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Ray the Rottweiler

They tell stories about him in the village pub. Used to work in the cider factory. No, the morgue in Hereford. Son of a farmer out near Monmouth. Only twenty-five. No, nearer fifty. Son of a millionaire-film-star-celebrity with a Bentley and all. Family keep him out of the way down here. Well, you would do, wouldn’t you?

The stories go around with the pints of Westons and the salt and vinegar crisps. An ex-con, a former dustbin man. Grows a ton of wacky baccy out the back somewhere. Used to be married, you know, but his wife was eaten. Yeah, eaten. Well, you’ve seen the teeth on them, haven’t you? Buried her in the garden. Yeah. Ever actually seen him? Nah. Only the one time at night, digging. Yeah. Great big hole in the garden. Body shaped. Yeah.

No one sees him, everyone agrees on that. And certainly no one goes to see him. Except me. Now. Walking down the track towards his crooked, bulging house, the sound of barking already loud and the spring-nearly-summer air stained with the smell of dog shit. Josh in the pushchair and me with a Tupperware containing some biscuits – rather burnt at the edges – which Josh and I made earlier this morning.

Just to be clear – I’m not the home-made-biscuit-type, or the sociable-calls-on-neighbours type. But in this world where we now live – two miles to the village, ten to the nearest town – Ray the Rottweiler, three fields away and down a track, is our only neighbour. So I felt I ought to try. But now that I’m getting closer I’m beginning to wonder. I really am.

It’s all dog. Dog everywhere. Dog behind the high, tennis court-like wiring that surrounds the garden. Slobbering dog faces appearing at every window. Dog’s paws sticking out through a chewed gap at the bottom of the ruined front door. A dog’s howling head is even poking out of the chimney. OK. Well, maybe not – but you get the picture.

Josh is sitting up straight in the pushchair now, his hand stretched forward. I approach the high gate. The garden is bare earth, littered with dried dog turds. Three Rottweilers pace up and down by the fence. Their bones hold up tawny flesh which is bald in places. Their heads seem too heavy for their bodies to hold. There is no bell so what should I do?

Hello, I call. Hell-o-o-o.

The three Rottweilers rush against the gate. My voice is drowned out by another burst of barking, whining, scratching. Best to go home now, I tell myself. I tried, I made an effort. And anyway I can’t stand the smell of dog hair, dog shit, dog pee, dog breath, dog meat.

But then a face appears, at an upstairs window. The face of a child, surely, rather than an adult? A hand waves and points downwards. A voice shouts. Ge-e-e-et out of there, get down. Go on. Off. Shift, you fucking mutt. I wait for a moment, wishing again that I hadn’t come.

A battle seems to be taking place behind the front door. The door vibrates, it opens a crack. Four slobbering jaws appear, a hand gripping a rolled-up newspaper, then the back of a man, narrow and frail, in a dirty white T-shirt. He fights his way out backwards through the crack in the door, batting at the snarling dogs with the newspaper. Once he’s through, he pushes paws and muzzles out of the crack and finally leans his whole weight against the door to shut it.

But even as he does that, the garden dogs are on him, leaping and licking, their heavy tails slapping against him. Down. Out of it. Get down. Go on now, you buggers. He whacks at them with the newspaper as he starts down the path towards me. He’s a tiny man, not much more than five foot four, with the body of a teenage boy. His face is red and worn, with wobbly lips, prominent teeth, watering eyes.

Coming up to the gate, he smiles and says something. But the noise of the dogs is so continual that I can’t hear. He seems to have some problem with his mouth. His tongue rolls around as though he’s checking that the few teeth he does have are still there.

I say that I can’t hear. But it’s useless so I cup my ear instead.

He waves his hand, indicates that I should wait. Then he moves away to a shed closer to the house. Again he has to do battle with the dogs to get the shed open. After a while he reappears with four large bones and he chucks these far down the bare-mud garden. The dogs go after them and the level of noise drops slightly. He smiles crookedly, nods and comes back to the gate.

