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Ethan isn’t
good at first impressions. His job often gets in the way. It’s his
dream job, one which suits Ethan’s big heart to a tee. His chosen
career isn’t conducive to forming meaningful relationships,
however, and it hasn’t really bothered him until now.

 


Then Alex
appears on the scene… Bookish, shy, but gorgeous Alex, who might be
put off by bad first impressions, and who Ethan thinks is quite
possibly the most beautiful man he’s ever set eyes on.

 


Alex’s first
impression of Ethan is not a particularly good one. In fact, he
thinks the man is a raving lunatic, and their second and third
encounter does nothing to change his opinion.

 


Ethan has his
work cut out for him, if he is to pursue any kind of meaningful
relationship with the irresistible Alex.

 


* * * * *
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Chapter
1

Zebra Crossing

 Ethan

 


“Donald, I
need a box big enough to transport an armadillo, and I need it like
yesterday.” I burst into the shop and slam my hands down on the
counter. “That thing is driving me fucking crazy. I mean, how hard
can it be to get an armadillo to walk in a straight line across a
road when they do it every fucking day in the wild? I’ll be glad to
see the back of it. Is your heating stuck on high? It’s hot in
here.”

Donald is
serving someone. I hadn’t noticed. I never do. I get tunnel vision.
I can be pretty focused on my own goals. I never really take note
of what’s…oh, hello! The guy Donald is serving is…oh my god…he’s
hot.

“Hi!” I give
him my thousand-watt smile. “New in town?”

His jaw tenses
as he slowly looks me up and down. His expression is part
disapproving and part bat-shit scared. I can see the whites of his
eyes, like a horse about to bolt. No idea why… Oh!

I just
remembered what I’m wearing, and why I think it is rather warm in
Donald’s Hardware shop, present company excepted.

I’m dressed
from head to toe in black and white stripes, and my face is painted
to match. It’s the only way I can get that damn zebra to do
anything, though. If he thinks I’m another zebra he’ll follow me
anywhere. He’s outside right now, attracting the attention of the
local school kids. I’ll be getting it in the neck from the Head
again, because when the zebra’s parked outside, the kids won’t go
in from break.

“Ethan, I’ll
be with you as soon as I’ve finished serving…erm…”

“Hawking.
Alexander Hawking.” The hot guy in glasses and corduroy pants
answers reluctantly, as if he is worried about letting us, or me,
know his name. His jaw tenses again as he shoots me an anxious
sideways glance.

“…Alex here.”
Donald gives ‘Alex’ a reassuring smile, but I see the way he rolls
his eyes. Judging by Alex’s tense demeanour, I don’t think he’s
reassured at all.

“That’s fine.
I’ll just mooch around for what I need.” I back away from the
counter, hoping that some distance will put this man at ease, and
he won’t take flight before I can get more information about him.
“I can’t stop long, though; I’ve left my zebra running.” Donald
chuckles as I flick my eyebrows at him. He is used to my
eccentricities and the lengths I’m willing to go to for my work. I
shoot the newcomer a jaunty wink as I back off down one of the
aisles to look for the wood I need.

This Alex is
still eyeing me warily. I’m never the best at making first
impressions. He already thinks I’m crazy, obviously, since I’m
dressed as a zebra whilst shopping in a hardware store. Judging by
his startled and still slightly disapproving expression, he also
probably thinks I’m being forward and brash. Maybe the wink was a
little too much?

He is dressed,
like, well, a normal bloke, in cords, an oversized sweater and
waterproof jacket. He looks bookish and geeky. Oh, God, I love the
geeky, nerdy ones. That sweater, complete with frayed cuffs, just
screams: ‘Too big for me, I need looking after’. And those glasses,
they are sexy as hell. His skin is pale, and he watches me with
wary, dark eyes, almost hidden behind a fringe of mousy-brown hair
that has grown too long. He has freckles, God give me strength, he
has freckles.

I am staring,
I know, walking backwards as I do. He’s staring back. Is he
checking me out? Or is he still trying to work out exactly what I
am?

I am flat on
my arse, that’s what I am.

“Oof!” I
exclaim as I trip backwards over something I swear wasn’t there
before.

