
DOGS 

  

“Dogs are filthy, dirty creatures. They 

have fleas, they come in the house 

with muddy paws, they annoy visitors 
and sniff women’s crotches. In the 

Spring, males wander and females get 

pregnant. They cost a fortune in food, 
vet fees and kenneling. We’ll never, 

ever have a dog and that’s that !” 

Every six months or so, from the age 

of seven until I was roughly fourteen, 

I heard the same sermon, almost word 
for word, mostly because, every six 

months or so, I would try to talk my 

mother into getting a dog. As the 
conversation usually took place at 

dinner time, my father would lower 
his head over his plate and pretend to 

be so fascinated by his soup or his 

scalloped potatoes that he hadn’t 
heard a thing. 

“Did you ever have a dog, Dad ?” I 
asked him once, trying to get him on 

my side. 



“No, but I wish I had. Only, there were 

so many of us in such a small house 
that my parents didn’t want a dog as 

well.” 

“Don’t you wish you had one now ?” 

“Well... it would be nice but it’s not 

worth upsetting your mother, is it  

Don’t worry: When you grow up and 
you are in your own house, you can 

have a dog any time you want, right ?” 

And he added with a wink : “Make 

sure you adopt one before you get 

married. You never know.” 

Grow up ? I would never grow up ; I 

just knew it. The world was 

immutable. Already it seemed that the 
Summer holiday would never come, 

that it was a figment of people’s 
imagination. As for growing up... 

There were children, adults and old 

folks. As far as I was concerned, 
grown-ups had always been grown-

ups and old folks had always been old. 
The change from childhood to 

adulthood was an abstract notion. I 



was told it would happen, but I could 

not imagine how. I would never, 
therefore, have a dog. 

The idea of owning a dog had not, 

however, become an obsession with 
me, the way having a child becomes 

an obsession with some women. It was 

never a precondition for happiness. I 
simply thought that it would be jolly 

nice to have one, that’s all. 

As potential dog owners, we were in 

an ideal position. We lived in a hamlet 

of only four houses surrounded by an 
amazing variety of fields, meadows, 

hollows, ponds and gorsy hill tops, all 

connected by an intricate network of 
footpaths : a canine paradise. 

Strangely enough, the other three 
houses in the hamlet did not have dogs 

either so that I could not even indulge 

in the simple pleasures or scratching 
one behind the ears or borrowing one 

and taking him for a walk. 

I often wondered what it would be like 

to have a dog prancing about when I 

went trout fishing, playing cow-boys 



and Indians with other boys or, as I 

turned (eventually) into a teenager, 
going, hand in hand, for long, 

romantic walks through the 

countryside with Monique, the girl 
next door, whose figure I was 

beginning to appreciate, especially 

when, going over stiles, her lovely 
legs would come into view all the way 

up to her knickers. 

Little by little, however, I distanced 

myself from these harmless fantasies. 

School examinations, the anxiety of 
going to university and leaving home, 

contemplating a choice of careers, 

everything conspired to help me forget 
about owning a dog. 

Time, of course, did go much faster 
than I anticipated... or wished. I soon 

became an adult myself, moved 

hundreds of miles from home, got 
married and acquired a dog. My wife 

and I answered one of those puppies-
for-a-good-home advertisements. It 

was for a very small Doberman : the 

runt of the litter ; so unlike the others 
that the owners were unable to sell 



him. They didn’t want to have him put 

down, so they gave him away. He 
turned out to be a delightful and 

elegant companion. We never had his 

tail cut or his ears tailored. Fully 
grown, he was just about half the size 

of a real Doberman, and people kept 

thinking of him as a puppy, which 
suited him fine as, all his life, he 

retained the most endearing qualities 
of a puppy without the drawbacks. 

At first, I started to sympathize with 

some of my mother’s reservations 
about dogs : the house-training, the 

little accidents, the vaccination shots, 

the ruined slippers, and above all, the 
unavoidable walks in all sorts of 

weather, even when you really, really 
don’t feel like it. But all this was more 

than compensated by the affection, the 

loyalty, the sense of humour even, of 
this lively creature. 

