kind One dragged it out by the neck and it woke up and it screamed, and it went across the floor eating the floor, and it has a long grey tail that goes into the wall and that is where it gets its evil from.
I went at it. I have thought about this since and I am not embarrassed. Somebody had to. I went at it and I barked at it and I bit its head and its head is hard and tastes of nothing, and the Kind One shouted, and the Boss came through and stood in the doorway with his mug and watched, and did not help.
The Beast won. It always wins. It goes back in the cupboard when it is finished, which proves it is being kept.
I do not know why they keep it. I have decided it is a kind of hostage.
Day Fourteen.
Followed the Boss for a whole day to see where he goes.
He goes: to the kettle, to the window, to the back door, to the shed (door shut in my face, protest lodged), to the byre, to the fence at the top with a hammer, back to the kettle, to a chair, to the window, to the kettle.
At one point he went into a small room and shut the door and I lay down against the door and put my nose in the gap at the bottom, and when he came out he nearly stood on me and said, “For the love of. Can a man not.”
He can not. I have been very clear about this from the beginning.
Day Fifteen.
Am teething. Everything hurts. Have therefore begun a programme of remedial chewing.
Today: one wooden spoon (excellent), the corner of the kitchen step (structural, no give, disappointing), a glove, a bit of hosepipe, and the electric flex of the radio, which caused more excitement than anything else I have ever done in my life. The Boss went across that kitchen faster than I have ever seen him move, before or since, and he took it out of my mouth and he held my head in both hands and he looked at me and he was, I now understand, frightened, and when he is frightened he goes quiet and rough at the same time.
He said, “Not that. Never that. You hear me? Never that.”
Then he went out to the shed and came back with a bit of hard rubber and gave me it, and it is not as good as flex but I have kept it, and it is in the box in the utility room to this day, and it is the only toy I have never destroyed.
Day Sixteen.
The girl Cally has taught me to sit.
This is done by holding cheese above my nose until my back end falls over of its own accord. I do not consider this a skill on my part. I consider it a design fault.
She was very pleased. She wrote something in a jotter about it. I would like it noted that the entire transaction cost her one small triangle of cheese and cost me my dignity.
Day Seventeen.
Rain, then sun, then hail, then sun, all before dinner. The Boss says this is March and that March in Aberdeenshire is a woman who cannot decide what to wear.
The Kind One heard him say that and said something back in a flat voice and he said nothing for a while after.
Day Eighteen.
There is a red van.
It comes up the track at about the time of the second cup of tea and it makes a particular noise on the cattle grid, and a woman gets out and she is called Wilma and she has a pocket. In the pocket there are biscuits. She said, “Oh, is this him?” and crouched down and let me climb all over her boots, and she gave me a biscuit, and then she got back in the van and drove away.
I barked the van off the property, which is my job, and it worked, and this has been the arrangement ever since. She comes. I am given a biscuit. I remove her. Everybody is satisfied.
Day Nineteen.
Went into a puddle in the yard, at speed, on purpose.
I do not know why. I saw it and something in me said that, and I did it, and I stood in the middle of it with the water up over my feet and I was as happy as it is possible for an animal to be. Then I bit the puddle, which does not work.
The Kind One appeared with the towel from the nail.
So that is what the towel is for.
Day Twenty.
I am learning that “no” is a very frequently used word and that it comes in several strengths.
Ordinary “no” (kitchen voice, over the shoulder, means carry on, but slower).
“No” with my name in front of it (means stop what you are doing and look innocent).
“NO” from the Boss without my name (means whatever I am chewing is expensive).
And the fourth kind, which is not “no” at all, which is the Boss’s voice going very quiet and low, which has happened twice in my life and both times involved the road.
Day Twenty-one.
Weighed on the kitchen scales inside a mixing bowl. There was a discussion about the accuracy of this. The Boss says I am a stone of trouble.
Have started to grow into my feet. My feet arrived first, some weeks ahead of the rest of me, and they are enormous, and the Boss keeps picking one up and looking at it and saying “he’s going to be a big lad.”
Good. I want to be a big lad. I want to be big enough that when I lean on him he has to brace.
Day Twenty-three.
An event.
I got out of the yard.
The gate was not shut properly, because Fergus, and I went through it, and I went down the track at full speed with my ears back and my legs going, and I have never been so alive, and behind me I could hear the Boss shouting my name in a voice I had not heard before, and I did not stop, because I was two and a half months old and I did not know that a voice can be afraid.