Hi, I say. I’m Tess. And this is Josh. We live up at Black Covert Cottage. Moved in about a month ago.

Silence. I nod. He nods. We both nod again.

So you’re Ray?

I reach down into the bottom of the pushchair and pull out the biscuits. Ray rolls his tongue and nods enthusiastically, then heads back to the house, disappearing through a half-collapsed fence beside the shed. I wait, uncertain what to do. What I should do is go home and not come back. But I don’t want to seem rude so I wait – and wait.

Josh is pulling at the pushchair straps so I undo them and he runs along the lane, grabs blades of grass and starts to lay them out in straight lines along the trunk of a fallen tree. He always finds a game like that, happy in the small worlds that he creates. I stare around me, yawning. The hills unfold around me in endless layers of green merging finally with the blue blur of the horizon. The dogs are quieter now. Still I wait. Perhaps I misunderstood?

But then Ray appears around the side of the house carrying the lid of a cardboard box. The lid is supporting two mugs of black tea and a can of condensed milk. He comes closer to the gate, threatens the dogs with the newspaper. Then puts the cardboard lid down on the concrete path, peels back a piece of sellotape from a hole in the top of the condensed milk tin and pours a generous slug into the tea. He passes the mug over the high gate. I take it and hand a biscuit over to him and then give one to Josh. Ray rolls his tongue, nods and smiles.

We used to live in Worcester, I tell him. But we – that’s me and my husband Adam – neither of us liked the city and so we decided to get out. Come here.

Ray makes a noise that sounds rather like the word Adam.

Yeah. My husband. He works on the gas pipelines. You know, the new ones. So he’s away quite a lot.

Josh is waving his biscuit at us. Ray waves his biscuit back.

Yeah. This is Josh. Yeah. Sorry. He’s got eczema. Other allergies too. Quite bad. It’s better for him here than the city. And he’s not at school. School didn’t really work out.

Ray rolls his tongue. This time I hear the words distinctly. School is no good.

You’re right, I say. Dead right. The thing is he had to go when he was only just four and really he was too little and the other kids. Well.

I find it hard to say more. I don’t know why I’ve said as much as I have. Probably only because I’m assuming that Ray’s got no idea what I’m talking about and won’t be able to answer. What I’m really doing is talking to myself.

Ray nods his head again and again, slurps his tea, motions to me to pass my cup back over the fence. I haven’t finished the caramel-tasting tea but still I pass the cup back to him and he adds another load of condensed milk. Josh is sticking his fingers through the fence and Ray leans down, places the tips of his fingers against Josh’s, then moves them suddenly to another link in the fence. And that’s how they go on, Josh giggling, as the two of them play a game of finger chase along the links of the fence.

Then Ray speaks some more. His voice is a little clearer now. Dogs. Very hard work. Rottweilers. A very special kind of dog. People don’t understand. They don’t get it. You have a lot of people who buy them and don’t look after them properly. They get taken into dogs’ homes and then killed. The dog meat is very expensive.

I think that’s what he says. I nod, smile.

Ray waves his fingers through the fence links at Josh.

Do hum some more clay, he says.

Or maybe – you come again another day.

I shouldn’t go again. Obviously. I made an effort once, I’ve satisfied my curiosity. I didn’t see any body-shaped hole in the garden. I tell this to Adam when he’s home so that he can report it in the pub. Adam recommends that I stay well clear, take care. Often we are woken in the night by the sound of the dogs and sometimes, when the wind is in a certain direction, the smell of dog blows into our garden.

Adam is right. Steer well clear.

But only a few days later Josh and I wander down the track again. I tell myself we are just having a general walk, something to do in the long afternoons, better to walk on the track than the road. But I’ve made biscuits – unburnt this time. Josh cut them out. He did some of them with a dog-shaped cutter but unfortunately most of the legs dropped off when I was getting them off the tray.

