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1


When February started, Rachel Fielding had a middling-to-glamorous career doing PR for internet companies, a boyfriend who regularly bought her flowers and dressed better than she did, a cleaner, and a skin-age three years younger than her actual age, which was thirty-nine.


By the second week, however, she had, in one simple manoeuvre, managed to lose the love of her life, her Chiswick flat and her job. Rachel also discovered, that same morning, her first grey streak, which stood out a mile in her thick dark hair, and got a text from her sister Amelia, accusing her of forgetting her niece’s fifth birthday ‘because not having children doesn’t mean you can be so bloody selfish’.


The sacking, or the dumping, or the grey hair was depressing enough on its own. But all three together was more punishment than even someone skilled in spinning bad news could take. Rachel longed – yearned – to be lying face down in a puddle of Bailey’s ice cream, listening to Joy Division, but instead she was sitting on a plastic chair in a solicitor’s office in Longhampton, a country town where the arrival of Waitrose was still something of a talking point, listening to a lecture on inheritance tax from a middle-aged man who kept referring to her as ‘Ms Fielding’, and to himself as ‘myself’.


Rachel had just inherited what Gerald Flint was ‘pleased to call a substantial holding’, but all she could really focus on right now was the fact that she, like her late Auntie Dot before her, was headed for a dwindling twilight of dog hair and ready meals for one. Every time she tried to concentrate on her new capacity as executor and pretty much sole beneficiary of Dot’s estate, comprising family house, kennels, dogs, more dogs, and some dogs, Oliver’s dark-eyed wickedness slid across her mind like a masochistic screensaver: his face caught in the moment she confronted him with the receipts – shock, then fear, then, horribly, a flicker of something she now realised was smugness.


‘Have we lost you there, Ms Fielding?’


Rachel shuddered hard, and snapped her attention back to the meeting. Get a grip, she told herself. He’s gone. You’re here. This is important.


‘I’m with you, Mr Flint,’ she said and tapped her pen against her notebook. ‘Well, actually, no. Can you just run through what exactly I’m supposed to do, as executor?’


Gerald was sitting at his desk underneath a large photo-to-canvas portrait of his four owlish grandchildren. On his right was a blonde woman in her twenties, who was apparently the manager of Dot’s kennels. Next to her was a miserable black and white Border collie.


Rachel couldn’t remember what the dog was doing there. But then Dot had been legendary in the family for her bonkers attitude to dogs (‘bonkers’ being Rachel’s mother’s terse diagnosis; Rachel herself thought it wasn’t so weird, compared with Val’s own passion for hygienic storage). It was entirely possible that the dog was actually a co-executor.


Gerald mistook her Oliver-induced vacancy for bereavement distress. ‘It’s a lot to take in but we’re here to handle most of it for yourself. I’ll recap, shall I?’


Rachel turned to a fresh page in her notebook. It fell open at the angry to-do list she’d made the previous day – pack stuff, phone storage company, change locks, book holiday – and she hastily turned to a new page.


As Gerald spoke, she jotted down notes. Before she could inherit Dot’s house, and the boarding kennels, and the rescue centre that was part of it, she’d have to arrange a valuation for probate, then the solicitors would send off the various forms, the Revenue would calculate the inheritance tax to pay, nothing would be hers until some of that was paid, blah blah blah – but, even as her pen moved dutifully across the page, Rachel’s entire chest ached from intensive regret.


Ten years of her life, gone just like that. The best, ripest, decade of her life. She was never, ever going to touch Oliver’s black hair again, pushed back off his forehead in a style that shouldn’t work, but somehow did. The smell of him after work, that musty, masculine odour around his white shirt as he threw his jacket with the gold lining over her chair . . . 


‘. . . and Gem, of course?’ added the blonde girl, breaking Rachel’s train of thought. She was Australian, so it sounded more like a question than a statement. The huge sunny grin she was directing at Rachel suggested she thought it was the best bequest of the lot.


Rachel squinted at the gold necklace hanging above her t-shirt. Megan.


‘Sorry, I don’t remember anything about a dog in the will,’ she said, glancing over at Gerald for confirmation. ‘Was it mentioned? Sorry, the last week or so’s been a bit of a nightmare for me . . .’


‘Dot left me instructions to tell you about Gem once you got here.’ Megan pointed at the dog who’d been sitting at her feet since the meeting started, obedient but somehow morose, his tail and ears drooping sadly.  


It looks more grief-stricken than me, thought Rachel, with a flash of guilt.


‘Gem’s seven, and he’s a Border collie. Dot wanted you to have him. She was very specific about that, wasn’t she, Gem? Only a special new home for you.’ She gave the dog’s feathery black ears an affectionate caress and it leaned into her side.


‘But I’m not a dog person,’ Rachel protested, and as she spoke the dog looked up and she recoiled at the spooky ice-blue eyes that searched her face as if it was trying to recognise her. Were dogs meant to have eyes like that, she wondered? It seemed to be looking into her head and seeing a woman who couldn’t even be trusted with house plants.


‘Dot wouldn’t have left you Gem if she didn’t think you were the right person for him. She had this knack for matching up people with the right dog,’ Megan explained, very seriously. ‘She could tell, soon as they walked into the room. Wouldn’t let one of her rescues go home with the wrong person, not even if they begged and begged.’


Rachel glanced at the solicitor, expecting a faint shake of the head at this sub-Disney madness, but Gerald only smiled indulgently. ‘She certainly matched me up with two little smashers. The dog matchmaker, we used to call her.’


Oh God, thought Rachel. This must be a dream.


‘Does it run in the family?’ Megan enquired. ‘Dog whispering?’


‘Not as far as I know,’ said Rachel politely, then changed her mind. ‘Actually, no. No, it definitely doesn’t. We weren’t even allowed goldfish, growing up. I don’t know where Dot’s dog thing came from.’


But then Dot wasn’t a typical Mossop in all sorts of ways. She hadn’t got married at twenty-four, never had kids, and refused to turn up with clockwork regularity to the fruit-cake-and-sherry gatherings thrown by Rachel’s mother, Valerie. Though neither did Rachel. It was a good job Val had made Dot Rachel’s godmother before her mysterious midlife relocation to Longhampton; as it was, Rachel was starting to get the impression Val thought Dot had passed on spinsterdom to her niece like some kind of hereditary affliction.


‘Pardon me for saying but you’re very alike, you and Dorothy,’ said Gerald, in a tone that made it clear he meant it as a compliment. ‘In looks, I mean. Something about the . . .’


Rachel knew what he was going to say; it was what everyone said. That they both looked like eccentric Edwardian suffragette-gardeners. Or pre-Raphaelite avenging angels, with their long noses and dark, round eyes, so unlike Val and her other daughter Amelia’s English rose blondeness. Rachel had longed to be pretty like Amelia for years; it was only Oliver who’d convinced her that ‘striking’ would see her through to her eighties.


‘The nose?’ she suggested.


‘. . . something about the nose,’ Gerald finished, more nervously than he’d begun. Rachel knew her resting expression was fiercer than she meant it to be. He tried to rescue the situation. ‘Dorothy was a fine figure of a woman, striding around the common with her dogs. We always wondered if she’d been in the secret service or some other . . .’ He floundered. ‘Something about her confidence, perhaps.’


‘I know,’ said Rachel, unhappily.


Oliver had always loved Rachel’s confidence too. Her breezy, polished manner in client meetings, that she’d almost convinced herself was natural and not a side-effect of a liver-clenching coffee habit or her burning need to impress him.


‘Well, we have some things in common,’ Rachel conceded, because her heart had given another lurch. ‘But not dogs, sorry. I’m serious, Megan,’ she added, spotting an indulgent smile from the other side of the desk. ‘I don’t have anywhere to put a dog. I travel a lot, I work full time.’ She raised her hands.


OK, so she wasn’t working full time or living in a flat in Chiswick right now, but she definitely didn’t want a Border collie. She worked in PR, not on Blue Peter.


‘Ah, Gem’s not a dog. Gem’s like, an old pal? Aren’t you? And if Dot thought you and Gem were meant to be together, then you’re definitely a match made in heaven.’ Megan’s cheerful smile faltered, and a look of horror flashed across her open face. ‘Oh, jeez, I’m sorry, that was really tactless of me.’