The track ends at the road. I know that now. I did not know it then.
What happened was that Sandy Reith’s collie came out of the steading at an angle and cut me off, and put her shoulder into me, and knocked me clean over into the ditch, and stood over me with her lip up until the Boss got there.
Her name is Nell. She has never liked me. She has never once played with me, or with anything. She is a professional and I am a pet and we both know it.
She saved my life on Day Twenty-three and neither of us has ever mentioned it.
The Boss picked me up out of the ditch and held me against his coat, hard, too hard, and I could feel him breathing wrong, and he said, “Ye stupid, stupid wee dog.”
And then he said, to Nell, “Aye. Thanks, quine.”
And Nell went back to work.
Day Twenty-four.
There is a new bolt on the gate. It is high up. Fergus cannot reach it.
Day Twenty-five.
Rolled in something in the bottom corner of the near park. Do not know what it was. It was black and it was old and it went into my collar and behind my ears and it was, without exaggeration, the finest thing that has ever happened to me.
Came back to the house at a gallop to share it.
The Kind One said a word I have not heard her say before.
There was a bath. There is a whole thing called a bath and I will describe it another time because I am still upset.
Day Twenty-seven.
The Boss went away in the green car.
He went out of the door and he did not take me. He put his coat on, which is the sign, and I got up and did the whole performance, the turning round and the noise and the being underfoot, and he said “not this time, lad,” and he shut the door.
I sat in the hall and looked at the door.
I sat in the hall and looked at the door.
The Kind One came through twice and said things. I could not attend to her. I want to be clear that this is nothing against the Kind One, who is excellent, and who is the source of toast; but she is not the pack leader, and when the pack leader leaves the pack, a hole opens in the middle of the day and there is nothing to do but sit at the edge of the hole and look into it.
I do not know how long it was. I have since learned to measure these things, and I am extremely good at it. On this occasion, judging by the light, it was about the length of a nap and a half.
He came back.
I did the noise. I did the whole noise, from the belly, and I got in front of his feet so he could not walk, and I brought him the ball, and I brought him one of his own boots, and I brought him a tea towel that I had not previously been given permission to have, and I put them all in a heap on his feet, and he looked down at the heap and then at me and he said, “Aye, aye. I ken. I ken fine.”
He knows. That is the thing about him. He complains, and he knows.
Day Twenty-eight.
Cows: eleven. All present. All facing east. No incursion.
Ball: retrieved thirty-two times.
Water: puddle in yard (twice), water butt drips (licked), the Kind One’s watering can (interfered with).
Eaten: dinner, a bit of Fergus’s toast, three pieces of gravel, some grass, and a bee, which was a mistake and which I would like to formally retract.
Slept: constantly.
This has been the first month. I did not exist, and then I existed, and then I found out about the ball, and now the rest of it is just going to be the same day again with different weather in it, forever, and I have never wanted anything more.
April
Three months old. The vet, the lead, lambs, cheese-based education, and the first proper thrown ball out of doors.
The first day of April.
Woken by wind. The whole house makes a noise in wind, a long low sound in the chimney like something large being patient.
Went out. The yard has been rearranged by the night: the bin is on its side and the lid is at the far end of the track and there is a feed bag flattened against the fence like a shot bird.
The Boss stood in the middle of it with his mug and said, “Well.”
I brought him the lid. This took some time as it is larger than me and I had to reverse the whole way, but I brought him the lid, and he took it, and he said “good lad” absent-mindedly, and I want to record that this was the first time I had brought him something that was not a ball and that he actually wanted, and it went into me like a hot drink.
Second.
Am to go to a place called the vet.
I did not know this. Nobody told me. There was a period of unusual cheerfulness in the kitchen and then a lead came off the hook.
Second, later. The car.
The car is a box that moves and it moves in a way that goes into your stomach and takes it somewhere else. I did not enjoy it. I was sick beside the handbrake. The Kind One had brought a towel, which suggests foreknowledge, which suggests conspiracy.
Out of the window the world goes past very fast in strips, and there are trees and dykes and then suddenly a whole village, Torphins, with parked cars and a shop and a hall and a man on a bicycle, and I barked at the man on the bicycle, and I have barked at every man on every bicycle since, because I believe the first one heard me and I want to keep the record clean.
