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      If you had told me a year ago what Pat and me would get up to last Christmas, I’d have laughed. Well, it’s one thing to get a pet, but another thing entirely to decide, at the age of eighty-five, to get an Alsatian. 

      I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Tom. I’ve had a life not unlike millions of other men. I was born in 1940 on a night where bombs dropped like rain all over London. It was cold; the kind that comes with a chill that goes deep into your bones, but, as my mother used to say, there were shooting stars that night and anything was possible. How she would know that seeing as she was hidden deep beneath the ground in a shelter somewhere near Bethnal Green, I haven’t the foggiest, but even till her last breath, she believed in the fantastical; in dreams and magic and all the beauty in life, especially where there wasn’t any, and all my life I ran from any idealistic notion like my mother’s thinking, What good did it ever do her, until last Christmas, with Pat and his dog.

      For over fifty years, our friendship was more of an obligation than anything – it was our wives that were close, and every Monday and Friday, Pat and I would sit on the sidelines as they played bingo at some hall or other, and we would occasionally exchange pleasantries or make ‘what’s she done now’ looks at each other when they got too carried away, but nothing more than that. Back then, if Pat suddenly wasn’t a part of my life, nothing would have changed. I simply wouldn’t know that person who was married to my wife’s friend. He’d just be another man called Pat.

      My wife died just over five years ago now, and even though I was always very fond of her, it was only when she was gone that I realised just how dear she was to me.

      I loved her, you know. She was my everything, and I had spent so long thinking she’d always be there by my side – just like the little radio on her bedside table she’d had since she was thirteen – that when she wasn’t, suddenly life felt pointless. In the years after she died, I locked myself away and talked to no one. I simply stared out of my window feeling as if life was slowly trickling out of me and thought, What am I meant to do now?

      We didn’t have any children – the doctors said we couldn’t – so I had no one to spoil, no grandkids to dote on. And I had no friends – she was the only friend I ever needed. I didn’t know how to be a one when I’d spent over fifty years of my life as a two.

      After a few years had passed, I got a letter with no stamp on it from Pat telling me his wife had died, too, and the funeral was being held on Thursday, if I wanted to come. At first, I wasn’t sure what to do, but somehow, only ten minutes later, I found myself standing on his doorstep, carrying a bottle I’d been saving for far too long, and that night, two old men sat by the fire and talked more than they had done in the fifty years they had known each other. In one night we became friends of the truest kind.

      All it took was fifty years.

      After that, every night at six, I found myself knocking on Pat’s door, at first just to check he was doing OK, but before I knew it, we were going to the park together, eating dinner together … times where I’d read and he’d do (and fail) the little crossword in the local paper. One day, we even decided to go and play the bingo we’d only watched before and found that we actually liked it.

      I even started to laugh again.

      Pat and I continued to live in the same houses with the same paper our wives had chosen for the walls, and that ornament I still don’t understand on my mantelpiece of Shirley Temple in a little pink dress.

      I was born in the middle of a war, and a few years ago I remember looking around me and thinking things hadn’t really changed. We may have won The Great War, and the one after that, but, fifty years on, I feared leaving my house, and for the first time I felt small, vulnerable.

      Old.

      I was tired – Pat too – and it was then that we decided to only go out together, like we were two young lads in the army covering each other’s back.

      Last summer, a gang of boys suddenly appeared like weeds at the end of our road, just by the postbox next to the off-licence, and over time, just like weeds, they grew and spread until suddenly, they were a problem. Soon, it was hard to drown out the police sirens every night, and I could see the flashing blue lights through the fabric of my curtains. I remember one day I noticed Pat looking at something behind us, his eyes sad. ‘What is it?’ I asked, but all he did was shake his head and keep walking. I turned my head and saw the gang watching us from their postbox, no doubt weighing up whether we were worth it or not. It’s sad really, but every time I turned the corner, away from that postbox, I’d feel my body relax. Pat’s too.

      Life followed a pattern, as if we were part of a simple design on a piece of fabric, with each stitch repeated over and over following the ebb and flow of life’s needle; the thread never ending – the same colour, the same stiches … until last November, when suddenly that thread had run out and Pat turned to me and said, ‘I’m going to get a dog.’