Every time we go it’s the same. The dogs barking, slobbering, hanging out of the windows. The tea with condensed milk passed through the fence. The bizarre conversations in which I talk to myself and Ray nods and smiles. Ray likes Josh, he doesn’t seem to see the red patches of skin on his face, which are all that most people see.

One day – the fourth or fifth time – Ray squeezes his way out through the gate and we sit on the fallen tree trunk that lies by the side of the track. At first I tell Adam about these visits but, after a while, I don’t. He thinks that being around all those dogs might not be good for Josh’s allergies. He’s on the side of the pub blokes. A public health risk, he is. And the noise. No one should have to put up with that. I mean, we all like dogs. Course. But there’s just too many of them, far too many.

And all that’s true. Probably. But still Josh and I go and visit. I never ask Ray about the dogs but he does talk about them. He has to take them or they’ll be killed. No one understands. They’re very friendly dogs, actually. Highly intelligent and loyal. He’s got to do it. Who else would?

The summer drifts on – dozy and dreamy. I try taking Josh to local playgroups but the other children are all younger than him and they push and shove. Or they are frightened by the raw skin on Josh’s face. So I don’t bother any more and stay home. I prefer it like that. Trips down to see Ray, sitting on the fallen tree trunk, condensed milk tea and the dogs pacing and barking, repetitive conversations which I can only half understand about the difficulties of dogs.

And I’d be happy if it went on like that forever. But autumn comes and with it a letter from the Education people about why Josh isn’t at school. It arrives just as Adam is leaving to go up to Leicester for a week on the pipes. I think he hasn’t seen it and sweep it up under some other papers, drop it into the bin. But my plan doesn’t work because Adam has seen. Tess, Tess, he says. So what are you going to do? They do have a point, don’t they?

I can’t remember what I say. Yes. No. Anything to end the conversation.

After Adam has gone, I put Josh’s warm jumper on and we head off for a walk. Just a general walk but it’s safer to walk on Ray’s track rather than the lane. I’ve got the Education letter in my pocket, only because I want to get rid of it but didn’t dare throw it in the bin again in front of Adam.

Ray sees us coming from a distance, waves from an upstairs window, hits at the dogs with a rolled-up newspaper and emerges after a while with condensed milk tea. This time the garden dogs are shut in the shed and so he can make it out of the front gate quite easily and he does so as though carrying out some cunning con trick. There you are, fooled you all. Free.

We sit on the log and I show him the letter. He rolls his tongue around his mouth, holds the letter sideways as though assessing the quality of the paper. I wonder if he can read.

But clearly he can because soon he says – Fools of gold.

Or – School’s no good.

Then he says – New book dafter than him.

Or – You look after him.

And then I start telling him why I don’t want Josh to go to school. But I can’t get the words out. He shakes his head again and again. New book dafter than him. He’s still got the letter and he holds it up. I assume he wants to give it back to me but instead he tears a strip from the side of it and holds it close, looking at it with narrowed eyes. Then he tears a shred from the top of the strip and eats it, chewing and swallowing as though judging the flavour.

Josh is thrilled and yo-yos up and down, laughing. Ray tears another piece from the letter, licks his lips, eats that as well, then gives a piece to Josh to eat. And then he goes on like that, slowly but surely, munching his way through the whole letter.

It is ripped, he says.

Or – It is shit. And then he motions to show how the letter will pass through his stomach and will re-emerge from his body as shit. Josh is collapsed on the track, convulsed with giggles, and even I start to laugh although I don’t much feel like it. And just for a while the dogs are silent and the whole world is quiet and the green around us holds us quite still. And that – that particular moment – is what I’ll remember later.

First we hear shouts and the sound of vehicles reversing. Then a massive surge of barking which washes up the fields towards our cottage. Josh and I are out in the garden digging up weeds but immediately I run inside and find the pushchair, grab Josh’s jumper.

Before I’ve even turned the bend in the lane, I know that our world is folding up. A police van is parked at the entrance to the track. Ahead of us two more vans are parked outside Ray’s house. He’s in the garden, shouting, arms waving. I turn the pushchair into the track. A policeman steps forward.