‘Let me give you the keys to the door, as it were,’ said Gerald, seizing the chance to divert the conversation by reaching into his drawer for the keys. ‘I’m sure you’re keen to get over to Four Oaks and look around,’ he added, with a nod towards Megan. ‘Megan is more than capable of bringing you up to speed with the kennel operations.’


Suddenly the mental exertions of the past week caught up with Rachel, crashing over her weary head as they did every day, at three o’clock sharp. She felt overwhelmed with a need to be alone with a bottle of wine, under a duvet, and in a pair of pyjamas, instead of this Marc Jacobs skirt that was digging into her waist because it had been on sale and she was too in love with the label to size up, and professional single women in their thirties needed to be well-dressed, because they didn’t have the excuse of puking kids to relax their wardrobes.


Gerald grimaced with perfectly judged sympathy as he handed her a large bunch of keys, with neat labels attached in Dot’s meticulous print.


‘And there’s a letter, which Dorothy left to be handed to the executor with the keys, but I’ll leave that for yourself to go through in private.’ He passed her a thin envelope, which she tucked into the back of her notebook. ‘As I say, we can arrange for the estate agents to pop round and do the valuations, send off the forms and so forth. If you could have a look through the property for any significant valuables – or we could just approach a house clearance firm to make the assessment?’


‘No, I’ll do that. But thank you.’ Rachel looked between the two of them, wondering what she was supposed to say now. Val, for all her faults, was excellent at this sort of thing. She always knew the right tone of murmur to make. Funerals, weddings, will readings – her mother bustled into action at the drop of an elderly relative. She’d organised the whole funeral from a different county, and had Dot interred next to their parents, back home in Lancashire. It was, apparently, typical of Dot that she’d insisted that the will be handled in Longhampton, by the executor – Rachel.


Val was the only person Rachel knew who could be hurt that she hadn’t been landed with a mess of administration.


The dog was gazing at her with its sad, icy eyes. It was sitting perfectly still, but at the same time it looked so forlorn that Rachel got the impression that, like her it would rather be alone in a basket with a bone, or whatever the dog equivalent of a bottle of wine was, instead of going through this charade.


Megan squirmed in her seat. ‘Can I ask a favour, um . . . Ms Fielding?’


‘Rachel, please. And sure,’ said Rachel, more than ready to give her Gem to remember Dot by. But unfortunately, that wasn’t what Megan wanted.


‘Can I get a lift back to Four Oaks? If you’re heading up there?’


‘Of course. I’m not sure I know the way anyway,’ said Rachel. She added a smile, because there was something about Megan that made it hard not to smile. Her face was eager and good-natured, still tanned despite the February gloom already darkening the sky outside. Megan clearly was a dog person.


 


Megan kept up a cheerful monologue out of the offices and into the car park and, when she saw Rachel’s car, it bubbled right over into amazement.


‘Oh, wow, this is yours?’ she gasped, as Rachel bleeped the central locking on her black Range Rover. ‘This is just perfect for Gem! Gem, just look at the gorgeous truck your new mum’s got!’


Rachel winced again at the ‘new mum’ bit. ‘He’s a dog and I’m not his mother, OK?’


She rubbed a hand over her face and squeezed her sore eyes shut. She didn’t add that now she’d walked out of her job, the Range Rover would probably be going back to London just as soon as the finance company she leased it from got wind of her newly unemployed status.


You’ll just have to get another job, she reminded herself. Plenty of them about, with your CV. Even in a recession, people need positive PR. Especially in a recession.


Megan and Gem were looking at her expectantly, and Rachel wasn’t sure who seemed more eager to please, Megan or Gem. She felt equally bad about letting them both down.


‘Sorry. Look, I don’t know where he should go. Will he be safe in the boot?’


‘He’ll be fine in a boot this size, lucky guy,’ said Megan, opening the tail gate. ‘Ooh, you’re travelling light,’ she observed, seeing Rachel’s two small bags and her box of random junk that she’d thrown together when she’d left the flat. That was another depressing thing: how little she really had to show for ten years. ‘How long are you staying?’


‘I don’t know.’ Rachel raked her hands through her hair, remembered the white streaks, and sighed. ‘I can honestly say I don’t have any plans right now.’


‘See how it goes, eh? Best way.’ Megan patted the edge of the car. ‘Up you get, Gem boy!’


Gem leaped obediently into Rachel’s boot and curled up between her two leather Mulberry overnight bags. Already, Rachel could see long dog hairs settling on the black upholstery, but she was too tired to think about that now. Instead, she shut the boot and opened the driver’s door.


‘I appreciate the lift – the buses here are pretty unreliable, but that’s the countryside for you, eh? I’ll give you directions if you take the road out of Longhampton towards Hartley,’ Megan was saying, climbing into the passenger seat. She had to jump a bit, being almost a foot shorter than Rachel. Megan wore practical boots over her old jeans and as she settled herself in, Rachel could smell dogs and Body Shop White Musk. ‘It’s not too far, out of the main town, but then you know that, don’t you?’ She paused, and listened. ‘Is that your phone?’


Rachel knew it was her phone. The ringtone was ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ which let her know it was her mother on the other end. It was tempting to ignore it, and pretend she was driving, but Val knew she’d been to see the solicitor today and she would only keep calling. And calling. And calling. Better to get it over with.


‘Yes,’ she said, reaching into her bag, ‘it is. Sorry, I’ll have to pick this up. I’ll just be a moment.’ She slid out of the car, and put her mobile to her ear. ‘Hello, Mum?’


‘Are you out of the solicitors’? Was there a mistake in the will?’ Val didn’t mince her words. ‘Your father and I have been discussing it, and he thought there might have been a letter from Dot, explaining how you were meant to divide everything up. When you got to the solicitors’, I mean. He thought it might have been cheaper, for her to leave everything to you, and then have you share it with your sister, instead of involving someone official.’


Rachel breathed through her nose. This conversation had started four days ago. Val always picked up exactly where she’d left off last time.  ‘Mum, there is a letter but I haven’t opened it yet. And can you stop making out that it’s my fault? It’s not like I expected this, you know. I’m sure I can find some things Amelia would like. I don’t think Dot meant it as a criticism.’


‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m not blaming Dot,’ her mother insisted, struggling to be fair. Val was always fair, and gave everyone the benefit of the doubt, even when she didn’t actually believe them. Particularly when she didn’t believe them. ‘That’s just the way Dot was – she was used to living on her own, with no ties or anyone else to bother about – but it’s not just Amelia. Grace and Jack ought to have some keepsake from their great-aunt.’


Rachel resisted the temptation to point out that looking after a pack of assorted dogs didn’t exactly leave you footloose and fancy-free. It riled her, this family assumption that not having children meant you led a life of nightclubs and riotous self-indulgence. ‘Would they like a dog?’ she suggested, only half-joking. ‘Plenty left.’


She could hear the drawn-in breath of outrage, two hundred miles away. ‘What? No! That would be totally irresponsible! What about allergies? You’d have to talk to Amelia first, Rachel. No, there’ll be a nice silver brush set that would be appropriate for Grace, used to be our mother’s, and as for Jack, I seem to remember Dot did a bit of fishing, I dare say there’s an expensive rod somewhere.’ There was a pause. ‘And don’t say I told you this, Rachel, but Amelia could do with a hand with nursery fees right now. It costs a fortune, childcare. I’m sure Dot left a nest egg that you could . . .’


‘Mum, stop,’ interrupted Rachel. ‘I can put your mind at rest on that front. There’s no money.’


‘What?’ Val sounded disbelieving.


‘There’s no money. There’s the house, and the kennels business, but once the staff have been paid, and the solicitor, there’ll be no cash at all.’


‘But . . . how? She had half the money from Dad’s house and no one to spend it on but herself!’


Rachel could hear the hurt bubbling up through the gaps between the words. It wasn’t about the money, she knew that. Val was generous to a fault; in her own way, as much of a rescuer as Dot, but of people, not animals. She was always helping, resolutely putting other people first, carting old folk to the hospital in her red Fiesta, or doing laundry for bewildered widowed neighbours.


‘She must have spent a lot of it on the dogs, Mum,’ Rachel said, walking around her car. ‘But that was her choice.’


Val went silent on the other end of the phone, and Rachel knew she was counting up to ten, rather than say whatever she was thinking. She heard someone in the background, shouting something.


‘What’s that, Ken? Oh, your father says can you have a look for Dorothy’s . . . Dorothy’s what? Speak up! Dorothy’s Acker Bilk albums.’