      ‘Why do you want to do a thing like that?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Thought it would be nice.’

      ‘S’pose.’

      And so, two days later, there’s me and Pat walking into our local rescue centre.

      Now I’m not sure what had changed in my friend exactly, but from the moment Pat decided he was going to do this, he was different – not bad different, not good different, just … different. Determined maybe. I noticed he stood straighter, too (well, as straight as he could, at least). He was more confident as well and, you’ve got to laugh, we had barely reached the reception of the rescue centre when Pat almost shouted to the girl behind the desk, ‘I want to get a dog.’

      To this day, I don’t really know why that lovely girl – Suzy – decided to let my friend, who probably sounded half mad, anywhere near the animals. But I’m so glad she did.

      We were taken into a long, thin room with cages on either side, which we started to walk through, turning towards every bark, every growl. There were so many dogs: some small, some big, some overgrown, some hairless. I remember looking at a particularly sweet little fella the centre had called Harry. He was a long-haired Jack Russell Terrier, and he barked at me, almost as if he wanted to have a conversation, and it tickled me pink. I remember saying, ‘Pat, look at this chap down here,’ but there was only silence from my friend. So I said again, ‘What about this guy?’ When there was still no reply from Pat, I turned towards him and he was staring at a cage further up on the other side of the room, my view of the dog inside blocked by the body of my friend. ‘Pat?’ I asked, slowly making my way towards him.

      As I drew level, he looked at me and he was smiling. ‘Here he is.’

      Confused, I looked inside the cage to find the biggest Alsatian I had ever seen in my life. ‘Yes. And?’

      As if it were the most obvious thing in the world, he told me, ‘Well I want him, Tom.’

      I burst out laughing, thinking it was a joke – well, hoping it was at least. ‘But Pat, it’s an Alsatian.’

      He repeated my words. ‘Yes. And?’

      ‘An Alsatian Pat. How the devil are you going to look after a dog like that?! I thought you were thinking of getting a … well, I don’t know really, er … a poodle or something.’

      He looked at me and his brows shot up, horrified. ‘A poodle?!’

      ‘Yes Pat, a poodle.’

      ‘Well, I’m not interested in a poodle.’ He looked over my shoulder at the girl and said, ‘Suzy love, I’ve made my choice. It’s him I want.’

      When Suzy approached us, she stared first at Pat in disbelief, then at the canine in the cage, as if she’d never seen a dog before in her life. ‘You-you want the Alsatian?! Are you sure you don’t want to see all the dogs first? We’ve got a sweet poodle called Gerda who’s looking for a very loving home …’

      Pat threw his arms out. ‘Why does everyone think I want a bloody poodle all of a sudden?! I want the Alsatian.’

      Suzy stuttered. ‘Erm … OK.’ She paused, coming closer to Pat. ‘Just so you know, it’s not a he, but a she.’

      Pat walked up to the cage, looking down at her. ‘Well I want her anyway. I don’t care about anything like that.’

      I was so stunned by everything that had happened that I barely had a chance to look at the dog, let alone come to terms with the fact that my friend wanted it, so I turned to look at her properly and … I don’t think I’ll ever forget how she was sitting there.

      Oddly, it was her tail that I noticed first, and the way it was tucked so perfectly around her feet. She sat so still that she could have been a statue, and when she looked up at Pat, she never broke eye contact once. Pat and this dog – who I found out was called Zelda, of all names – just looked at each other, and now, of course, I might be imagining things, wanting them to fit perfectly into the story that came after, but some kind of understanding flitted between the two of them and at that point I just breathed out and said, ‘She’s perfect, Pat. Bloody perfect.’

      Pat’s voice was small, thoughtful. ‘I think so, too.’

      Until that day, I don’t think Suzy had ever been so confused in her life. ‘Are you sure? Mr, er …’

      My friend shook his head, his eyes still on the dog. ‘Just Pat.’

      Suzy took a breath out. ‘Pat, then, I need you to fill in some forms. Then, after a routine inspection of your home, and a testimonial from your neighbours, if all that goes to plan, she’s yours.’