“Mum” I said on the telephone “Susan 
and I have got a dog !” 

“Well, you keep him away from me 

when I visit and you make sure he 



doesn’t have any fleas, and you never 

bring him over here.” 

Mother did come to see us. Dolby the 

Doberman knew instinctively that he 

had to be extra nice to her, and so 
would always try to rest his chin on 

her thigh when she was sitting down... 

with mixed results. 

Dolby has been dead for years now. I 

am contemplating retirement and my 
mother is in her eighties. 

“Can I ask you a little favor ?” she 

asked me, one day, towards the end of 
one of her visits. 

“Of course.” 

“You know I was born on a farm, 
don’t you ?” 

“I know.” 

“You also know that when my father 

was killed we had to leave. Your 

grandmother had a nervous 
breakdown and couldn’t cope with the 



running of the place. We sold it for a 

song and moved to the house where 
you were born. I was only nine years’ 

old at the time.” 

“I know, Mum. You’ve told us many 
times.” 

“I never wanted to go back to that 

farm, but now I’d like to. I’d like to 
see it just once more before I die. After 

all these years, it won’t be so painful. 
It’s all over now. Will you drive me 

there ?” 

“Of course ! Glad to. I’d like to see it 
for myself.” 

And so, instead of putting her on the 

train, I arranged to have a few days 
off, packed a suitcase, and 

psychologically prepared myself for 
the drive. I knew it would not be a 

straightforward affair. Once she has a 

chauffeur, my mother invariably 
remembers all sorts of former 

acquaintances whom she has not seen 
for ages. We zigzagged all the way, 

stopping here and there for anything 



from a cup of coffee to an overnight 

stay. 

I didn’t mind. It was nice to see her 

happy and excited. Her friends were 

interesting people. She had met most 
of them in her youth when working for 

a fashion designer who, only much 

later, had become a household name.  

We finally reached our original 

destination. 

Very slowly, I drove up a steep, 

unpaved road. When we got to the top, 

there was a dark, forbidding, 
rectangular building on our right, and 

a field with a couple of horses on our 

left. A vast, rather unkempt vegetable 
garden stretched in front of the farm-

house, and a sign on the gate showed 
that it now doubled as an Airbnb. 

“That’s it.” Whispered Mother. “It’s 

hardly changed at all, except that the 
garden used to be so beautiful.” 

We got out of the car and went to lean 
over the gate. My mother pointed at 



the first window from the left on the 

second floor : “That was my 
bedroom.” 

I started taking photographs. A rather 

suspicious-looking little woman 
appeared at the main door and, wiping 

her hands on an apron. She walked 

briskly towards us. “May I help you ?” 
she asked sourly. 

My mother gets a bit flustered these 
days. Before I could say anything, she 

had explained our presence in halting 

terms, sounding as if she was guilty of 
some shameful crime. The woman 

mellowed a little but still did not 

smile. “You can go around if you 
want” she said, heading back for the 

house. By appearing to make a 
concession, she avoided being asked if 

we could go inside, which had never 

been our intention. 

We walked very slowly along the 

footpath that skirted the house. 
Finding ourselves at the side of the 

building, we caught sight of a whole 

array of barns, thatched lean-tos, 



agricultural machinery and empty 

kennels. My mother stopped. Shakily, 
she pointed at the kennels : “That’s 

where my dog used to sleep. He was a 

huge golden Labrador. We had to 
leave him behind when we sold the 

farm. It broke my heart. His name was 

Bruno. I loved him so !” 

I gazed at the kennels with the feeling 

that something in what she had just 
said, did not quite make sense. I 

looked at her and said : “You had a 

dog ? But you don’t like dogs.” 

Her face was calm but two large tears 

were rolling down her cheeks. She 

squeezed my arm and said in a flat 
tone of voice : “Let’s get out of here.” 

 

 