Rachel spun on her heel, and looked over to where Megan was still waiting in the car. ‘This isn’t a car boot sale,’ she protested. ‘Look, when probate’s granted you can come and see what you want for yourself. How about that?’


‘We wouldn’t like to impose, and anyway, I’ve got commitments here, my hospice ladies relying on me and your dad – I can’t just drop everything,’ huffed Val.


But I can, Rachel added in her head.


‘So. What are your plans?’ Val went on. ‘Are you going to sell it? A big house like that takes a lot of upkeep when it’s just you. I always said to your father, it’s a family house, far too big for Dot there on her own.’


Rachel stared at the other cars in the solicitors’ car park, noting a silver Jaguar like Oliver’s, and felt the band around her head tighten.


‘Rachel? Are you still there?’


‘Yes, Mum,’ she said, squeezing her nose and closing her eyes tight.


‘Are you staying there now? I tried you at the flat last night but there was no answer. You don’t tell me anything any more,’ Val continued, more gently. ‘Some girls like to share with their mothers. Amelia’s always dropping in with the kiddies, but I never even know if you’re in the country or not.’


‘I’m run off my feet with work, Mum,’ said Rachel, determined to finish the conversation before it got back into the old, unproductive rut. She’d have to tell her about resigning at some point; at least she didn’t have to tell her about splitting with Oliver.


Rachel had weighed it up some years back, and decided that it was easier to pretend to be single and deal with Val’s nagging about ‘finding a man to settle down with’ than it would be to explain her complicated relationship with a man as unsuitable as Oliver Wrigley. Ironically, the only one of her family who knew anything at all about Oliver had been Dot, and even then Rachel had only told her the bare minimum.


‘Work isn’t everything in life,’ Val reminded her, unhelpfully, Rachel thought, coming from a woman who’d been a full-time housewife since 1969, thanks to her dad’s devotion to dentistry. ‘You’re not getting any younger.’


‘Is anyone?’ Rachel snapped and turned back to the car.


As she spun round, she came face to face with a pair of bright eyes. Gem was staring at her through the back window, and Rachel staggered backwards in surprise.


He sat like a sentry with one paw on her box of stuff, and tilted his head, as if he could hear the other side of the phone conversation. One black ear flopped down, while the other stayed pricked up, revealing tender pink skin, flecked with white hairs. He looked proud to be guarding her worldly goods, eager to be useful, unaware that his new owner had no room for him in her messy life.


An irrational surge of pity swelled in Rachel’s chest and, to her surprise, she felt tears prickle along her lashes.


Maybe this was an early menopausal symptom, she thought glumly. Getting emotional about animals. Maybe this was what happened, your body telling you the final whistle was about to go and that you should stock up on cats.


‘Rachel! Say something!’ Val was still on the line, hoping for an Amelia-style outpouring.


‘Mum, I’ll call you later,’ she said.


‘There are things we need to talk about,’ said Val.


‘And don’t forget the Acker Bilk albums!’ shouted a muffled voice.


‘And don’t forget . . .’ Val began to repeat.


‘I know,’ said Rachel. ‘I heard him the first time.’


She hung up, and behind the glass Gem began to pant, his mouth drawn back into a smile, his pink tongue sticking out.


‘Don’t get too comfortable,’ Rachel warned him.
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As she shoved the front door open with her shoulder, it was fairly obvious to Rachel that the formal entrance wasn’t the one Dot had used on a daily basis.


The wood had warped with disuse, and inside the dark entrance hall there were no signs of daily life – no pizza leaflets, or junk mail. Instead, there was a mahogany plant stand with a dusty aspidistra, a brass-faced grandfather clock and a series of prints on the crimson wallpaper featuring chocolate-eyed spaniels with limp game birds trailing from their soft mouths.


Rachel smelled beeswax polish, and lavender, but not dogs, strangely enough. Val always muttered about how Dot’s house probably ‘smelled like the inside of a wet kennel’, but Rachel’s sensitive nose couldn’t detect anything too bad. The high ceilings dissipated any doggy aroma.


Nothing had changed since she’d last been here, on New Year’s Eve seven years ago. It had been just after the first serious row she and Oliver had, in the days when she was still trying to persuade him to share the holidays with her, instead of leaving her to face the family festivities apparently all alone. Sick of Val’s elephantine hints about settling down and fed up of Oliver’s evasiveness, Rachel had booked herself and Oliver onto a skiing trip, which he’d cancelled at the last minute, the weasel, so rather than be at home, at the mercy of people’s sympathy, Rachel had come over all Mother Teresa and called Dot, who had unexpectedly invited her to drop by.


Rachel did wonder almost immediately what on earth she was doing, driving miles on her own out to Worcestershire, when she could have been flirting in a Soho members’ club, but the wilful desire to be unfindable spurred her on. Once in Longhampton, though, it had been different. Dot had ushered her into the warm kitchen, where she was listening to a Radio Four play, and she’d cooked a fish pie, as Rachel slowly found herself getting absorbed in the play too. They’d eaten in companionable silence, bar the snuffling of about seven assorted rescue puppies in a box by the Aga.


Midnight arrived and went by the log fire, toasted in with a vintage bottle of Krug. Dot didn’t ask Rachel why she was on her own on a night when most women of her age were engaged in determined partying, just whether she was happy. The simple question had broken through Rachel’s fake nonchalance, and she’d let more slip to Dot than she had to her own mother. Not everything though; just that Oliver was hard to pin down, and she was too proud to stay at home to be pinned herself.


‘Men like to make themselves complicated,’ Dot had told her, with something in her wry expression that said she knew what she was talking about. ‘Don’t let them complicate you. That’s the thing about dogs – their affection is very straightforward. A walk, some food a bed . . .’ She paused, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Actually . . .’


Dot had looked decades younger in that instant and Rachel felt like a naive kid, not a jaded urbanite. But she couldn’t ask. Val had told them never to ask Auntie Dot any questions about her strange lack of husband. Habits died hard.


Then she’d offered Rachel a whisky, and passed her some crystallised fruits from Fortnum & Mason, and they’d sunk back into their thoughts. Rachel wondered where Dot got Fortnum’s crystallised fruits and Krug from. They didn’t fit in with the image Val liked to paint of Dot at Christmas, sharing a bowl of Winalot with some holly in it.


Now she paused at the front door, as the memory of that night slid through her mind. She’d left first thing on New Year’s Day, to prepare for a client meeting, and she and Dot never mentioned their shared New Year again. Their relationship of wry birthday and Christmas cards continued as before. From that New Year on, Rachel volunteered at a local homeless shelter, to teach Oliver a lesson. Not that he cared.


Rachel pushed her way into the hall. Dot clearly hadn’t done any decorating since moving in some time in the early seventies, but the dignified shabbiness suited the country house. With a wash of pale paint and some vases of flowers, it would be a different place. It would be hers, to settle down in. Redecorate as she wanted. It didn’t make Rachel as excited as it should have done.


‘Would you like to freshen up first?’ asked Megan, pausing at the foot of the carpeted stairs, one of Rachel’s bags over her shoulder. ‘Or maybe you’d prefer to come and say hello to the folks, get it out of the way? I’ve got to take out some of the dogs at five, so if you wanted to come for a walk, you’d be very welcome to join us, maybe give Gem some one-on-one time . . .’


Her voice trailed off as Rachel didn’t reply. ‘Sorry, it sounds like I’m welcoming you to a hotel, doesn’t it? And this is your house now.’


‘It’s OK,’ said Rachel. That wasn’t why she was looking awkward; it was the idea of having to make small talk with strangers when all she really wanted to do was put on her Virgin Atlantic eyemask and try to block out the reality of what she’d set in motion back in Chiswick. Her phone kept buzzing in her pocket and she knew it would be Oliver. She didn’t want to hear his messages; he’d be incandescent with rage by now, after what she’d done. ‘Um, when you say folks . . .’


‘Actually, I was meaning the dogs.’ Megan grinned. ‘Sorry, you’ll get used to it. But George, the vet, is here, and I guess you’ll need to talk to him about the kennels anyway?’


George the vet. The bath and a bottle of wine were beckoning, but Rachel dragged on her best PR meeting face. Better to get it over with.


‘Good idea!’ she said, rather hollowly, and felt a flicker of shame at Megan’s eager, unforced smile as she set off down the hall.