Second, later still. The vet.
The vet is a room that smells of every dog in Aberdeenshire, layered on top of one another going back years, and underneath all of it a sharp chemical smell that means something happened here and it was not good.
There is a floor made of shiny stuff on which nobody has any grip. I went across it sideways.
In the waiting part there was a spaniel with an ear problem, a cat in a box being extremely loud about it, and a very old greyhound who did not look up.
Then a woman called Miss Chalmers, who smells of thirty dogs, and who lifted me onto a steel table, and the table is cold and slippery and I did not care for the table.
She looked in my ears. She looked at my teeth, which is a liberty. She squeezed me all over as though testing fruit. And then, while I was busy being outraged about the fruit business, she stuck a needle in the back of my neck.
I did not notice for a full second. Then I noticed.
The Boss put his hand flat on my chest and said nothing at all, and left it there, and I stopped.
Second, evening.
Slept badly. Neck sore. The Boss came down at some point in the night and sat on the kitchen floor with his back against the cupboard and let me put my head on his leg, and he did not say anything, and neither did I.
Fourth. The lead.
They have put a rope on me.
I want to be reasonable about this. I understand that the humans have a system, and the system is that outside the yard you are attached to a human by a rope, and the rope is short, and the human decides the speed.
The human decides the speed.
I have tried explaining, by means of leaning forwards until my eyes bulge and my breath comes out like a kettle, that the speed is wrong. The speed is much too slow. Everything is happening and we are going at the pace of a man reading a newspaper.
The Boss stops walking whenever I pull.
He just stops. He does not tell me off. He does not pull back. He simply becomes a post.
This is the single most infuriating thing about him and it took me nine days to defeat it, and I defeated it by giving in, which I have decided to call a draw.
Sixth.
Lambs.
Sandy Reith has sheep in the top park, and today there were small ones, wobbling, with tails going like something electrical, and I have never in my life wanted so badly to introduce myself.
The Boss shortened the lead and put his hand down on my head and said, in the fourth kind of voice, “No.”
We stood at the dyke for a long time and I watched the lambs and he watched me watching the lambs and neither of us moved.
Then he said, “Ye’ll never touch a sheep. No while ye live under my roof.”
I did not understand the words. I understood the voice completely.
There is a story about a sheep and me and it happens in my second year and it is not a funny story, and I will tell it when I come to it.
Seventh.
Have learned “sit” properly, which is to say I now do it without cheese present, in the hope of cheese, which is the same thing but sadder.
Have also learned “doon”, which the Kind One insists on saying as “down” and which the Boss says as “doon”, and the dog has to work out that these are the same, and no allowance is made.
Eighth.
Have learned that “leave it” means the thing on the ground is the most interesting thing in the world.
Ninth.
Big day. Enormous day.
The Boss took me down the bottom park off the lead for the first time, and he had the grey ball in his coat pocket, and he took it out and he did not roll it along the floor, he threw it.
Outside.
Into the sky.
I have to explain something. Indoors, a ball goes along a floor and bounces off a table and stops at a skirting board. Outdoors, a ball leaves the hand and goes up, and it hangs there for a moment against the clouds looking down at you, and then it comes back to earth a hundred feet away and hits the grass and takes off again in a direction nobody could have predicted, including the ball.
I did not move. I stood and watched it, and my mouth was open, and I have been told my whole back end was shaking.
Then it landed, and I ran.
I have run a great many times since. I have run after balls, sticks, birds, rabbits, the squirrel, a plastic bag, a helicopter (once, at length, unsuccessfully), and a tractor. Nothing has ever been like the first time. My legs were far too long and my ears were inside out and I made a noise on the way, a sort of continuous small scream, which the Boss says he has never heard from another dog and which he still imitates when he has had a whisky.
I got it. I brought it back. He threw it again.
The light went while we were doing this. That is how long we were down there. The Kind One had to come to the top of the park and shout, and the Boss shouted back, “Aye, aye, in a minute,” which is his standard reply and which contains no information about minutes.
Tenth.
Slept until eleven in the morning. Unheard of. My legs hurt. Worth it.
Eleventh.
Discovered the burn.
The burn is a long thin bit of moving water that comes down the side of the near park under the alders. It is loud and cold and it goes over stones and it never stops, ever, and you can bite it and it does not care.