“Aye, Ethan,
look out fer that box there, eh?” Donald calls helpfully between
snorts of laughter.

I roll my eyes
as I get up and brush myself off. By the time I’ve done that, my
bookish, geeky, gorgeous nerd has scarpered: taken flight, like a
nervous little bird.

Great, I
scared him off. That happens a lot, especially when I’m dressed as
a zebra.

No matter.
I’ll just find out everything I need to know about the man from
Donald there, and then go and dazzle the guy with my impressive
credentials. He’s a nerd, so he’ll lap it up. They always do when
they find out what I do for a living.

“Ethan, that
zebra of yours is causing chaos with the traffic,” a voice calls
from the shop doorway.

I exchange
glances with Donald and smirk.

“And what
traffic would that be, Geoff, eh?” I ask with a chuckle. “We don’t
get traffic here, unless you include the odd flock of sheep being
herded up Front Street.”

Geoff, our
local law enforcement and pub landlord, chuckles and waves as he
closes the door and goes off to direct the ‘traffic’ around my
parked zebra.

Ours is a
small town, situated amongst wild hills that are populated mostly
by sheep and wild mountain goats. I live in a cottage nestled
cosily between two of those hills, and have a bit of a trek to get
to town, hence the fact that I’ve been training a zebra to pull a
cart for me.

Well, okay, I
know that doesn’t actually sound that normal. Most people would
have a horse, and I do have two Shetland ponies. I just happen to
have a zebra as well, and it needs to be trained for a job I’m
doing, so I’m killing two birds with one stone. Except I had to
walk most of the way because the damn creature wants to follow me
instead of lead me. I swear they’re more closely related to sheep
than horses.

“So what
exactly do you need to make a box for an armadillo, Ethan?” Donald
finally has time for me.

I shrug. “I
just have the measurements, Don. The rest is up to you. I’m no good
with a hammer, remember?”

He nods with a
grimace. The last time I tried to make a box for one of my animals,
I hammered my thumb so badly I ended up needing an operation to
repair it. It still gives me gyp. Embarrassing really, since I
handle dangerous animals all the time without batting an eye and
with very few mishaps, but one minute with a hammer and I end up in
surgery.

I hand Donald
the measurements and the requirements for the carrying case I need
and lean against the counter as he peruses it.

“So, er…tell
me about this Alex, then?” I try to sound nonchalant, but Don has
me rumbled right away.

“He’s not
gay,” he grumbles without looking up from the list.

“That’s not
what I asked,” I huff. “And he doesn’t have to be gay for me to be
curious about a new face.”

“Aye!” Donald
doesn’t sound convinced.

He knows me
too well, I suppose, and I have to admit my curiosity is piqued
because I thought the guy was a super-hot geek fest just waiting
for me to sweep him off his nerdy little feet. And I am not
convinced at all that Donald is right about him not being gay. He
definitely checked me out when I fell, like up and down from head
to foot, or was that because I was dressed as a zebra? I guess that
could be a good reason to give someone a rather startled once
over.

I sometimes
forget the people who live here know me and are used to my weird
ways. Newcomers and holidaymakers can sometimes find me a little
too whacko. Until they get to know me, of course, and then they
fall at my feet.

“Do you think
he thought I was a bit weird?” I grimace, regarding Donald with one
eye closed. He looks me up and down, taking in my full attire,
before exploding with laughter.

“Nah. Who
would ever think that, Ethan?”

I make a face
at him, sticking out my tongue and pushing up from the counter.

“Can I help it
if I’m a slave to my art?”

“You’re an
animal handler and trainer, Ethan, not a fucking performance
artist.”

“I’m getting
paid a hell of a lot of money to train that zebra to pull that
cart,” I fold my arms across my chest and scowl.

“Aye and that
poor man has probably run a mile and jumped a stile to get away
from you. He’ll think twice about coming in here again, so ye c’n
give me some compensation fer lost business due to whacko residents
scaring off valued customers.”