‘We have our team of volunteer walkers,’ Megan said over her shoulder. ‘Couldn’t do without them, to tell the truth – they’ll be in now, dropping the terriers off.’


‘Walkers?’ repeated Rachel, though she wasn’t really listening. It was a client trick she’d learned from Oliver – if you don’t want to talk or listen, just repeat the last word and let the other person chatter on.


‘Yes, local owners who don’t mind taking a few rescues out with their own dogs. And we’ve got some kids who aren’t allowed a pet, some older people who can’t take one on. Works out well for everyone.’


‘Mm,’ said Rachel, pausing by a photograph of Dot, straight-backed and white-haired, surrounded by a group of dogs leaping up to lick her face. Here and there were big portraits of frolicking greyhounds and collies in mid-leap, in much the same way that Val covered the walls of her Dustbusted living room with studio shots of Amelia, Grace and Jack.


‘So what do you do?’ Megan asked conversationally. ‘Gerald said you worked in PR! Sounds very glam.’


‘Oh, not really. Internet launches, mainly, new businesses, some web-based retailers, nothing too interesting.’ Rachel felt something nudge against her heel and jumped.


Behind her, Gem was lowering his head to make gentle butts with his nose against her calf. He stopped, and looked up, tilting his head so his ear flopped.


‘Gem! You bossy dog!’ yelped Megan, outraged but obviously amused. ‘You’ll have to excuse him, Rachel, he’s a real collie – always herding us around if he doesn’t think we’re moving quickly enough.’


‘Was he a hand-in?’ Rachel asked, making eye contact properly for the first time with her new dog. ‘I don’t remember seeing him when I was here.’


Megan’s cheeriness drooped. ‘No. He was her puppy. Dot got Gem when he was two weeks old. Our local policeman found him in a box down by the play area in the park with three of his baby brothers, just dumped there to die.’ Her eyes widened. ‘God knows what happened to their poor mum. The river froze over, so you can guess what sort of state these guys were in. When they came in, they were just clinging to each other for warmth. Their sister had already frozen to death in there.’


‘That’s awful,’ breathed Rachel, jolted out of her self-pity. She crouched down to Gem’s level, so she could stroke his neck.


Gem stared up at her, his bright eyes shining in the dimly lit corridor. His coat was so thick and strong, it was impossible to imagine him tiny and struggling for life.


‘He looks amazing now,’ she said.


‘Yeah, well, that was Dot.’ Megan leaned over and fondled his ear. ‘She virtually kept all four in a sort of sling round her for the first week – they were far too young to leave their mother, so she had to feed them with pipettes and stuff. One little guy didn’t make it – he’d got too thin. George did what he could, but even Dot couldn’t keep him alive.’


There was a roar of male laughter from the kitchen, and Rachel wished she didn’t have to face everyone just yet. Especially not now Gem’s story had brought her back to the edge of tears. ‘So what happened to them?’ she asked, to delay the moment.


Megan bent down to Gem’s level to stroke him better. ‘Shem and Star went to a farmer up near Hartley, Spark went to an agility trainer in Rosehill. But she couldn’t bear to part with Gem, so she kept him. Broke every rule in her book, she said, but he was worth it. And you loved her as much as she loved you, didn’t you, poor sad boy? Eh? You’re missing your mistress now, aren’t you?’


Megan buried her face in his black fur and Rachel got the feeling she was paying him extra attention so she wouldn’t see how tearful she was. Maybe they were both putting off the kitchen moment.


‘Dot didn’t normally take dogs for herself?’ she asked. ‘Wasn’t that really hard, if she loved them so much?’


‘No, she had to be tough – if we took all the sad cases that are handed in we’d be running our own dog rescues from home. She made me promise I wouldn’t try to save all the dogs myself! The best we could do, she reckoned, was to make sure their second chance didn’t let them down. We had to give the dogs their second chance, because they’d given us humans a second chance, despite how badly they’d been treated.’


‘Don’t,’ said Rachel suddenly. ‘You’ll make me cry.’


Megan straightened up, and forced out a watery smile. ‘Sorry. I don’t know how we’re going to manage without her, never mind Gem. He was with her, you know, when she had her stroke. At least he doesn’t look out for her, like the other dogs do. He knows she’s not coming back.’


Gem came forward with two delicate steps and this time nudged Megan’s leg with his snowy muzzle until she broke off and looked down at him.


‘Yeah, yeah, I know, tea time.’ She raised her eyebrows at Rachel. ‘Actually, I shouldn’t say that. That was another rule. Don’t pretend the animals talk like humans. They’re bloody dogs, she said, about ten times smarter than we are. And ten times better company.’


‘Well, that I can believe,’ sighed Rachel, thinking of Oliver’s silences and her mother’s constant probing. ‘But don’t get any ideas,’ she added quickly.


 


The kitchen was buzzing with hearty conversation when Megan pushed the door open, and it didn’t die down as she went in.


‘. . . and I said, here, have a poo bag, lad!’ the old lady at the kitchen table was saying, nodding for emphasis so hard that her neatly set hair nodded with her. ‘It’s like I say to Ted, we should have training classes for the owners, not the dogs. Pippin never toileted anywhere inconvenient, did he, Ted?’


‘He certainly did not.’


‘He did not. He was a very clean doggie.’


‘For a Yorkshire terrier, Pippin was a lavatorial miracle, Freda,’ said the big man leaning against the Belfast sink, with a hint of what Rachel recognised as teasing, although Freda didn’t.


So that’s George the vet, she thought. At least he’s got a sense of humour.


George looked like a country vet too, in a checked shirt rolled up at the sleeves, battered red cords, and muddy boots. He clutched his mug of tea with a large, chapped hand, not bothering with the handle. His hair was thick and blond, and, going by the casual confidence in his blue eyes and the way he was helping himself to a double slice of fruit cake, he seemed very much at home.


‘Ah, Megan, you’re back, love!’ said the older man  – Ted, was it? ‘We’ve parked Mickey and Minnie in the kennels and we’re fine to take out another two, if you’d like?’


‘How about Bertie?’ suggested George, and Rachel caught the shudder that went over the two elderly faces. Then he spotted her standing behind Megan, and his face changed, out of the relaxed bonhomie and into a more professional alertness.


Rachel thought she preferred the first, before he’d seen her looking; George’s face was rugged, rather than handsome, and the red skin around his nose suggested he’d spent a lot of time outside in the cold air recently. But when he’d been gently teasing the old lady, the twinkle in his eyes made him look younger, and cheekier; as soon as he’d spotted her at the door, he’d seemed more like a senior vet, about her own age, she guessed, maybe a little older. A practice owner, not an employee.


‘Hi, guys!’ carolled Megan. ‘This is Rachel Fielding, Dot’s niece. She’s the new owner of the house, the kennels, the rescue, everything!’


‘Hello,’ said Rachel, raising an awkward hand.


‘Ted Shackley. And my wife, Freda. Our condolences, love,’ said Ted. He rose to his feet and shook her hand, clasping it for a second in his. As he spoke, the creases around his forehead deepened. ‘Not a happy occasion, this.’


‘No,’ echoed his wife. ‘She was one in a million, was Dot.’


‘One in a million,’ sighed Ted.


‘George Fenwick.’ The vet pushed himself off the sink and switched his mug to the other hand, but didn’t put it down. He was a good bit taller than Rachel, which was unusual enough for her to notice; she was nearly five foot ten, and hadn’t worn heels since Before Oliver. He extended a hand, and she saw flecks of gold hair along his arm, disappearing into the checked shirt.


‘Hello,’ she said. His hand felt big and rough against her own smooth skin. Country hands against her SPF-protected city ones. ‘Thanks for helping Megan keep this place ticking over since Dot’s . . . for the last few weeks.’


‘A pleasure. Dot was a client and a good friend.’ George looked at her, his head on one side, scrutinising her. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘You’re not really an animal person.’


‘Mr Fenwick!’ exclaimed Freda, in a scandalised manner. ‘How rude!’


‘Well, a fancy black skirt in a kennel?’ he said. His shrewd eyes didn’t leave hers, and Rachel thought they weren’t quite joking. ‘I’m no fashion expert, but I’d advise you not to go anywhere near the runs until Megan’s finished feeding time. You’ll walk in with a smart black suit and leave with grey flannels.’


‘I didn’t dress for feeding dogs,’ said Rachel. She couldn’t be bothered with men who thought borderline rudeness constituted repartee. ‘I dressed for meeting a solicitor.’