Better not to walk that way today, love.

Fuck off, I tell him. It’s a public right of way.

As I hurry the pushchair over the rutted track, I see that all the dogs are out. The whole mud-brown garden is full of them. Their bony bodies surge and seethe and Ray stands at the centre of them, his hands pressed to the side of his head. At the gate, men are dressed in white space-like suits, with masks on their faces. They carry nets and ropes, a case full of syringes, a collapsible cage.

What are you doing? I yell at a masked man.

It’s a private matter, love.

No it fucking well isn’t. He’s my neighbour.

Josh is rigid in his pushchair, yelling, the eczema on his face crimson and raw. A policeman is issuing instructions into a crackling walkie talkie. Two of the space-suit men are in the garden now, trying to corner one of the cringing dogs. Ray is weeping, his body bent, his hands tearing at his face. And it’s like the school all over again – or that’s what I think.

But actually I don’t remember, I really don’t. Except that later I’m sitting on the fallen tree in the lane, crying, and holding on tight to Josh when a guy called Simon comes up from the village. He’s someone Adam knows from the pub and he makes me walk home and he carries Josh and says – Come on, love. Come on. He had it coming to him. You can’t live like that. No one can live like that.

When we get home, Simon gets out Josh’s Playmobil pirate ship and makes me some tea. Then I hear him talking on his phone out in the garden. He says – Bloody crank, and I think that he’s saying that about Ray but maybe he’s saying that about me as well. When he’s finished, he comes back in and asks if we’ll be all right.

Problem with you, Tess, is you’re far too kind hearted, he says.

I’ve noticed that’s the kind of thing they always say in situations like this. You’re too kind hearted. But how can there be such a thing as too kind hearted? That’s what I don’t understand.

After that Adam takes a week off work and organises for Josh to go to the local school. He doesn’t even ask me about it, just makes all the arrangements. And I say about the eczema, and what happened last time, and Adam takes me to the doctor who says I should be taking pills and refers me to an Anxiety Clinic. But would you be calm? Would you? If you were that worried about your kid?

That first day when Adam has taken Josh off to the new school, I’m limp as a rag and my breath won’t go down below my throat. I walk from room to room touching pieces of furniture, comforted by the solidity of wood, metal, plastic. Then later I walk down the lane and turn into Ray’s track but the house is empty now and there’s a For Sale sign at the gate. Bones and dried-up dog turds still litter the garden. An upstairs window is open and for a moment I imagine it crowded with dogs’ heads, tongues lolling and slobbering. And I see Ray coming across the dirt track with the two mugs of tea and the condensed milk.

And then I sit down alone on the fallen tree and make an effort to breathe deeply, which is what they told me at the Anxiety Clinic. I know that Adam will be angry if he finds out that I’ve come down here. I hear the voices of the blokes in the pub. He had it coming to him. A filthy way to live. Animal cruelty. Bloody nutter. They’ll find her body now too. That hole in the garden. Body shaped. Yeah.

It’s more than six months later – spring again – when I next see Ray. I’m on my way back from somewhere and I need milk so I pull into the car park next to this mini-supermarket round the back of Hereford where I never usually go. And it’s just stopped raining so the car park is slick and silver-black. And there’s Ray just wandering towards an alleyway, stepping through puddles, with one hand pushed down deep in his anorak pocket, the other gripping a plastic bag.

Well, it was nearly like that. But I am trying to be honest here. The lady at the Anxiety Clinic says that’s important. So maybe I’ll just say that actually I had been looking for Ray and maybe I wasn’t in that mini-supermarket car park accidentally. But anyway I shouted out to him and for a moment I thought he was going to run but then he recognised me, waved, rolled his tongue, gestured at me to follow him.

Anyway it turns out he lives there now – behind the car park, in a one bedroomed flat with slit windows in the corridors, like narrowed eyes, and a bin lorry smell everywhere. I know, of course, that he was convicted because that was in the local newspaper.