“I’m a valued
customer.” I’m feeling badly done to now. “I’ll buy you a pint
tonight after I get Bear home. I’ll drive back into town, and we
can discuss this further over beer and crisps. I’ll pick up the
stuff I need then. I don’t think I’ll get it in the cart, and Bear
will refuse to pull it if it’s too heavy.”

“See, that’s
what I mean, Ethan.” Donald throws his hands up in frustration.
“Who the hell has a pet zebra and calls it Bear?”

“I do!” I
shout snippily as I pull the door open to leave.

“His name’s
Alexander Hawking, and he just moved into the Miller’s cottage,”
Donald calls after me.

I stop for a
second and hold my hand up in acknowledgement. What a perfect name:
Mr Hawk, well, all right, Hawking, but Hawk sounds better, and he
did act like a flighty bird.

That Miller
cottage has been empty for ages. It was being done up, but I had no
idea it was finished, or for sale or bought or anything. Sometimes
I’m out of the loop because my job takes me all over the country,
and even overseas. When I’m home, I try to catch up, but that bit
of news passed me by.

If this Alex
bloke has bought the Miller’s cottage, then he’s my nearest
neighbour, even if he is in the next valley, about three miles from
me. Hmm, I’ll have to go over and introduce myself, because my new
neighbour is hot as hell.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 2

Sleeping Dogs


Alex

 


“A zebra? You
are pulling my leg, Alex, I mean, really? You’re in Northumberland,
not North Africa.”

“Yes, really,”
I assure my sister over the phone as I stir some soup on my stove.
“Large as life, standing out on the street, coupled to a small
two-wheeled cart, with a crowd of kids gathered around it like they
were in a petting zoo. And this guy, you should’ve seen him.” I
want to laugh when I remember how he’d fallen on his arse, trying
to look cool when he most definitely did not look cool at all. I am
trying not to laugh, though, since I can’t talk to my sister, stir
soup, and collapse in helpless laughter all at the same time. There
will be a mishap. “He was dressed as a zebra as well, Liss.”

“No!” Liss is
giggling uncontrollably now. My hand shakes as I pour my soup into
a bowl. It’s hard not to find the entire business hilarious. I mean
who the hell was that guy?

“Straight up,
he was. A fleecy zebra onesie, and his face was painted with
black-and-white stripes, I swear to God.”

“Is the circus
in town?” She snorts. “That’s the only explanation.”

“I thought so,
too, but there’s been no leaflets, and the town isn’t big enough to
hide a Big Top, I mean it only has about half a dozen streets. It’s
hardly a town at all.” I’d searched all over but hadn’t found any
evidence that there was a circus, so I’d given in and asked
someone. “I asked the man who owns the bookshop, and he just
laughed and said, ‘You must have met Ethan.’ That’s it. He didn’t
say anything else. The guy must be pretty well known to everyone
around here.”

“So his name
is Ethan, your zebra cross-dresser?”

“He’s not
mine, Liss, and he’s obviously completely crazy.”

“Yeah, but you
said he winked at you.”

“And I’m
supposed to read what into that?” I ask her. I have to admit, it’s
not every day someone winks at me, so I’m in no position to be
picky, but I usually prefer them to be dressed more, well,
normal.

“Read into it
what you like, bro, but don’t close the door simply because he was
dressed like a clown.”

“Like a
zebra.”

“Oops, my
mistake.”

We both laugh.
I can afford to now, because I’m sitting at the kitchen table with
my soup.

“Hold on,
Liss, I’m putting you on speaker so I can eat my soup and talk to
you at the same time.” I fumble with the settings on the phone and
then stand it near my soup bowl. “Still there?”

“Still here,”
Liss calls. She thinks she has to shout when we’re talking on
speaker phone; she’s a funny bod. “Are you only having soup for
your tea, Alex?” She sounds concerned, and here we go: the lecture
about eating properly. “You should have more than that.”

“I’m having
apple pie for afters,” I assure her. I’m not. I bought apple pie,
but it’s for tomorrow. She’s five hundred miles away, so she can’t
see.

“You need to
eat properly, Alex. You lost so much weight…” I tune her out.

I don’t need
to be reminded why I lost so much weight. I don’t even want to
think about it. I don’t want to remember why I have chosen to start
a new life in a remote part of the country, away from everyone I
know.