‘Of course you did,’ said Freda, soothingly. ‘I’m sure you’ll find something suitable of Dot’s to pop on. And if you need any help, just ask.’ She squeezed Rachel’s hand. ‘I’m here most days, helping out with the poor little souls. It’s our way of remembering Pippin. Pippin was one of Dot’s rescues, wasn’t he, Ted? He was an angel sent to us from a higher place.’


‘He was a Yorkshire terrier sent here from a puppy farm in Wales,’ George corrected her. ‘The failed stud dog in a harem of over-bred bitches, if I recall.’


Freda ignored him. ‘George is an excellent veterinarian, but he’s a way to go before he has his father’s basketside manner,’ she went on. ‘Don’t you listen to him, Rachel. I can see you are a dog person. Look how Gem’s taken to you.’


Rachel looked down and realised that the collie had settled at her feet, his long nose resting on his paws. White hairs were drifting up her legs, settling on her dry-clean-only skirt. ‘Oh. But I’m not, though. I’ve never had a dog. I travel a lot for work, and I don’t have the time . . .’


I don’t want to be tied down. I don’t want to be stuck. That’s the great thing about me and Oliver, no ties, no boring commitment.


Was the great thing, she reminded herself.


‘Gem doesn’t do that to everyone,’ said Freda, as if she hadn’t heard. ‘He must know. They know, don’t they? Pippin always could tell when it was going to rain. He’d pop his little head under the cushion and hide. He was a highly intelligent dog. Guided, we thought, didn’t we, Ted?’


‘We did.’


‘Pippin did the National Lottery,’ said George, catching Rachel’s eye. ‘Freda and Ted have Pippin to thank for their conservatory. He had his own sofa in there, didn’t he? For watching the tennis.’


‘Don’t remind me,’ said Freda, dabbing her nose. ‘It’s so empty without him.’


Ted reached for another slice of cake.


‘I know you’re not exactly dressed for it, but shall I show you round the kennels?’ asked Megan. ‘Then you can settle in a bit?  Or whatever you want to do.’


Rachel felt bad for being so disorganised. They expected her to have plans. She looked as if she should have plans, coming here as the executor in charge of parcelling up Dot’s life, dressed as if she was off to a power breakfast. But she had no plans at all. Her brain was so addled with shock and money worries and the things she should have said if she hadn’t been so stunned, she wasn’t even sure she could cope with a trip to the supermarket for food right now.


‘Megan, just tell the dogs not to shed for ten minutes,’ said George, with a fake bossy tone. ‘And take an air freshener with you – these country smells can be a shock to sophisticated metropolitan types.’


Rachel was about to ask Megan for a cup of tea first, but she swung round at his words. There was a sardonic half-smile playing on the corner of George’s wide mouth and, without warning, she felt riled, the first non-Oliver-related emotion she’d had since she walked out.


‘You can always put scented candles in there,’ he added, seeing her irritation. ‘And have it feng shuied?’


That smug bastard’s laughing at me, thought Rachel. He thinks I’m some London princess who’s not fit to set foot in Dot’s precious kennels. Just because I don’t have some hairy animal in tow, he thinks he can take the piss. Well, he can’t.


She put her laptop bag down by the table and pushed back the sleeves of her long cashmere cardigan.


‘Working in London you get used to some unpleasant smells,’ she said. ‘Let’s go, shall we, Megan?’


Megan looked between Rachel and George, her eyebrows raised a fraction, and then she put down the cup of tea Freda had poured and showed Rachel out of the kitchen to the dogs’ domain.         


 


The kennels were joined onto the back of the house by a covered passageway neatly tiled with black and white squares, and the walls decorated with happy photos of old dogs being united with their brand-new owners.


Long windows looked out onto the apple orchard, and the modest hills beyond that, and Rachel dimly remembered the will saying something about fourteen acres of land behind the house as they walked down the short corridor. There was certainly plenty of space for the dogs to run around in the wild gardens.


Megan pushed open the heavy fire doors to the kennels, and now Rachel really could smell dogs – a biscuity, oily smell of coats and hair, with a tangy top note of meat and bleach. It was strange, but not unpleasant. Over that, she felt as if she could actually sense the anxiety of the dogs’ bodies, the tension and pent-up energy and confusion in the air.


Inside, everything was steel and concrete and glass, all spotlessly clean. As Rachel looked further in, she made out two rows of cage-fronted pens running either side of a stone-flagged corridor, with a little office to one side and a kitchen opposite. At the far end was a big old stable door; it let in sunlight and sharp fresh air when the top half was opened for ventilation, as it was now. Incongruously, the dogs seemed to be grumbling along to a panel discussion on the radio.


‘So, here we are!’ said Megan, cheerily. She threw her hands wide. ‘Home sweet home for our waifs and strays!’


At the sound of her voice, the ragged chorus of yaps turned into a wall of barking – deep, booming baying with tiny yips cutting across the bass notes. It clanged on Rachel’s unaccustomed ears.


‘Shush!’ yelled Megan ineffectively.


‘How many are there?’ Rachel asked, raising her voice to be heard over the cacophony.


‘Fifteen, unless we’ve had any hand-ins while I’ve been out?’ Megan was checking a book on the office table, and pressing buttons on the answering machine at the same time. ‘Sorry, we often get phone calls from people at their wit’s end with badly behaved dogs – wanting to dump them on us. I try to talk them round, rather than let them . . . Oh, not again. Sorry, Rachel, this nutcase in Madden’s trying to palm off a couple of Scotties for, like, the tenth time this year. If she could get her arse to training classes it would save us all a load of . . .’


She grabbed a pencil and gestured towards the dog runs. ‘Do you want to have a look at the guys? Put those wellies on, if you want. Walk very slowly, and don’t put your fingers inside.’


Rachel realised she must have looked horrified, because Megan added quickly, ‘They won’t bite, but some of them are a bit peckish this time of day.’ She chucked a bag of treats off the desk, and Rachel caught it. ‘Give them one or two, but no more – it’ll be their dinner at six.’


Rachel slipped her feet into the spare wellies parked by the door, and cautiously approached the first pen, not wanting to set off more barking. The smell of fur and dog breath intensified. As George had predicted, her skirt and opaque-clad legs were already turning grey with stray hairs.


I should have brought some jeans, she thought. In her rush to leave the flat she’d thrown the contents of her last dry-cleaning run into her bags, dumping the rest of her wardrobe in storage. Thinking about it, she wasn’t sure what bits of her fashionable working wardrobe really lent themselves to kennel work. Most of it was dry-clean only.


Without warning a wet nose shoved itself up to the wire and she jumped as the front of the run shook with the impact of a big dog thrusting its paws up towards her.


‘Oh, my God!’ she gasped, grabbing her throat. ‘Don’t!’


But she couldn’t help her heart melting at what she saw: a handsome red-and-white Basset hound with a softly wrinkled face, snuffling at her eagerly, one massive paw pressing up against the bars with a pleading gesture, so the solid pads pushed through the bars of the wire, revealing delicate tufts of hair between. Rachel had no idea how old the dog was, but it still looked to be growing into the huge knuckly paws and flopping ears, like a child wearing a set of clothes a year too big.


There was a tag attached to the top of the cage and she read it while the dog carried on sniffing out her interesting new scent. The note was in Dot’s upright cursive handwriting, but the voice in the written words was clearly the dog in front of her.


‘My name’s Bertie, and I’m about twelve months old. My people took me for a walk in the park but then drove away. Though I tried to run after them, I couldn’t run fast enough because as you can see, my legs are very short. I wish someone would come back for me, because it’s rubbish being on my own. What I’m really looking for is a patient couple with a sense of humour who want a dog who’s as funny as they are. PS When I’m big, I will like walks, even though I look like I prefer lying around by your fireside.’


Rachel’s stomach tightened in a knot as the dog tried to lick her hand, eager for affection. How could anyone just abandon a puppy like this? How could you push a trusting dog away, stopping it following you home? She bit her lip as she fondled the dog’s soft ear and tried not to think too hard about his sad story.


There were tags on each of the pens, she could see: Rachel wasn’t sure she wanted to read them, but some awful curiosity compelled her.


She turned to the pen opposite the Basset hound’s, where a little black poodle lay sadly in a basket at the far end of the concrete run, not even bothering to investigate the visitor. The cheery note was much brighter than the disconsolate ball of fur in front of her.