I went in up to the belly and stood there with the water going round my legs and I barked at it for a while.
Twelfth.
The Boss has a shed. I have mentioned the shed. Today the shed was open and I got in.
Inside the shed there is: oil, a bench, a vice, jars of small metal things, a radio that only gets one station, a chair that is not allowed in the house any more, a calendar from four years ago with a tractor on it, and a smell of sawdust and paraffin and man.
I lay down under the bench.
He came in and saw me under the bench and stopped, and then he did not throw me out. He went on with what he was doing, and the radio played, and I fell asleep on his foot, and when I woke up he had moved his foot about six inches to reach something and then moved it back.
I have lain under that bench for twelve years.
Fourteenth.
Chewed a slipper.
I want to explain the slipper, because I do not think I have been given a fair hearing on the slipper.
The slipper is the most concentrated form of the Boss that exists. It is made of him. It is warm and it smells of foot and it holds his shape, and when he is not there it is the next best thing, and if you are a very small dog and he has gone out of the door in the green car, the slipper is the only comfort available.
I did not chew it out of malice. I chewed it out of love.
The Boss did not accept this defence. The Boss held the slipper up by one flap and looked at it for some time and then said, “Well.”
The Kind One said, “He’s a bairn.”
The Boss said, “He’s a bairn wi teeth.”
I got the other one two days later, for symmetry.
Sixteenth.
Am now permitted in the sitting room, subject to conditions.
The conditions are that there is a rug, and I am on the rug, and the sofa is not for dogs.
I would like to note the date. This is the beginning of a campaign that will last four years and that I will win completely.
Seventeenth.
Have begun to bark at things properly. My bark has come in. It is deeper than I expected and it surprises me every time.
Barked at: the bin lorry (justified), a pheasant (justified), the washing on the line (the washing moved), a bag (the bag moved), Doughnut (unjustified, retaliation immediate), and my own reflection in the glass door of the range, which turned out to be a black dog who is always in there and who is always doing exactly what I am doing, which I have decided is mockery.
Nineteenth.
Nell came into the yard with Sandy Reith.
Sandy is a big square man who talks to the Boss for forty minutes at a time about rain, and their conversation has about eleven words in it and takes forty minutes, and I do not understand it, and both of them appear satisfied at the end.
Nell lay down by the wheel of the truck and watched me try to interest her in a stick. She watched me for a long time. Then she looked away, deliberately, at the horizon, which in dog is not “I am bored” but “you are not happening.”
Sandy said, “She’s a workin dog.”
The Boss said, “Aye. Mine’s a hoover wi legs.”
I want to point out that I had, at that moment, a stick in my mouth and my whole back end going, and I was making a case for joy, and neither of them took it up.
Twenty-first.
Rain all day. Went out anyway, four times, and came in four times, and the towel came off the nail four times, and the Kind One says the utility room smells like a wet sheep’s coat pocket.
Twenty-second.
Something has happened to the fields. They have gone a different colour. Everything has gone a different colour. There is a green coming up through the brown that was not there last week, and the birds have started at four in the morning and will not stop, and there is a smell in the air at dusk that makes me want to run for no reason.
I ran for no reason. Round and round the near park with my back end tucked under, six or seven circuits, at full speed, for nothing at all.
The Boss watched from the gate. When I came back he said, “Feelin it, then.”
Twenty-fourth.
Have discovered that if I put my chin on the Boss’s knee and simply leave it there, without a sound, without moving, and look up with only my eyes, he will eventually stop reading.
Every time.
Every single time.
I have not told the other dogs.
Twenty-fifth.
Fergus fell off the dyke and cried and I licked his face until he stopped and then he laughed and then he fell off it again on purpose.
Twenty-sixth.
The cows are still in the far park and I still cannot properly see them from the house, which is a problem, because a watch you cannot keep is not a watch.
I have found a solution. There is a place on the track, on the bank, up past the byre, where if you sit exactly there you can see the corner of the far park through the gap in the whins. It is windy and it is uncomfortable and there is a stone under it.
I sit there anyway. This is the post. This has been the post for twelve years.
The Kind One calls it “the office”.
Twenty-eighth.
Have understood that the humans have a day and that the day has a shape, and that the shape is the same every time, and that the shape is what a life is.