“I’ll be fine,
Liss, and I will eat properly, I promise.”

“Just make
sure you do, or I’ll send Mum up to sort you out.”

I puff out my
cheeks. She would try, but I doubt Mum would come.

“You know mum
refuses to drive anywhere that isn’t five minutes from the M25, so
there isn’t really much chance of her coming all the way up
here.”

“She might
phone you, though,” Liss continues to threaten.

Urgh! I would
rather eat and put on twenty pounds than have to listen to Mum’s
lectures, even over the phone.

“I promise
I’ll eat.”

“Good. Let me
know what happens with Zebra Guy, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”

She hangs up
before I can tell her she doesn’t need to call every bloody day. I
think she is shocked by the way everyone treated me after…well,
just after. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant period in my life.
She feels guilty that I’ve moved so far away from her, but it was
my decision to make. I wanted to find somewhere my old life
wouldn’t have the slightest chance of touching me, so here I am,
all alone, in a cottage in the middle of nowhere, eating soup with
no one else to please but myself.

My soup isn’t
enough to fill me up, so I move on to apple pie anyway. Must be the
fresh air here. Since I moved in, my appetite has gone up
exponentially each day.

The cottage I
have bought is nestled in a cosy little valley with only one
private road in and out. The nearest neighbour is at least three
miles away and over a hill, and the nearest town is a twenty-minute
drive. It’s perfect.

I’ve been here
a week now, and I’m settling in okay. I ventured into town today to
get some supplies. I’d been surviving on tinned stuff and black
coffee, and I couldn’t exactly go and ask a neighbour. Three miles
is a bit of a hike for a cup of sugar.

I might have a
wander over to that farmhouse tomorrow just to see who lives there.
It doesn’t hurt to make some connections as long as it doesn’t
interfere with what I came here to do.

Mainly, that
is to relax. The last two years have been horrible. But I am
putting it all behind me. City life was grinding me down, and after
a particularly bad break-up, I just want to be on my own for a
while. I just want to stay in and read by a cosy log fire. And
here, there isn’t much else to do.

I like books
better than I like people. Reading is my gin and tonic. I’ll read
anything. Old books are my particular passion. My precious
collection of first editions and signed copies of rare books has
moved here with me. It’s going to take me an age to sort them all
and shelve them the way I want. I have enough shelf space, I hope,
after commissioning shelves to be built everywhere they could be
fitted. I am taking my time because I can. I want to get all my
precious books placed just right.

I also repair
books. I love binding them, restoring them to the condition they
were in when they were first printed. I take commissions sometimes,
not that I actually need to work.

There is a
used book store in the local town, a great place. I made myself
known to the owner today, and he’s already given me two books he
wants me to repair. If he sends me regular work it will keep me
busy without stressing me out.

Books give so
much without expecting you to make small talk or socialise with
their friends. They don’t care if you’re wearing the same corduroy
pants you’ve owned since you were in university, or that your
sweater is too big or doesn’t match. They don’t care if your hair
is too long or your glasses keep slipping off your nose. They don’t
want to spend your money on stupid foreign holidays or designer
outfits. They don’t even need you to cook and clean for them. They
don’t need you to pander to their every whim until you don’t know
if you’re standing on your head or lying flat on your back. And
they certainly do not cheat on you with another man.

Books love you
just the way you are. Books are so much better than people.

My apple pie
has gone cold and so has my coffee. I heat them up in the microwave
because there’s no one here to tell me it’s wrong. That’s just
bloody amazing. I am going to love my life here. And tomorrow, I
will wander over to my nearest neighbour to say hello, not because
I feel obliged to speak to them, but because I choose to. It won’t
matter if I don’t like them or they don’t like me because there’s
an entire hill between us.

I settle down
by my lovely log fire with one of my precious books, thinking life
couldn’t get much better than this. Really, right now, my life is
just perfect.