‘Hello, darlings! I’m Lulu! Please ignore my bad hair day – underneath these knots I’m a beautiful show girl. My last owner didn’t bother to brush me, or look after me properly, or even feed me every day. Luckily, now I’m here, Megan is going to give me a makeover, and soon you’ll see just how gorgeous I am. I’m looking for someone clever enough to see that just because I’m cute doesn’t mean I’m dumb – I’m probably the smartest dog in here (apart from Gem) and I want to use this brain of mine! Believe me, old dogs can learn new tricks.’


Were poodles smart? Rachel had no idea. The only poodles she’d seen were the silly shaved pets, prancing around show rings. But they had some spark, unlike this poor creature.


‘Hello, Lulu!’ she called through the bars, waving a biscuit, but the dog didn’t even lift her long nose from the edge of her basket. Instead she cowered away from the voice, as if she was afraid of what Rachel might do to her. She had a shaved patch on her side, and the pale blue-grey suede of her skin seemed vulnerable around the pinched stitches holding a recent incision together.


Rachel turned away from the poodle, unable to bear it. This was just too sad. Where were the normal dogs? The ones Dot was boarding for people who actually loved their pets?


She leaned back against the wall opposite Lulu and closed her eyes, feeling weariness and sympathy swamp her whole body.


If anyone knew what it felt like to be shoved out of a life you knew by someone you loved, she did. How much she wanted a second chance. Dot couldn’t possibly have known how ironic her will was. Or maybe she did. Maybe she’d remembered that strange non-conversation they’d had and decided Rachel needed not just one  dog’s worth of affection but fifteen . . .


‘Watch out! Oi! No!’


Rachel jumped backwards as Megan came sprinting down the corridor, wagging her finger in the direction of the pen next to her. When she looked down she realised why: the Basset hound had stuck its nose through a gap in the wire and was half-licking, half-chewing one of the round horn buttons off her long cardigan.


‘It’s not a sweetie! Honestly, Bertie!’ Megan directed a gentle swipe in the dog’s direction and he dropped down, back onto his four enormous paws. ‘Sometimes I wonder if there’s a pig inside that Basset hound costume of yours!’


Bertie directed a plaintive, starving look at both of them, so that Rachel reached for the treats that she’d stuffed in her pocket.


‘And don’t give her that sad-eyed, no one feeds me look,’ Megan went on. ‘Sorry,’ she said, turning back to Rachel. ‘He’s a naughty one, Bertie, but we love him.’


‘But why’s he still here?’ said Rachel, shaking a treat out of the packet and offering it to him through the wire. ‘He’s beautiful!’


‘Oh, Bassets,’ sighed Megan. ‘They eat, they sleep, they won’t listen to you . . . Adorable puppies grow up into this huge dog. Bertie steals food, wasn’t house-trained, cries when he’s left alone, he chews.’ She made a stern face that wasn’t completely convincing, thanks to the soft way she bent down to tickle Bertie’s draped ears. ‘You’re someone’s project dog, aren’t you, Bertram? You need someone who likes a challenge.’


‘I saw his note,’ said Rachel, nodding towards the tag on the door. ‘I thought Dot didn’t like dogs talking?’


‘Well, she didn’t. But she reckoned it was the best way of making people understand that they weren’t toys to be picked up, or abandoned, that the dogs had feelings too, you know?’ Megan’s face darkened with protectiveness, and she chewed a hangnail. ‘OK, so they don’t do guilt or spite or emotional blackmail, but they get lonely. We wanted new owners to think really hard about what they were taking home – a life that depended on them.’


‘Like a child,’ said Rachel, with a pang. That was another ghostly thought, looming over her since her break-up with Oliver. Children. The children she’d never have now, even if she’d never wanted them before.


‘Harder than a child,’ said a new voice, and they both turned to the door, where George was standing, his arms crossed over his chest. ‘A child can tell you what’s wrong, whereas with dogs you’ve got to learn each other’s language. Some people don’t have the patience, but that’s not the dog’s fault. How’s your designer outfit getting on? I see you’ve abandoned the Jimmy Choos.’


‘I’m not afraid of a few hairs.’ Rachel gave her skirt a cursory brush. She wasn’t going to tell George that this’d be straight into the dry cleaners in the morning. ‘I didn’t realise there were so many rescue dogs here. The solicitor said Dot’s business was mainly boarding kennels?’


‘That’s what they were supposed to be,’ said George. ‘But Dot had her own private mission going on, to rehome every lost soul in the area. If you ask me, you’ve got the potential to make a decent living here, if those kennels weren’t full of rescue dogs. It’s the only one in the area, there’s room for a grooming parlour, plenty of space to expand – I know Dot had some offers to buy it off her over the years. I could probably put you in touch with the right estate agents.’


‘That would be . . .’ Rachel began, but Megan shot her a defensive glance that made her stop.


‘Yes, but they wouldn’t guarantee to continue the rescue, and that was Dot’s life.’ Megan turned back to the office, looking for paperwork to show her. ‘We have to keep the boarders and the rescue dogs very separate  – we had five boarders in, just before she died. Only I thought it was better to wind that down for a while, till we knew what was happening.’ She paused. ‘I mean, are you . . .?’


‘Megan,’ warned George.


Rachel wished her mother was here now, to see how much more complicated this was than everyone thought. Bloody ‘get me the Acker Bilk albums’. Dot hadn’t just left her a lovely six-bed villa with gardens and furniture – she’d left her a house that would probably take months to sort through, a business she didn’t have the first clue about, forms to fill in before any of it could be sold or distributed, employees that depended on her, and fifteen reject animals that she’d be guilt-tripped into dealing with.


‘Anyway, sorry to interrupt the tour, but I need to talk to Megan about clipping Lulu,’ said George, briskly, and strode over to Lulu’s pen as if Rachel wasn’t there. He let himself in, and to Rachel’s surprise the poodle perked up her head and allowed him to lift her. His manner with Lulu was a complete change from his manner with humans: firm, but gentle and almost tender.


‘You’re still not yourself, are you?’ He turned back to Megan with the dog tucked into the crook of his arm, looking smaller than ever in his sturdy hold. ‘Yes, on principle, once she’s on her feet again, it’s a good thing to get her tidied up, but you’re not to make her look like some kind of ridiculous Hollywood handbag dog. And don’t tell me about the course you’ve just done.’


‘I’ll do a traditional puppy trim,’ said Megan. ‘But she’d love to have some poms! Look at her, she’s a show girl!’


‘Megan,’ said George again, and this time he sounded properly stern. ‘She’s not a toy, and I don’t want her looking like one, in case she gets the wrong kind of attention.’


Lulu glared at Megan from the safety of her protector’s embrace, her black button eyes shiny in the mass of matted fur.


‘You know that’s not what . . .’ she started, then stopped as he lifted a warning finger. Rachel sensed an old banter between the two and felt awkward.


‘Don’t look so horrified,’ George added, seeing her eyes fixed on Lulu’s scar. ‘She’s just been spayed. We neuter all the dogs, or rather, I do.’


‘George is very good about discounts,’ explained Megan. ‘Deep down he’s a softie.’


‘No, I’m not,’ George corrected her. ‘About this trim . . .’


Rachel let her gaze drift down the pens, where she could make out a brindled Staffie, and a couple of fat chocolate Labradors, a perky Jack Russell bouncing off the walls, and several Heinz 57, terrier-ish looking dogs with fresh eagerness in their brown eyes and a ‘pick me!’ wag in their tails. Other pens seemed empty, and she didn’t want to look, in case their occupants were lurking miserably at the back like Lulu, unable to dredge up the spirit to hope.


How could you choose just one? Her throat tightened as if she’d swallowed cotton wool. How could you walk out, knowing you were leaving fourteen disappointed creatures to wonder what was wrong with them? When their owners would come back for them?


She looked down, and blinked in surprise. Gem had appeared silently, out of nowhere, to lie in front of her, his narrow paws placed neatly together while he waited for something to do.


‘I’m not Dot,’ she whispered, so Megan wouldn’t hear her. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


Rachel, she thought, for God’s sake don’t start talking to the dogs. Get a grip.


‘Megan?’ Her voice cracked, despite her efforts to sound light. ‘I’m going to have a bath. What’s the routine for, you know, locking up?’


‘No need,’ Megan replied cheerfully. ‘I’ve been living in? Part of the deal as kennel manager. Hope you don’t mind – Dot let me have the whole of the second floor? It’s got its own self-contained bathroom and sitting room. I won’t be in your way.’