      For the first time since he saw her, Pat turned away from the dog and said, suddenly looking sad, ‘So I can’t take her home now then?’

      Suzy shook her head, and I watched her eyebrows come together like two dark caterpillars descending onto her nose. ‘I-I’m afraid not.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Pat shrugged. ‘That’s OK love,’ he sighed. ‘Show me what I need to do then.’ He looked once more at Zelda before following Suzy back to reception.

      For a moment, I just stood there, watching the dog, but all she did was follow the back of my friend till he disappeared behind a bright blue door, and I remember suddenly feeling choked up. I hadn’t come close to crying in five years. I then walked up to Zelda and, feeling as if I had to say something, whispered, ‘There’s a good girl. We’ll see you soon,’ before following my friend back to reception.
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        * * *

      

      The day after our visit to the rescue centre, we went to the library and Pat asked the assistant (who barely looked old enough to drive), ‘I need you to ask the computer how to make a house dog-friendly.’

      Bless him, the assistant didn’t even bat an eyelid, he simply said, ‘Follow me,’ and we did. We found out all this information and ended up with three handwritten pages filled with notes on how to dog-proof the house. Each day after that involved another trip to the library so Pat could ask the computer more questions on caring for dogs, cleaning up after dogs, the best toys for dogs …

      One time, on our way back from the library, after finding out about all the food it’d need to eat, I dared to ask my friend, ‘You’ll be OK, Pat, won’t you?’

      He looked at me and said plainly, ‘Won’t know until I try, will I?’

      And I found I had nothing to say to that, so I didn’t, and we carried on walking home – the long way round, away from the postbox next to the off-licence.

      When we got back, Pat threw away anything the dog might choke or hurt herself on. He also chucked out the houseplants, moved all his valuables so the dog couldn’t get at them, and hired a man to take up the carpets. He even changed his sofa to a leather one – said it’d help when it came to cleaning up the hair. He bought toys and special dog food, and a beautiful big dog bed which he kept in the corner of his bedroom. When it was all done, Pat looked around the living room, so very different from before, and said, ‘That’s better, isn’t it, Tommy?’

      I had to agree. ‘Yes, Pat, it is.’ I then thought of that bloody ornament that was still on my mantelpiece; the one of Shirley Temple in a little pink dress.
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        * * *

      

      And so, the big day came: the inspection. Pat paced the floor all morning, waiting till the clock turned twelve, and when the doorbell rang a few minutes later, we were greeted by a man and a woman in their thirties. They had barely made their introductions and taken off their coats and shoes when they were off searching every nook and cranny of the house, making sure there was nothing that could hurt a dog or pose any kind of a threat. When they had finished, and were settled on the sofa opposite us with tea and biscuits, they each got out a pen and paper and began writing furiously. Whilst they did that, Pat asked them, ‘How long has she been there?’

      At first, the inspectors looked unsure how to reply, but then the woman said, ‘Just over three years.’

      Pat’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Goodness! And no one wanted her in all that time, locked away?’

      The man sat up a little straighter. ‘Well, there were some who expressed an interest, but when it came down to it, they just weren’t up to looking after a dog of that size … which brings me on to what I wanted to ask you: just how do you intend on looking after a dog like that?’

      Pat had been waiting for this question – so much so that he got out a crumpled piece of paper, which he flattened out, and told them, ‘I have a list, see.’ He held the sheet up. ‘…which will tell you exactly how I intend on doing just that.’ He tugged at the paper. ‘Point number one, I’ve hired a dog walker to come for an hour every morning and an hour every night, come rain or shine, to give her a proper walk. Apparently, the walker’s done a marathon – or a half one at least, I forget the details now … Point number two …’

      Pat went on for a whole ten minutes and would have convinced even the most cynical of people that he, and only he, was meant to have this Alsatian. Pat finally put the piece of paper down and looked into his lap, his breathing uneven. I remember my hand hovering for a moment before I reached out and briefly touched his shoulder.

      There was a moment of complete silence before the two inspectors looked at each other and gave a small nod. The woman then turned back to look at us, as if I was just as much a part of this creature’s life as Pat was, and said, ‘Well, in that case, she’ll be with you next Monday.’