I can’t
concentrate, though. Zebras keep creeping into my mind, and not the
real one that I saw outside in the street today. I mean, that was
shocking enough, because when that guy had appeared and said he’d
left his zebra running, I thought he’d been talking about some
weird brand of car, not a real zebra. No, I’m not thinking about
the real zebra, I’m thinking about the guy, dressed as a zebra.
Why? Does he have a zebra fetish? Is there even a zebra fetish
scene? Is it here in this remote corner of Northumberland?

Why am I so
filled with questions all of a sudden?

Why did he
wink at me? Why am I even thinking about it? He was obviously off
his trolley. For dressing like a zebra and for winking, because I’m
not winking material, definitely not.

He fell over,
and I wanted to laugh, but I was in shock. Who wouldn’t be, meeting
a grown man dressed the way he was? I hope I don’t meet him again.
He was scary.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 3

Bee in Your Bonnet


Ethan

 


“Okay,
Paddington, let’s try that again. When I say ‘attack’ go for the
arm, okay? Just the arm, though, not the ankle, or the face or the
crotch, just the arm, got it?”

My beautiful,
eighteen-month-old German shepherd bitch tips her head to one side
and gives a soft growling whine in reply. She’s gorgeous, and I
love her to bits, but if she bites my nether regions again while I
am trying to get her to ‘pretend’ to attack my arm, I am trading
her in for a Yorkshire terrier: a miniature one.

“Hear that,
Paddy?” She tips her head the other way. “The entire reputation of
the German shepherd breed is lying on your lovely shoulders. Oh,
the shame of it, to be replaced by a yappy Yorkie.” I hold out my
right arm, a treat held discreetly in my left hand. She knows it’s
there, she can smell it, but she also knows she will only get it if
she follows my command. “Attack!”

She runs at
me, jumps and grabs my arm with her impressive incisors. Thank God
I am wearing a padded suit. She’s so powerful she pushes me
backwards, growling and shaking my well-protected arm as if she is
trying to shake it out of its socket. I make the right noises,
non-verbal yells of fear as I try to fight her off. I’ve taught her
to growl alongside the attack to make it look and sound authentic.
It probably does look terrifying, but to her it’s all a massive
game. I mean, her furiously wagging tail gives it all away. She is
having the best fun.

“Release!” I
shout, and she immediately releases her death grip on my arm.
“Stand down!” She sits back on her haunches, her tongue lolling out
comically. “Good girl.” Only then does she go for the treat in my
hand. I make a fuss, because she deserves that one.

“I’m not
really gonna trade you in, you great softy,” I tell her as she
attempts to lick my face while I rub down her back and scratch her
ears. “I would never, you lovely, lovely dog.”

I pull back
and take out another treat from the endless supply secreted within
the padded suit I’m wearing. Paddy smells it and knows the drill
now. We will do this over again, several times until I am sure she
has the hang of it, then take a break. Otherwise, she’ll get bored
and tired, and I’ll most likely end up black and blue.

It’s worth it,
though. I love training her; she’s a delight and so intelligent,
but her ability to train keeps food on our table and a roof over
our heads.

“Ready,
Paddy?” She pricks up her ears. “Attack!”

She’s on me
and growling like a wild animal. Oh, she is so good, a real natural
actress.

“Hello?” a
voice calls from somewhere on the other side of the yard. What
the…? “Hello, anybody about?”

The voice is
getting nearer. Paddy has stopped growling and her ears have
pricked up, flicking in the direction of the voice. Her eyes regard
me with a question, her eyebrows lifting and falling comically, but
she won’t release her grip on my arm until I tell her because she
badly wants that treat.

“Er, hello?” I
call back, scrambling to my feet and peering around the corner of
the barn and across the yard towards my house.

“Hello! Are
you the owner of the house, I mean, farmer, or, you know…er, what I
mean is, do you live here?”

Well, knock me
down with a feather; walking towards me is none other than the hot,
geeky nerd from Donald’s Hardware yesterday. I forget the way I’m
dressed and what is attached to my arm and step out to greet him.
What was his name again? Oh yeah, Alex.

“Hello again,”
I call brightly.

He has that
very same expression on his face as yesterday in the shop: a
mixture of disapproval and downright scared as hell. I mean, he
does actually have a good right to look slightly startled. I’ve got
a fully grown German shepherd dog hanging off my arm, and the
padded suit I’m wearing makes me look like the Michelin Man.