‘Oh,’ said Rachel. ‘Right.’


So she had a lodger as well. Great. Actually, maybe that was great.


‘Shall I sort you out some supper?’ asked Megan. ‘Freda’s brought a casserole for you, and there’s loads in the cupboards.’


‘No, I . . .’ Rachel didn’t want to say, ‘I don’t want to talk to anyone’, not when Megan was being so kind, but she really didn’t. ‘I’ve got some work to do,’ she said instead. It was a catch-all excuse that had worked for so much in the past. Ironically, of course, she didn’t have any work to do, unless you counted the letters to write to her ex-clients, explaining that she’d now resigned.


‘No problem!’ said Megan. ‘I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about sleeping in Dot’s bed, so I’ve made up the spare room next to hers? There’s towels on the heated rail in the bathroom.’


Rachel forced out a smile. ‘Um . . . thanks. Thanks for everything you’ve done.’


Megan’s smile increased. ‘Really, my pleasure. Have a nice bath!’


‘Good evening!’ said George Fenwick, tipping his head in a deliberately old-fashioned manner. ‘And let me give you the number of my dry cleaner!’


‘You have a dry cleaner?’ Rachel pulled an incredulous face.


He smiled. ‘Touché.’


But Rachel was too weary to enjoy scoring points off him. Instead she sloped off to Dot’s roll-topped bath to soak away some of the weariness in her bones.
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Johnny Hodge put his empty pint glass down between the empty crisp packet and the dish of pistachio shells and checked his watch.


Quarter past eight. Bill had been at the bar for twenty-four minutes, which was a record even for the Fox and Hounds, where service depended on whether Ray’s darts injury was playing up or not.


Johnny knew he should have gone himself. Even when Ray was in the pint-pulling zone, Dr Bill’s drink-buying always took twice as long as everyone else’s on account of the locals treating it as a chance for some unofficial medical attention in the comfort of their own pub. That was the price you paid for being a doctor. Very few people, on the other hand, bothered to button-hole Johnny to ask about the GCSE History syllabus.


He glanced across at Natalie, but she was staring vacantly into the distance, an unfamiliar expression for her, and his heart sank.


Johnny could guess what she was thinking about: it was all she ever thought about now. She’d be calculating her fertile period and assessing whether it was worth hauling him back home early or leaving him for another hour with Bill. Ironically neither option – passionate sex with the most gorgeous woman in the bar, or an extra round with his best mate – filled him with the joy it should. 


Bill might be a qualified doctor, but in Johnny’s private opinion, when it came to human fertility he was a rank amateur compared to Nat. She did her best to keep the gory details from him, but when your wife started to seduce you for half the month then ignored you miserably for the other half, even a bloke like Johnny had to know something was going on. And he wasn’t as daft as he made out. He’d seen the website she thought she’d hidden from him, the one that she plotted her morning temperature on. Nat thought she’d hidden that from him too, muffling the bleep bleep bleep of her thermometer before the alarm went.


These days it was less like making love and more like being a sperm courier.


Johnny tapped his foam-streaked glass against the table, more to distract himself than to get Nat’s attention. ‘How long does it take one man to buy a round?’ he asked in a cheerful tone. ‘What’s he doing up there? Brewing the bitter?’


Natalie snapped out of her trance and looked towards the bar, where Bill was indeed pinned to a bar stool by an eager girl, in knee-high boots, who seemed to have something wrong with her neck going by the way she was encouraging Bill to peer at it. He didn’t need much encouragement, bending his dark head so his hair fell into his eyes, making ‘hmm’ faces.


‘No, I think he’s doing one of his out-of-hours surgeries,’ she said drily. ‘Funny how many strange rashes seem to crop up in here. Ray ought to get the place fumigated.’


‘I think she’s requesting a home visit,’ said Johnny.


‘She’ll be lucky,’ said Natalie. ‘There’s a waiting list, isn’t there?’


Bill was a handsome bloke, even Johnny had to acknowledge that. Tall, athletic, twinkly brown eyes – Bill had the sort of college rower good looks that meant he could wear polo shirts with the collar turned up and not look a total prat. He was exactly the kind of guy Johnny’s mum had hoped his sister Becky would bring home – although Johnny was willing to lay money on Bill never actually reaching the ‘meeting mum’ stage, such was his endless turnover of adoring women. Three dates, or two weekends, was the average lifespan of a Bill girlfriend. And yet he always managed to break up so sensitively that they still cried on his shoulder and insisted to Johnny that he was ‘the nicest man I’ve ever met’.


In Johnny’s opinion, it was time Bill took this whole mating game more seriously. Not just because he thought marriage had a lot to recommend it, but because there were only a finite number of women in a small town like Longhampton. 


‘Do you think if he was less of a looker he’d stop playing the field so much?’ mused Natalie, out of the blue. ‘Do you think he’s got too much choice?’


She often did that, slip inside his head, without him realising. Johnny slid his arm along the velvet booth, so he could pull her a bit closer.


‘I think he looks at us, and wants what we’ve got,’ he said, honestly. ‘But what we’ve got doesn’t come along that often, does it? I think how lucky I am every day, meeting the girl of my dreams in the comfort of my own school canteen. Twelve years down the line, you’ll always be the cute sixth-former to me. With your Jennifer Aniston haircut.’


Johnny could have added, and every day you get more beautiful, and more amazing, and I can’t believe that an ambitious, intelligent, gorgeous woman like you would pick someone like me. But he didn’t, because Nat already knew how he felt about her.


‘Lucky me,’ he said instead.


She gave him a sideways look, her clever green cat’s eyes glinting with amusement. ‘Stop it. You’ll make me nauseous.’ But she leaned over and pressed a secret kiss in the hollow of his neck, quickly, so no one would see. Johnny’s heart rate sped up and he hoped it meant they were heading into a Green Zone. It might be worth sacrificing a round for.


But Natalie’s mind was back on Bill. ‘Bill needs a girlfriend,’ she said with a sigh, sinking back into the ancient burgundy velveteen. ‘He can’t keep on being so fussy. He can’t keep on hanging out with sad marrieds like us. Why did he dump the last one?’


‘She couldn’t park her car.’ Johnny returned his attention to the bar, where the brunette was laughing uproariously, and heaving her cleavage around. The first signs of rigor mortis were setting in on Bill’s smile. ‘Come on, the guy doesn’t ask for much. He only wants a woman between twenty-six and twenty-eight, no baggage, no scary exes, good cook, blonde hair, taller than Kylie Minogue but shorter than Kate Winslet, likes the outdoors but also home comforts.’


‘Who’s perfect at parking.’


‘Well, yes.’


‘He’s trying not to find someone,’ said Natalie with a sigh. She knocked back the last of her Diet Coke while Johnny was racking his brains wondering what she meant. ‘Should we leave him to his consultation or should you rescue him?’


They scrutinised Bill’s body language; long legs crossed over each other, arms folded defensively over his chest. As they looked, he caught Johnny’s eye and made a tiny shaky-head gesture.


‘I’ll rescue him.’ Johnny rose to his feet, nearly knocking the small table over. He wasn’t small, and the tables had got very close together since Ray had tried to upgrade the Fox and Hounds to a gourmet experience by shoving the drinkers into the snug to make space for a dining room. ‘What can I get you?’


‘A bloody Virgin Mary.’ Natalie had sacrificed white wine at the same time as she’d given up tea, coffee and anything else that might interfere with her hormones. ‘Johnny, I’m not nagging but don’t you think you should . . . have one too?’ She bit her lip and looked down at her handbag, next to her on the shabby velvet seat. She seemed more cross with herself than him.


Johnny knew what she’d stopped herself saying: had he remembered the advice about his own beer consumption? Natalie never nagged; it had been one of their self-written marriage vows, along with his promise to iron his own shirts. But in this case she didn’t need to; if it was a choice between giving up the ale and giving Dr Bill’s flat-shoed nemesis Nurse Sonia the dreaded sample for analysis, he was willing to make the ale sacrifice for a few months.


Twelve months, now, it had been since they’d ‘stopped trying not to get pregnant’. The longest twelve months of his life.


Still, Johnny thought, it was really important to Natalie, having a baby. And to him. Obviously. It was important to them both, because whatever made her happy, made him happy. But if it came to it, Johnny secretly thought that if it was just him and Natalie for the rest of their lives, he’d be happy enough.