      I looked at my friend and found myself beaming, my chest tight.

      Pat swallowed. ‘Thank you.’

      The woman smiled, and I noticed her cheeks were glowing. ‘That is absolutely our pleasure. Zelda can’t wait to get to know you and,’ she rifled around in the large brown satchel she came with, ‘here is everything you will need to know. It also has lots of information on getting Zelda settled in – not that you need it after all your trips to the library.’

      Pat took the booklet off her and only a few minutes later, they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Monday came, along with the first real signs of winter, and the two of us were sat in his front room, a dog toy made out of rope in Pat’s hand, as we waited for the bell to ring and Zelda, the Alsatian, to come home. I remember five minutes before they were due to arrive, Pat asked me, ‘What if she doesn’t like it here?’

      I purposely made sure my words were clear, believable. ‘She will, Pat.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘I think.’

      ‘Right then.’ He looked at me. ‘I’m a dog owner, Tom. Fancy that.’

      I shook my head slowly. ‘And not just any dog, Pat, a bloody Alsatian.’

      He laughed and said again, his voice soft, ‘Fancy that.’

      After that, we sat in silence, the only sound was the ticking of the clock – high enough that the dog wouldn’t be able to get at it, which we learned about on our first day at the library, along with the advice to keep the toilet lid closed so your pet doesn’t run the risk of ingesting chemicals or whatnot.

      We heard a bark first, followed by the bell, and both of us shot up, quicker than we had done in years, which was definitely a mistake on my part as I felt all the muscles in my back twinge. With a calm stride, Pat made his way to the front door and flung it open. ‘Welcome home, Zelda,’ he said.
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        * * *

      

      In the days that followed, our routine was turned upside down, but somehow it was as if our lives were suddenly in focus. My friend was truly happy, and so was I.

      Zelda surprised me. Even on our fourth day at the library when we searched the World Wide Web and found out how loyal dogs could be, I was amazed when I discovered it was actually true. All my life I had never really thought of pets as more than animals. Don’t get me wrong, I’d stroke the odd cat in the street (if it looked like it wanted me to, mind) or pat the occasional dog, but I didn’t realise they could be a companion. A friend. It sounds strange, as if Zelda was human, but in a way, she was so much more than that, and every day, a few hours after the walker had come back with Zelda and she’d had some lunch, we’d take her out again. I remember she used to tug on the lead till we followed her and every time we did, we’d always discover something new – somewhere exciting that we’d never been before. Even though our journey was never longer than an hour, we’d come back exhausted, but the kind of exhaustion that comes with a day well spent in the great outdoors.

      Pat would take her out again on his own, just after his tea – said he thought she might get bored (that’s what we learned might happen with Alsatians on day three at the library), but I know it’s only because he wanted to. He was so proud of her and soon, when we went out, people would stop Pat in the street, stroke Zelda, and ask how he was getting on. I think people looked on the pair as if they were a feature of the town, some kind of mascot, and there are few things more unusual than an old man with a large dog like an Alsatian … But it’s funny, when I’d look at them, somehow it made perfect sense, and soon I couldn’t remember Pat without the dog.
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        * * *

      

      A week into December, the Christmas lights were being turned on in the town centre and the three of us were there. It was later than we’d been out in a long time, but for once it didn’t matter: the spirit of Christmas was in the air and I felt truly happy. The whole town was out and Zelda loved the lights – so did Pat – but I don’t know what was more popular that night; the lights above us or the dog sitting by Pat’s feet.

      Afterwards, we walked home, our breath like white fluffy clouds in front of us. We turned the corner into our street and suddenly there was only darkness and Christmas was over; the gang was blocking our path.

      There were only five of them, but even one would have been enough to terrify me. For a moment, we all just looked at each other before one of them stepped ever so slightly towards us. ‘Have you got the time?’ he asked me.

      I inhaled sharply, suddenly aware of just how cold it was. ‘Fraid not,’ I said.

      Pat took over and told them, ‘We’d best be getting home now. Good evening boys.’

      We started to move forward, but none of them budged. Our path was blocked, and a matter of yards separated us. We stopped once more and Pat said, ‘Let us pass.’