Not for murdering his wife. I must make that clear. I don’t think there ever was any wife. But the dogs. Something to do with the dogs. It was only a suspended sentence because they only put two of the dogs in the gas ovens and the rest were found new homes. Or that’s what the newspapers said but Ray tells me now that it isn’t true.

They tilled that all, he says.

Or – They killed them all, and his head goes down further than it needs to as he’s peeling the sellotape from the hole on the condensed milk can.

I can’t say. I don’t know. But it turns out that quite often now I have to pass through that tangle of road junctions round the back end of Hereford. And since I’m passing I tend to drop in. And Ray is doing all right, I think. Although someone in the building keeps emptying tins of baked beans, or sometimes tomatoes, into his letterbox. I don’t know why.

There’s so much I don’t know. Like why I feel so sad for Ray, living there without any of his dogs. Since I’m trying to be honest, I’ve got to say that he was convicted of being cruel to animals. But how can that be? When he loved those dogs like a limpet loves a rock and all he wanted to do was to protect them.

Eventually I do an online search on the new laptop Adam bought me for my birthday and find a company that makes model animals. They have several different types of Rottweiler, some standing still, some running. They’re expensive really, for little bits of plastic, but when they arrive I can see why because they aren’t like the cheap ones you get with those plastic flaps, or ridges, sticking out where the mould was opened. Instead they’re heavy in the hand and just like the real thing in every detail. Ray is thrilled, puts them on a shelf. And the next time I go he’s got some green felt and cut it out carefully for them to stand on.

And all I can say is that it helps me to go there. And I don’t understand why. It helps me when I’m worrying about Josh at school. Worrying and worrying, waiting for the phone call, remembering and worrying, wishing he could just stay at home with me always.

And often I think of Ray when I go to pick up at the school. I see Josh running towards me out of the school door, bag bouncing on his skinny shoulders, his scabby hands waving as he turns to say goodbye to a friend. And that hurts me so much and I can’t say why. But I think Ray would know if I ever asked him – which I don’t.

		
	

Keep Right on to Eternity Road

We set off at first light. The air around us stretches and yawns. The sky is grey-pink, the hills blurred above us. The car is loaded with everything we could possibly need. Our bags and cases, a picnic basket, maps, bottles of water, books and games. Also a tent and blankets, although we hope we won’t need them. We cannot know how long the journey might be.

Several well-wishers have come to see us off and stand now on the drive, shouting – Godspeed, take care. We all pile into the car, three in the back, two in the front. With so much luggage, it takes several attempts to get the doors shut and we shriek and laugh as we bang them again and again. Then we wind down the windows, the engine starts, our trailing hands wave as we shout – Goodbye, God Bless. The car slides away and we are off.

Such bantering and bickering as we drop down those first hills. Our skin shivering as the dew-wet air blows in. The sun comes up, the air sparkles. Cow parsley and long grass sag beside the lanes. We pass no one except a dog watching from a tree stump, a herd of cows gathered behind a fence. The car growls on a hill, the gears clank. We shout and laugh, joke that we might need to get out and push.

Perhaps we sleep. I don’t know. Small towns roll past, the car squeezing down narrow high streets as people emerge, sleepy, to put out bins and unchain bikes. Church bells ring and dogs bark. Briefly, in one of those towns, I raise my head, just as the car is turning right. In a side street, narrowing endlessly towards a distant hill, two children walk side by side, both furiously waving limp flags. Briefly the light on them is stark as a spotlight, the flags are triumphant, then a shadow engulfs them. The car swings around, all is gone.

Have we come far now? How many miles? At first the questions are joking, then petulant. Our legs are bloodless, our spines have stiffened. We are crammed in too tight. The pots in the picnic basket clank against each other. A blanket keeps falling from the overcrowded boot onto our heads but there is nowhere else to put it. Surely we can stop for a while?