‘A Virgin Mary? Eeh, cocktails? At the Fox?’ he said instead. ‘Think I’ll join you in that. Give Ray some sophistimacation practice for those fine dining yuppies he wants to bring in.’


Natalie looked up and smiled gratefully, and he loved her a little bit more.


 


Twenty minutes later, Natalie drained the tomato juice dregs and shouldered her bag.


‘I’d better be off,’ she said, with an apologetic smile. ‘I know, party pooper. Sorry.’


‘So early?’ Bill looked disappointed. ‘Does this mean we’re getting old? It’s not even a school night. Mr Hodge is still here, look!’


Natalie gripped the shoulder strap. ‘No, I’ve just . . . I’ve just got some reports I need to write up before the weekend kicks in. I hate leaving it till Sunday night. Rather get it done while it’s all fresh in my mind.’


Johnny started to reach for his jacket, but she shook her head. ‘No, honestly, hon, you stay here and finish your drink. It’s fine.’


‘We’ll share a cab,’ offered Bill. ‘Won’t make it too late.’


‘Before midnight’s fine.’ Natalie smiled. ‘He turns back into a frog after that. See you later!’


She walked out of the pub into the night air, which had taken on an even sharper chill in the last few days. No sign of spring yet, she thought, clutching her hooded parka tighter as she blipped the central locking on their Mini Cooper and slid inside.


Natalie loved her Mini Cooper. Johnny got the bus into school most mornings, so this was really her car, for driving to the business park on the outskirts of town where she worked, and for the endless marketing strategy meetings she had to schlep all over the place for. Every time she ran her hands over the leather steering wheel Natalie felt good about her life. It was a new car, and a bit of a luxury, but it had been their big treat to themselves, her and Johnny, since they didn’t have anyone to spend their money on but themselves, not like their brothers and sisters who spent every available penny on their kids.


She’d ticked the ISOFIX child seat fittings option, just in case, when Johnny was faffing around deciding on what type of alloys they should get. It was sensible anyway, for secondhand values. A rational decision. Not just because Natalie often imagined a chunky little Maclaren child seat there, in her rear-view mirror. With a chunky little Hodge inside.


As she pulled carefully out of the pub car park and onto the main road, there was a tight knot of moodiness in her chest, and she probed it ruthlessly. Since she and Johnny had officially started trying to conceive – Natalie hated the twee TTC phrases but found herself using them anyway – she’d tuned into her body like it was a kind of radio transmitter. Every twinge and mood swing and break-out registered in some part of her brain.


Was it the pub? Did she resent not being allowed to drink on her baby diet? Not really. She missed the coffee more. God, she thought, you’d never believe women managed to get pregnant in the past, what with smoking and drinking and rare meat and what have you.


Was it Bill? Not really. She didn’t mind hanging out, the three of them. Bill and Johnny were friends from college, and he was like an extra brother.


Was it work? The knot tightened and she knew she couldn’t ignore it.


Yes, work was getting to her. The credit crunch had clamped its jaws around the multi-national food company she worked for, as a marketing executive in a new organics sector, and her boss, Selina, was sharpening her claws on her team every day. What had really set Natalie’s nerves jangling was the way she already knew today’s monthly strategy meeting hadn’t gone well; Natalie was smart enough to see that other people’s budgets were being cut, leaving even less room for them, but there wasn’t much she could do about it, short of bailing out the World Bank.


With a sharper flick on the indicator than was strictly necessary, she indicated to turn onto the road up to the estate where she and Johnny lived.


But if she was being honest – and Natalie always tried to be honest – it was a guilty, less noble niggle passed down that chain of more reasonable work-related irritations that had caused the knot in her chest.


That morning, when Kay Lambert, the third pregnant woman in a twenty metre radius of her desk, had made her big announcement via the office email, something had burst inside Natalie, something hot and jealous and stinging. Kay was really nice, but she was thirty-seven and she already had two children. This one was ‘a happy surprise!’ She hadn’t even been trying. She hadn’t been on IVF or anything, just ‘a rather naughty wedding anniversary in Bath!’ It was so unfair.


Natalie’s knuckles went white on the wheel. She hadn’t let it show. She hadn’t wanted to spoil Kay’s moment, because she was happy for her, happy for anyone who was expecting a baby. In fact, she’d been the one to organise the collection and had bought the adorable sling she’d added to her own secret Mothercare wishlist.


So how come it’s not me, howled the voice in her head, her mouth twisting with the effort of not crying. I’m only thirty, I don’t smoke or drink, I love my husband, we have sex at the right times, I take folic acid every morning, I don’t even drink bloody coffee any more! What’s wrong with me?


Nothing, according to the doctors. Apart from impatience.


‘Mother Nature doesn’t like timetables,’ the doctor (Dr Carthy, not Bill) had told her when she went to ask for some tests. He’d been rather dismissive, as if she was one of those pushy women who try to schedule their designer kids around their new kitchens.


It wasn’t a to-do list tick for Natalie: it was a rush of yearning that shocked her, that longing to hold her and Johnny’s baby in her arms. She felt as if the one thing missing now was their child, a melancholy ghost in their home. Natalie felt it so strongly she was almost embarrassed at how needy it made her sound.


She hadn’t always been so broody. Up until her twenty-ninth birthday, she would have completely freaked out if the test had gone blue, but at some silent point something had clicked inside like a timed safe opening, and the yearning had rushed out, knocking her feet from under her with its irrationality. Now whenever she walked into Starbucks her heart flipped at the sight of the buggies and tiny feet in tiny socks. When the babies smiled up at Johnny – which they did, he just seemed to charm them somehow – Natalie’s stomach churned with broodiness and fear and frustration that those women had managed something she couldn’t. Might not be able to.


Calm down, she told herself. Remember all the fantastic things you have to be grateful for: nice car, nice home, independence, holidays, eight hours’ sleep a night.


Natalie drove past the first few houses on their loop, drives parked up with Zafiras and CR-Vs, the yellow ‘Little Angel on Board’ shining smugly in her headlights, and she ached. She could remember what her dad had said at the wedding, seven years ago that June: she and Johnny were a happy family waiting to happen. Both of them loved kids. Between them she and Johnny had five godchildren – everyone, it seemed, had babies these days, apart from them.


Natalie reversed up their drive and parked. With anyone else but Johnny this would be a million times worse. He’d been so sensitive, right from the beginning, so optimistic and relaxed. At first, yeah, who wouldn’t complain about being dragged into the bedroom every thirty-six hours, but lately, when she’d started tensing up when they missed a ‘green day’ because of family visits or having a cold, he’d managed to keep a sense of humour about it all. If it wasn’t for Johnny, she thought, the whole process would be about as romantic as something from a vet programme.


They’d tried minibreaks, and yoga positions. Natalie had signed up for acupuncture and thrown away Johnny’s favourite old pants. And yet nothing. Each month, when her temperature fell and the inevitable period came, there would be a bunch of flowers at work, or a special meal cooked in the evening, and Johnny’s anxious eyes checking her crestfallen face, when he thought she wasn’t looking. And she’d have to pretend that she didn’t mind, because she didn’t want him to think it was anyone’s fault, least of all his.


It had been over a year. The next thing would be more tests. In case it really was someone’s fault. Natalie didn’t want it to get that far.


What if it was her fault? What if she couldn’t give him the two point four children he deserved? What then for their marriage that everyone thought was so perfect?


Natalie got out of the car and grabbed her briefcase and laptop bag from the boot.


Inside their house that smelled of hyacinths and uncluttered adult space, she took a pink shopping bag out of her briefcase and went upstairs to change out of her suit into her loose yoga trousers. When she’d brushed her hair into a ponytail, she hesitated, then took the new silky nightie out of the bag and slid it under the pillow, ready for later. She’d never worn nighties, until sex had stopped being recreational and become procreational instead. Now she had to dress it up, to compensate.


Then, before she forgot, she put her basal body temperature thermometer within easy reach of her bedside table, under a paperback where Johnny wouldn’t see it. She didn’t want him to know.


Natalie stared at the bed for a moment – the perfect bed, brass-framed, white pillows, very Mills and Boon – and sighed. The pillows now went under her bottom immediately it was all over, to ‘help’ the swimmers into her uncooperative tubes, as she hooked her toes over the brass rails to nudge gravity along. Funny how the most romantic details got lost.
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