      Another member of the gang took a step forward. ‘No,’ he said, the word cutting me like a knife in the chest.

      I could hear a strange noise coming from Zelda, and even though I had lost control of my body, fear freezing me to the spot, I willed my eyes to look down at her, but it was no longer Zelda – this dog was fury and vengeance and fire. I then dared to glance at Pat’s hand, and the lead wrapped tightly around it, and noticed his arm was shaking from having to hold her back. Pat was gone, too, replaced by someone I didn’t recognise. This man was too calm to be Pat. He said again, ‘Let us pass.’

      At this point, the rest of the boys stepped forward until only a doorway stood between the three of us and them. One of them said, ‘What’s it worth?’

      Pat shrugged. ‘Your hand?’

      What came next happened so fast, I couldn’t take it all in. First, Pat unwound the lead from around his hand then Zelda leapt forward, her teeth bared. Pat kept hold of the lead and was pulling her back so she couldn’t actually touch them, but it didn’t matter as the five of them were already running away.

      After the boys had taken off deep into the night, I remember us just standing there and for a moment, I don’t think either of us knew how to speak. When Zelda had calmed down and was lying between our legs, Pat bent down to touch her. ‘You’re a good girl,’ he said. Slowly, he stood back up and turned towards me. ‘Fancy that,’ he breathed out, shaking his head.

      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Fancy that.’
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        * * *

      

      That night, for the first time in years, there were no flashing blue lights, no sirens. Nothing. Just the sound of my breathing as I slowly drifted off to sleep.

      The next day, I expected the boys to be outside our front doors, like a mob of angry villagers carrying pitchforks and torches, but it was so quiet, and when we went out for a walk, like always, I found myself constantly looking around, as if I was expecting the gang to jump out of the bushes. Zelda was the same, and I noticed her ears would prick up at any sound she didn’t understand, her nose high. The only person not affected by it all was Pat, who continued walking along the street, just like he had done every day since he got her, pride in every bone of his body.

      We made it to town in one piece and, as it was so busy, decided to pop into the big supermarket for our food, but before we could cross the road, Pat stopped, looking at a bus waiting by a stop near us. He breathed out deeply then said, ‘I want to see where that bus goes.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      Pat shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I just do. Want to come with me?’

      ‘I … OK.’

      Zelda was already pulling her lead towards the bus before I’d even had the chance to reply – but she was right, like always.

      We got on the bus and asked for two return tickets. The driver then gave us our passes and said, ‘So that’s two day returns to Stonehenge.’

      Pat turned to me when we had sat down and said, ‘Stonehenge, Tom. Fancy that.’

      It took us just over half an hour to get there, with the dog sitting between our legs, and I could feel her tail gently tapping against my shoes like the arm of a grandfather clock.

      There is something ever so wonderful to be able to reach down and pet an animal for no other reason than because you want to, and every time I did it, I wanted to do it again. Suddenly, I couldn’t contain my excitement. We were going somewhere new. Two old men with a dog going on an adventure.

      When we got off the bus, it was a twenty-minute walk to the stones and when I first saw them, I felt my breath hitch. They were really quite beautiful. It was then that I wished my mother was there with me – she would have told me what she thought they meant, how they came about. Still, at that point, I only saw the stones, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t starting to believe in magic.

      We walked all the way around them (as you can’t get too close these days) and spent about an hour there before getting the bus back to town. It was only when we were walking home, food bags dangling at our sides, that I realised I’d never ventured more than a mile in years. The rescue centre was only down the road, but that day, I’d travelled ten miles – twenty, if we’re talking there and back.

      Twenty miles. Fancy that.
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        * * *

      

      The following week, Christmas was almost upon us, and the town was a burst of festive music and Santa Clauses holding out buckets for some charity or other. Hearing a strange noise, I looked down and realised Zelda must be scared of the men wearing red costumes and white beards as she stopped suddenly and dug her feet in, refusing to go any further. In the end, we gave up and followed Zelda, believing – just like every other time – that she’d show us something wonderful.

      And she did.
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        * * *

      

      It was a week before Christmas when we were walking back from town and Pat stopped outside the travel agency and said, ‘I want to get on a plane.’ 