Boss wakes. Boss swears about his back. Boss comes downstairs slower than he wants to. Kettle. Me out. Me in. Towel, if wet. Breakfast, mine, which is eaten in eleven seconds and which is over so quickly that I have never once tasted it and I do not know what it tastes like. Then their breakfast, which is slow and complicated and involves toast and which I attend closely from underneath.
Then the yard, the shed, the fences, the byre, whatever is wrong that day.
Then the middle of the day, which is soft, and which is for sleeping.
Then the walk.
Then their dinner, which I also attend.
Then the fire, and the chair, and the foot, and my chin on it.
Then upstairs, and the door left open a hand’s width because the Kind One says he cannot sleep unless he can hear the dog breathing, and the Boss says that is havers, and the door stays open.
That is the shape. It has hardly changed in twelve years. People say that is a small life.
They are wrong. It is not small. There is a ball in it.
Thirtieth.
Cows: eleven. Present.
Ball: outside, in the air, at length, twice today.
New words understood: sit, doon, wait, leave it (theoretically), gwan, in ye come, walk, ba’, dinner, no, NO, and my own name, which I have decided is the best word in the language because it is only ever said by people who want me.
Things chewed: two slippers, one glove, a wooden spoon, a bit of the kitchen step, a rubber ring, a lead (my own, which the Boss found funny for about a second), and the corner of a rug which I have arranged to look like it was always like that.
Weight: more.
Feet: still too big.
The Boss says the grass is comin.
May
Four months old. Whins, the first roll in something dead, puppy class, the Dee entered without planning, and a pheasant.
First.
The whins have come out.
The whins are the yellow spiky bushes along the top of the near park that have been sitting there all my life doing nothing, and now they have gone the colour of the inside of an egg, all at once, everywhere, and, this is the important part, they smell of coconut.
Nobody warned me.
I put my whole face into a whin bush and got it out again immediately with a yelp, because whins are made of needles, and then, after a period of reflection lasting about four seconds, I put my whole face back in.
Second.
Nose scratched. Worth it.
Third.
The Boss says I am to go to a class.
I have gathered from the tone that a class is a thing you do with other dogs and that it is educational and that the Kind One has already paid for it and that the Boss thinks it is a waste of good money and that the Boss will nonetheless be the one who takes me, because he always is.
Fourth. Puppy class, Torphins hall.
There were seven of us.
A labradoodle called Ollie who does not stop moving, not for one second, not even when asleep.
A dachshund called Prince who is the length of my head and who screamed at everything.
Two collies who did the whole class perfectly on the first attempt and made the rest of us look like a bad harvest.
A boxer called Tyson with a face like a dropped pie, extremely friendly, no brakes.
A small white one whose name I never learned and who spent the entire hour under a chair.
And me.
The hall smells of floor polish and old soup and church, and there are lines painted on the floor in colours which mean nothing, and there is a woman with a bag of frankfurter who says “YES!” in a very loud voice at unpredictable moments.
We were taught to sit. I can sit. I sat brilliantly. I sat while the collies were still thinking about it.
We were then taught to lie down, at which I was also excellent.
We were then taught to stay, and I would like to move on.
Fourth, later.
The Boss to the Kind One, at the sink, not knowing I was under the table: “He’s nae stupid. He’s just nae interested.”
That is the kindest thing anybody has ever said about me and he said it to a sink.
Sixth.
Second class. Was made to walk in a circle with the others. Ollie the labradoodle bit my lead and would not let go and we did the entire circle attached to one another like a badly made pantomime horse and the woman said “YES!” which I do not think was appropriate.
Seventh.
Ollie is my friend now. This is how it works. You are attached to somebody by accident and then you are friends. Humans do it with weddings.
Ninth. The roll.
I need to write this down properly because the humans have never understood it and I want it on record.
There was a thing at the bottom of the near park in the long grass by the burn. It had been a rabbit. It had been a rabbit for some while and it was now something else, and what it was now was the most magnificent substance in the created world.
Here is what happens. You find it. You go still. You put your nose on it and you breathe in until your eyes go funny. And then something takes over that is older than you and older than the farm, and you drop your shoulder, and you put your neck into it, and you pour yourself along it, and you keep going, and you do the other side, and you get up and check and go back and do the bit behind your ear, and the whole time there is a feeling in you like a bell being rung.
Then you go home to tell everybody.