“Paddy,
release!” Paddy jumps down. “Stand down!” She sits on her haunches
as obedient as ever, and I feel a flash of pride. “Good girl!” She
takes her treat, and I fuss over her again, crouching down to
scratch her ears, laughing as her tongue swipes across my face.

“Er, you were
training her?” the man asks as he steps a little closer, his
expression now more curious than scared. I nod.

“Yes, her
name’s Paddington, Paddy for short.” I squint up at him, shielding
my eyes from the bright spring sunshine. “It’s Alex, isn’t it?” I
am just creating an opener. He tenses his jaw and regards me with a
slight frown.

“Er, yes,” he
answers a little hesitantly. “You, er, have me at a disadvantage,
I’m afraid.”

Well, I guess
we weren’t formally introduced, but it was only yesterday, and I’m
not that easy to forget, am I?

Well, maybe I
was dressed a little differently.

“Donald’s
Hardware? Zebra suit?” I remind him.

His eyes widen
as he makes the connection. His mouth forms an ‘O’ shape, causing
me to focus on just how perfect those lips actually are: all soft
and pink and pouty.

“Yes, I sort
of remember. I didn’t recognise you with…well, dressed like you are
now.”

“It’s a
protective suit,” I explain. “I have to wear it or Paddy’ll bite
chunks out of my arm when I’m training her to attack.”

He looks a
little startled but not overly so. “She’s a guard dog?” he
asks.

“No, no,
nothing like that.” I begin to undo the straps on my padded
sleeves. I’m going to invite this beautiful man in for a coffee,
and I can’t exactly do that dressed as an iconic tyre salesman.
“She couldn’t guard anything for toffee. She’s an actress.”

“A… Sorry,
what?”

Alex pushes
his glasses up his nose, an action that he’s repeated several times
in the few minutes he’s been here. Makes me want to take them off
him and adjust them for him, not because it’s irritating—because
it’s not—but because, well, he just has this air of unloved
unkemptness about him that has my fingers itching to straighten his
mousy curls and fasten his coat.

“Paddy’s a
canine actress. I train her for TV work and commercials. Movie work
too, sometimes.” I brace myself for the outpouring of interest,
since this snippet of information is usually all that’s needed to
totally turn around someone’s opinion of me. It does not come.

Alex just
continues to stare at me as if I have two heads.

“Ethan.” I
pull off the right sleeve of my suit and offer my hand in greeting,
“Ethan Shaw, animal handler and trainer extraordinaire. A whole
host of animals all highly trained for commercials, TV work, and
movies. You name it, I’ve trained it.”

Alex’s frown
stays firmly in place, absolutely unimpressed by my profession or
résumé. Well, there’s a first. He doesn’t take my hand, just stares
at it, as if it is somehow diseased.

“So you
exploit animals for your own financial gain? Honourable.” His tone
is dripping with sarcasm as he turns to go. “Nice meeting you,
Ethan.” His manner tells me he thinks it was definitely not
nice.

Oh my god, an
animal rights activist! I’ve met plenty of his sort throughout my
life. I pull off the other sleeve from my suit and am left with
just the body and the leggings, which I leave in place and run
after him. It’s more of a lolloping gambol, though, because the
leggings are bulky.

“Hey!” I am
angry, because there are two kinds of people in this world: the
ones who think I’m a harmless nutter and the ones who think I
exploit animals for a living. He seems to be both, and neither of
them would be right, because I am none of the above. “I do not and
have not ever mistreated any of the animals in my care.” I love
each and every one of them, and they never want for anything. He
has no right to judge me so harshly. “I treat them right, and they
are perfectly happy.”

“Of course
they are.” Alex regards me haughtily. “So you’re t-telling me that
every single animal you own would not, given the choice, choose to
be set free and live a n-natural life in the wild.”

“What the
hell?” When did this turn from a pleasant introduction to a
full-scale judgement day? “You can’t come over here and make
assumptions before you even know me, or anything about my life.” I
shake a padded sleeve at him angrily. “And you’re assuming a
natural life in the wild is the best option for some of these
creatures. In the wild, most of them would spend their entire
existence in a constant state of stress. You can’t tell me there is
anything natural about that. Plus, if I decided to set them all
free right now, half of them would be dead by sunrise.”