      ‘In heaven’s name, why do you want to do a thing like that, Pat?’

      He turned to me. ‘Why not?’

      ‘I … I’m not exactly sure yet.’

      ‘If you can’t find a reason, then come with me, Tom.’ 

      ‘No.’ I stopped. ‘Where to?’

      ‘I don’t know, just as long as it’s somewhere else and I can get on a plane.’ 

      ‘But where would the dog go?’

      ‘She’d come with us, of course.’

      ‘Us? I’m not coming, Pat.’ 

      ‘Yes you are, Tom.’

      ‘I er … OK.’ 

      And just like that, we walked into the travel agency and came out holding two tickets to Berlin. The next day, we bought suitcases and warmer coats and socks without holes. We were to fly late on Boxing Day (so Zelda could enjoy her first proper Christmas at home) and I wrote a list of everything I’d need, in case I forgot something important. I even started setting things out folded neatly on a chair in the corner, adding to the pile till all I needed to do was put it in the suitcase. My passport stayed on the bedside table next to a picture of my wife and I’d pick it up, to check it was still there, before putting it down again.

      Two days before Christmas, I remember waking up in a cold sweat; I’d had a nightmare that it was gone. When I had calmed down, I picked up the passport and held it to my chest for a moment. Before going back to sleep, I told the picture of my wife, ‘Look after it for me, will you?’

      Later that day, I went next door – just like I did every day – and was let in by a very distracted Pat. ‘Tom,’ he said as he walked back upstairs to his bedroom and opened doors, drawers and the curtains before closing them again and all the while muttering to himself incessantly.

      I walked over to my friend and gently held his arm. ‘Pat, what’s wrong?’

      At first, he looked as if he wanted to pull me away, but instead, he said, ‘I think there’s something wrong with Zelda.’

      ‘What do you mean, Pat?’

      ‘Well, since last night she hasn’t wanted to do anything. All she does is lie there and this morning, she started coughing. I’m so scared, Tom.’

      ‘I’m sure she’ll be OK, but let’s take her to the vet.’

      Which we did. We took her in a cab and within ten minutes we were told she had something called Canine Parainfluenza and were given some antibiotics and, most importantly, the knowledge that she was going to be OK.

      Clutching the drugs given to him by the vet, Pat said, ‘I don’t know what came over me, Tom, I’ve lost my head. It’s all this holiday planning.’ He stopped for a moment before adding, ‘I wonder what it feels like to get on a plane.’

      I shook my head, even though my friend wasn’t looking at me; his eyes were on the dog lying between us in the back of the cab, her tail resting against my legs. ‘Dunno, Pat, but it’s not long until we find out.’

      Pat, still looking at Zelda, said, ‘You know, I feel as if I was meant to have her.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t know, the idea of getting a dog just came into my head and when I saw her, I knew she was mine. Tom, do you think I’m losing the plot, or I’ve got dementia or something?’

      I laughed, but stopped quickly when I saw his face. I breathed out slowly before answering, ‘You know what, Pat, I think for the first time you are thinking clearer than you ever have in your life.’

      My mother would have been proud of a line like that.
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        * * *

      

      It rained for the next two days, and with Zelda not feeling well, we decided to stay in, too. We played cards and went through old photos and on Christmas Eve, Zelda was starting to feel better again, so the three of us went out. As we walked along, still no gang in sight, I asked him, ‘What do you want to do when you get back from Berlin?’ I nudged him. ‘How are you going to top that?’

      He laughed. ‘I don’t know, Tom. Maybe I’ll do a bungee jump or something. You know, I was reading about a place in Spain where you throw tomatoes at each other. That might be fun. It’s called “La Tomatina” apparently. Fancy that.’

      I turned to him. ‘Why would you want to throw tomatoes at other people, Pat?’

      ‘I don’t know really. Why not? Does everything have to make sense?’

      ‘No, not really.’ And he was right.

      Not wanting my friend to think I was making fun of him, I asked, ‘So have you got anywhere else on that bucket list of yours?’