That is the part they cannot forgive. But you have to understand: I did not roll in it to annoy them. I rolled in it and then I ran home, at speed, joyfully, because I had found something wonderful and my pack was up at the house not knowing about it, and it is not a good thing unless it is shared.
The Kind One saw me coming across the yard and she knew, from a distance of forty feet, by my walk, that something had happened.
She said, “Alec.”
The Boss came out and looked at me and said, “Aye.”
And then, and I remember this exactly, he crouched down and he put his hands on my shoulders and he smelled it properly, right up close, and he laughed. He laughed until he had to sit back on his heels. And then he said, “Right, ye clarty wee sotter, ye’re for it,” and he picked me up under the belly at arm’s length and carried me to the tap.
He laughed first. That is why he is the pack leader. He laughed first and then he washed me.
Ninth, later. The bath.
I want to state that I love water. I love the burn, the pond, the puddles, the sea, the rain, the water butt, the dripping tap, and, when nobody is watching, the toilet.
The bath is not water. The bath is a trap made of water.
You are put into it. There is no getting out because the sides are slippery and go up forever. And then a substance is applied that smells of flowers and lies, and it goes into your coat and takes away everything, every single thing you have collected, the rabbit, the burn, the cows, the whins, the shed, the Boss’s hand from that morning, all of it, gone, and you come out of the other end of it smelling like a shop.
Then, and only then, is the good bit permitted, which is the shake.
The shake starts at the nose and it travels down the whole dog like weather crossing a country, and by the time it reaches the tail you have redistributed nine pints of water across the entire room, and the Kind One is against the wall going “oh, oh, OH,” and the Boss is in the doorway with the towel already open like a man welcoming home a much loved and very stupid relative.
Then you do the Mad Half Hour: down the hall, up onto the sofa (permitted, in the confusion), off the sofa, round the table, into the hall, back onto the sofa, with your back end tucked right under and your eyes enormous, until somebody catches you.
That is the price of the bath and I make them pay it every time.
Eleventh.
Went in the car to a place with a great many other cars and a lot of trees and a path with wood chips on it. This is called Drum, or possibly Crathes; I know it only by its smells, which are: dog, dog, dog, dog, chips, dog, a bin, dog.
There were dogs everywhere. Dogs I have never met. Dozens of them, which is to say lots.
I greeted all of them. Some of them did not want to be greeted. A woman with a small fluffy one picked it up when she saw me coming, which I have since learned is a thing they do, and the Boss said “he’s fine, he’s just young,” which is a thing he says, and the two sentences met in the middle and cancelled out.
Then there was a yellow one.
She is called Bramble. She is a Labrador like me but yellow, and she is a year older, and she has the whole business worked out. She took a stick off me by pretending she had seen something behind me. I fell for it completely and I would fall for it again.
I am four months old and I have decided to marry her. This will not go how I imagine.
Thirteenth.
Am obsessed with Bramble.
Fourteenth.
Still obsessed with Bramble.
Have taken to sitting at the top of the track looking down towards the road in case she comes past, which she has never once done, because she lives in the village, four miles away, and has no idea I exist.
The Kind One says, “What’s he lookin at?”
The Boss says, “God knows.”
Sixteenth. The river.
Taken to the Dee.
The Dee is a burn that has gone wrong. It is the width of a field and it is the colour of strong tea over stones and it moves the whole time in a way that looks slow and is not slow.
We were on the bank. The Boss threw a stick, on the grass, away from the water, because he is not stupid, and the stick went along the grass and then it hit a tussock and it changed direction and it went into the Dee.
I did not think about it. I want that clearly understood, because I have thought about very little since and I would hate to give the impression that this was a considered act. I went off the bank.
It was cold in a way that goes through the middle of you. And it moved. Everything moved. The stick moved, the bank moved, the whole world went sideways at walking pace, and I went with it, and I had never swum, and my front legs came up out of the water and slapped at it like a man trying to climb a wall, and I went under to my eyes.
And then something in my back legs remembered.
I do not know how else to put it. My back end knew. It started doing something I had never taught it, and my front end stopped slapping and started reaching, and my nose came up, and I was going along, I was going along on top of the water, which is a thing dogs can do and nobody had told me.
I got the stick.
I came out forty yards down at a shingle bit and the Boss was already there, coming along the bank at a rate that is not good for his back, saying words, all of the words, in a completely level voice, and when I got out he took the stick from me and threw it as far as he could into a whin bush and said, “Nae mair sticks.”