Yes. Let’s stop. But not for long. We mustn’t become distracted with so many miles to go. Slow down, everyone says. Slow down. So we can see where we might stop. Finally, after considerable arguing, we pull into a gateway. A wide, lazy stream runs across the fields.

We burst out of the car, climb the gate. The grass is dry now, the shadows short. The sun beats down on the crowns of our heads, our arms, the backs of our necks. We run down to the water, stand on the stony bank, lean down to spread our hands into its chilly green depths.

Oh, we could have stayed there all day. But no, no. We have to get on. There isn’t much time. We must press on, cover the miles. I leave the water reluctantly, my hands still cold. As we get into the car, arguments break out. I don’t see why you have to go in the front. Why not me? Could we not get out the lemonade? Again the doors have to be banged several times. And now it seems that the engine might not start. Again and again it turns over, whines and splutters, before finally throttling into life.

The countryside changes. It is not like anywhere I have seen before. The hills grow so steep that the car struggles, the valley depths are private, damp. Crops of rocks appear above us, spindly pines clinging below them. Sometimes the lanes are edged by steep banks so that we appear to drive through trenches or tunnels. The sun is dappled, appearing briefly through a tangled mesh of leaves. All sound is numb.

Where was that place? Why did we choose that route? I do not now remember. But it seems we were passing that way a long time and all of us were silent, tense. Surely, surely, we must come soon into a kinder landscape? Up another hill, round another corner. Where are the maps? We must ask directions. Could we not get out the lemonade?

Finally we come around a corner and the land ahead drops gently downwards. Now, now it must be time to stop for lunch. No, no. Just a little further. Up to that spire ahead. There? Where? But that might be fifty miles or more. No. Not so far. We pull over to ask a man pushing a bicycle but his eyes are wide and blank, his jaw sagging. This way, that way, he babbles wildly and so we nod politely, head on.

The roads now are flat and straight, edged by deep ditches, the sky wide and limitless above, the villages low and scattered. A cottage here, a farm there, with a child standing on a gate, waving as we pass. And then a funeral procession, outside a country church, the verges crowded with cars, the coffin held up high, outlined against the cornflower sky. We glimpse crushed hats, chafing shoes, handbags tightly gripped.

And then on, speeding away, leaving those others to the knotted green of the churchyard, the slow unfolding of hymns and prayers, the light seeping in at the stained glass windows. Go on, go on. We must soon arrive at the town with the high spire. But it never comes. Perhaps we have already passed it.

We ask a young man lounging at a bus stop. No, he says. No. You’ve gone the wrong way. You want a right and then a left. But his directions only lead us down an ever-narrowing lane, until we come to a ford, which is too deep to drive through. And so, sweating and swearing, we must turn the car in a tight spot, back and forwards, back and forwards, until eventually we can head back.

We give up on the spire. We must find another place to stop. Another riverbank or a village green. But no promising place presents itself and so finally we just pull up at a spot where the road is wider, under some chestnut trees. A nondescript place although the trees offer welcoming shade and two fallen tree trunks make a place to sit.

The picnic hamper is pulled out of the back. Ham sandwiches, cake, apples, lemonade, pork pies. There is nowhere much to spread the rug but we put it down as best we can, sit on the tree trunks. I eat and then walk on down the verge, lie down in the long grass, look up at the sky, the few shreds of cloud, stationary.

If only we could stay. This surely is the place where we were always meant to be? Nothing will ever be better than this. Just to lie here forever, in the silence, with the buzz of insects all around, the smells of wild grasses hanging in the air.

But no, no. We must go on. The picnic must be packed up. The lemonade bottles are sticky, the cake has collapsed. There is nowhere to wash the plates. Again arguments start about who will sit where. Is there much further to go?

Don’t complain. It’s a fantastic adventure, the chance to see so much of the landscape. Make the best of it. The picnic hamper doesn’t want to go back in the car. Bags and cases have to be taken out to get it in. No better place is found for the falling blanket.
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