      ‘I think there’s a pretty big hole in my bucket now to hold any dreams, so I better not try and fill it, but I’ve got all these places in my head. In the last month, I’ve seen pictures of things I didn’t even know existed, Tom, and you know what? That’s all I need.’ He shook his head. ‘To think, I spent my life believing I knew who I was – didn’t even question it. I fit in a box and never knew there could be life outside it. I was just Pat. Pat was married, went to work, retired … didn’t know he could have anything else.’

      It was at that moment that I realised I had spent my life inside a box, too – a small brown one, just like millions of others like it. Was there life outside my box? Unlike my friend, whose eyes lit up just at the thought of it, for some reason, the idea of life outside my four cardboard walls upset me, so I put those thoughts inside another box till later that night in bed, where I tossed and turned and saw my life on a hamster wheel as the years passed me by. Always the same.

      I looked at the clock. It was just after six in the morning which meant it was Christmas Day. I walked to my window and looked out at the street. At first, I couldn’t hear a thing, but when I really concentrated, there was the faint laugher of children, presents no doubt already opened. I looked up. Even though the sky was still dark, there was a haze of white turning everything to grey, and it was so icy I could almost taste it. I leaned a little further out of my window, savouring the bite of cold that hit my skin, and I could just about make out the off-licence and the little red postbox. Suddenly, I felt myself freeze, which had nothing to do with the weather. Three of the gang were standing there.

      At first, I felt nothing but fear – a memory of that night coming into my head – but then I felt terribly sad. Why are you out there at 6am on Christmas morning?

      For some reason, I found myself unable to tear my eyes away from them. One of them was leaning against the postbox and the other two were sitting on the brick wall by the off-licence. It was at that moment that I found myself reaching for the pile of clothes I’d carefully laid out for the day – next to another pile of clothes ready for the suitcase – and within twenty minutes, I was washed and dressed and heading out of my front door. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to say to them, but I knew I had to do something. Break out of my box. I could feel the walls trying to press back in on me, but I couldn’t let that happen ever again.

      They saw me the moment I closed my gate, the light creak in the early morning air echoing in the dark, and three heads turned in my direction. The closer I got, the more I regretted my decision. What was I thinking?!

      The one leaning against the postbox said, ‘What do you want?’

      I looked at him properly, his skin was so pale he almost blended into the white haze of the sky. On his chin, I noticed a faint smattering of hair. I kept my hands in the pockets of my coat to hide how much I was shaking. ‘I.’ I stopped for a moment before a warmth seeped through me. I knew exactly what to say. ‘I wanted to know if you’d like to come in for some tea and mince pies? My friend Pat and I bought too many yesterday and when I couldn’t sleep just now, and I saw the three of you out here, I wondered if you’d like to help an old man out?’

      Of all the things I could have said, I don’t think they were expecting me to say that. One of the other boys said, ‘Why?’

      I shrugged. ‘It’s Christmas. You don’t have to, but I thought it would be a shame to let all those mince pies go to waste.’ When none of them made any kind of move or said anything else, I added, ‘Well, I thought I’d ask anyway. Brr, it’s cold out here, so I best be getting back inside where it’s nice and toasty.’ I nodded my head once then said, ‘Merry Christmas.’

      I had just started to walk away when one of them shouted after me, ‘Wait a minute. We’ll come.’

      I turned back to look at them and they were standing side by side, like three lost boys ready to follow me back to Neverland. I smiled. ‘Good.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘As promised, too many mince pies.’ I came into the living room to find the boys sitting quietly, their hands curled around steaming mugs and their feet tapping on the carpet.

      Two of them mumbled, ‘Thanks,’ but the other one was too focused on his tea to notice anything else.

      When I had put the plate down on the table, I said, ‘Don’t think anything of it. You are helping me out. I’m going on holiday tomorrow and they’d only go to waste … So, tell me, what are your names?’

      As the pale one with the little chin beard thing reached for a mince pie, he said, ‘Luke,’ pointing to himself before adding, ‘That’s Joel and G.’

      I turned towards the quiet boy who hadn’t said a thing. ‘Your name’s G? What, just the letter?’

      He shook his head. ‘It’s longer than that, but you won’t be able to pronounce it right, so it’s just G.’