Then he sat down on the shingle. He sat down properly, in the wet, in his good coat, and he put both hands on either side of my face and he pressed his forehead onto the top of my head, and he stayed like that for a while, and I could feel his heart going in his hands.
Then he stood up and said, “Right,” and we walked home.
Seventeenth.
There is a new rule about the river. The rule is that I am on the lead within twenty feet of it until the Boss says otherwise.
The Boss said otherwise about four months later, on a still day, at a slow bend, with a ball.
Nineteenth.
Puppy class, final session. There were certificates. Mine says “Tarry: Most Enthusiastic.”
The Boss read it out at the kitchen table and the Kind One said “aw”, and the Boss said, “That’s what they say when ye’re nae good.”
He put it on the fridge though. It is still there.
Twentieth.
A pheasant went up in front of me in the beech strip.
I have no words for the noise a pheasant makes when it goes up. It is not a bird noise. It is a mechanical failure with wings. It came out of the grass eighteen inches from my nose making a sound like a rusty gate being murdered, and I left the ground.
Actually left the ground. All four feet.
Then I ran after it for as long as I could see it, which was four seconds, into a fence.
Twenty-second.
Have been thinking about the fence.
Twenty-third.
There is a bird table in the garden and the Kind One puts things on it and small birds come, and I have worked out that if I stand very still under the bird table with my head up and my mouth slightly open, sooner or later something will fall.
Nothing has yet fallen.
I have been doing this for twelve years.
Twenty-fifth.
Long light now. It does not go dark until very late and even then it does not go properly dark, it goes a sort of blue, and the birds do not stop, and there is a bird that sings all night from the beech strip and the Boss says it is a blackbird that cannot tell the time.
Went out at half past ten at night with the Boss for the last time round and the whole world was blue and warm and full of moths, and he stood at the gate and looked at the fields for a long while and said nothing at all, and I sat against his leg, and that was one of the best minutes of my life and neither of us did anything.
Twenty-seventh.
Discovered the pond.
The pond is at the bottom corner, behind the alders. It is not a real pond, it is a place where the burn has spread out and given up. It is green and warm and it smells of eleven things at once, all rotting quietly, and there are frogs in it and a heron on it, and the heron is my enemy.
The heron stands in the pond on one leg pretending to be a stick. He is not a stick. I have never once been fooled and yet every time I go down there he tries it again, and I run at him, and he goes up out of the water like an umbrella being opened in slow motion, and he flies off over the alders with his legs trailing behind him like something he forgot to pack, and he makes a noise like a rude word.
He will be back tomorrow. He has always been back tomorrow.
There is a heron there now, twelve years on, and it cannot possibly be the same heron, and I have decided it is.
Twenty-eighth.
Went into the pond. Came out green.
The Kind One saw me and said, “That’s it. That is IT.”
Bath number two.
Thirtieth.
Have discovered the Big Dog In The Water.
If you go to the still bit of the pond at the near end where the alder hangs over, and you look down, there is a dog in the water looking up at you.
He is black. He is my size. He does not smell of anything at all, which is the frightening part.
I barked at him. He barked at me, silently, which is worse. I put my paw at him. He put his paw at me. I put my whole face in the water to settle the matter and he came apart into a thousand pieces and the pond went cloudy and when it cleared he was back.
I have never got to the bottom of the Big Dog In The Water and I do not intend to stop trying.
Thirty-first.
Cows: eleven. Present. Facing north. Suspicious.
Ball: I have three now. The Grey One (original, holy, kept mostly on the shelf), a new yellow one that came from the shop and is too light and goes off in the wind, and half of a punctured one that I found in the byre and that whistles when I bite it.
Water entered: burn (daily), pond (twice), Dee (once, catastrophically), water butt (attempted), bath (twice, under protest, does not count).
Rolled in: one rabbit, the ash from the fire that got tipped out at the top of the garden, and a place in the far corner where a fox has been and which I cannot explain and will not apologise for.
Friends: Ollie. Bramble, hypothetically.
Enemies: the heron, the Screaming Beast, the Big Dog In The Water, and, from a distance, the bicycle man.
Feet: still growing but the rest of me is coming up behind them now, and the Boss lifted me last week and said, “Ye’re gettin ower heavy for this,” which is the nicest thing.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Ball, Then Breakfast. Thank you for reading.
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