      ‘OK then, “Just G”. Thank you. And how old are you all?’

      The other one – Joel – said, ‘Me and Luke are fifteen. G is fourteen.’ He had the trace of a Liverpudlian accent and suddenly I was smiling. It reminded me of my wife.

      I told them all, ‘You are so young. So lucky. So much opportunity.’

      G looked at me. ‘No there isn’t.’ There were crumbs on his face and sugar on his lip, which he quickly licked away in case someone might take them from him.

      I turned towards him. ‘Why do you say that?’

      He shrugged. ‘Because.’

      I raised my eyebrows. ‘Ah, of course. Because …’

      I stopped talking, unsure of what else to say, and turned to the pale one, who had a mince pie in both hands, a bite out of each one. He was looking at the mantelpiece and said, ‘My nan has one of those things … well, similar s’pose. She collects all that shit.’ Realising what he had said, he added quickly, ‘Sorry.’

      I laughed. ‘No, you’re perfectly right.’ I got up and walked towards the mantelpiece and picked up the figure of Shirley Temple in a little pink dress and handed it to him. ‘A Christmas present for your nan.’

      Luke put down one of the mince pies, resting it on the arm of the sofa, and held the little figurine tightly in his hand. I noticed his knuckles turn even whiter. ‘Why are you giving it to me?’

      It was my time to shrug. ‘Because.’

      I heard my new friend G laugh, but he stopped quickly (I think he was embarrassed) and I forced myself not to smile.

      We didn’t talk about their life, what they were doing on a street corner at 6am on Christmas morning, or why they wanted to hurt two old men on a night not too long ago, but I did eventually learn what G’s real name was and he was right, I couldn’t pronounce it very well. But at least me trying made him smile.

      They left just before nine, and after tidying away the dishes and throwing away the empty mince pie packets (they had three each – G, four), I made my way to Pat’s. He opened the door and Zelda curled herself around the wood of it, looking up at me. I bent down to stroke her and said, ‘You’ll never guess what happened to me this morning.’
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        * * *

      

      Christmas Day passed – one of the best we’d ever had – and that night I lay awake till the early hours, unable to contain my excitement. For the first time in my life I was getting on a plane and going somewhere new. A real holiday.

      By 8am the next morning I was packed, my suitcase by the door, the handle on it up and ready to wheel out, the little lock dangling like a Christmas bell. I’d planned to go to Pat’s at 10am, but at five to, I knocked on his door. Nothing. No barking, no footsteps …

      Next, I rang the bell, thinking they might be upstairs and couldn’t hear me. At the time, for some reason, all I could think of were the words, ‘Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse’.

      Worried, I went back home to get my set of Pat’s keys before letting myself into his house. The first thing I heard when I opened the front door was the burglar alarm, which cut through the silence. I turned it off before calling out, ‘Pat?’

      Still nothing.

      Then, I shouted, ‘Zelda?’ But there was only silence.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been two months since my friend passed away and two months since I last saw Zelda.

      There was no sign of her that day – no barking, no open door she could have run out of. She was gone.

      The police said there were no signs of forced entry the day I found Pat in bed, the rope dog toy in his hand; the same one he was holding just before Zelda came home for the first time. Pat died of natural causes, whatever that means.

      I know now that we were never meant to get on that plane, and I’ve come to understand that it didn’t really matter as that plane represented a way out of the box, for both of us. For the first time, we had hope, and I’ve realised that’s all that really matters – never putting yourself in a box. Never having one to begin with. You are meant to have infinite walls, not just four.

      From time to time I think about Zelda and what might’ve happened to her. I even find myself looking out for her still, thinking I’ve seen her then realising it was something else entirely. G said he’d keep an eye out for her, too.

      If my mother was here, she would have called that dog some kind of angel, and even though I’ll never say it out loud, I believe that’s what she was, too.

      You know, one day I might just get on that plane. I don’t know when or where yet, but that doesn’t matter because now I know that I can.

      It might not seem big what the two of us got up to last Christmas, but to us, it was the adventure of a lifetime and I know mine’s only just begun …

      
        
        Fancy that.
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