“S-so you’ve
got this notion that you’re doing them a favour, then, but at the
same time, you make a quid or two from their exploitation?” He
looks me up and down, his expression remains snooty, but he’s
stuttering as if he isn’t too sure anymore. “W-when I first met
you, I wondered if, by any chance, the circus was in town. I see my
assumption was right on that account. Performing dogs or dancing
bears, padded suit or top hat and red coat, it’s all the same thing
to me, and trying to impress by telling me you work in TV and
movies is a highway to nothing, because I don’t watch either. They
will be the downfall of society and everything that made us great.
G-good day, Mr Shaw.”

He walks off,
just like that, without even introducing himself properly. Stuck-up
bastard!

I watch him
go. He can go to hell with his double standards, since he seemed
fine when he thought I was training Paddy as a guard dog, but now
he knows it’s for work in front of a camera, he thinks I’m
exploiting her. Guard dogs have a terrible life. Paddy leads a
charmed existence with me. I spoil her bloody rotten, along with
all the rest of my assortment of lively creatures.

Trust my luck
to have my new neighbour be some sort of moralising do-gooder. He’s
bloody gorgeous as well, which is just typical. He thinks
television and movies are the axis of evil, which is a little
weird, but it also means I can’t rely on my choice of career to win
him over.

I see I am
going to have to try harder to get into this guy’s good books
because he thinks I’m some sort of low life circus ringmaster.

Why would I
even want to bother, though, since I don’t need his approval to
carry on the way I am. I know I don’t exploit my crew.

I do a hell of
a lot for conservation in this area in my very little spare time. I
also do a great deal of work with the local schools, teaching them
about the wildlife they will one day be expected to protect if they
want to keep on seeing these creatures in the wild.

No, I don’t
need his approval to continue doing that. I’m just really fucking
annoyed he didn’t hang around long enough to see those other
aspects of my life. He just made an assumption based on the few
facts he has: that I train a dog to act, and I have a zebra that I
apparently force to pull a cart around for the entertainment of the
local school kids.

Bugger it. I
want to hate him for making the wrong assumptions about me, but I
can’t, because as I watch him walk off into the distance, I can’t
help remembering the way he stuttered just that little bit, like he
wasn’t really angry with me, and it was just an excuse. I can’t
ignore the way my fingers are still itching to brush his mousy
curls out of his wide, dark eyes and pull his sweater straight, and
mend the hole in the knee of his worn cords.

What is that
all about?

Paddy
patiently sits at my feet. She gives a low, confused little growl.
It’s like a question, and I chuckle. Sometimes I know exactly what
she is thinking.

“No, I do not
want you to bite his arse.” I scratch at her ears affectionately.
“Any arse biting of Alex la-de-da Hawking, will be done by me,
thank you very much. Although, you are right; he does have a rather
nice one.” I chuckle at my shamelessness. “Pity his attitude stinks
like yesterday’s raccoon shit.”

The
unmistakable roar of tyres grinding over the gravel track towards
my home causes me to jump. The noise is deafening in the silence of
the surrounding countryside. Paddy gives a warning bark, and I
shush her with a hand signal. Whoever it is, they’re coming to see
me, unless they’re lost.

There are
several footpaths criss-crossing the hills and valleys that
surround my farmhouse. Sometimes I get lost bods, trying to find
the nearest parking spot from which to begin their hill walk. I
sometimes get the odd one wanting to park in my yard, but that is
rare, and they usually run a fucking mile when I appear with all my
crew in tow. I give a whistle and my other dog, a Border collie
called Corduroy, comes bounding round the corner to sit at my other
side.

Both dogs give
a warning growl as the vehicle comes into sight.

“It’s all
right, Paddy, Cordy. We’ll set Rupert on them if they’re
unfriendly. Maybe I should have done that with Alex.”

The
approaching vehicle rounds the base of the hill, and I give a soft
sigh of relief. It’s Donald, probably bringing the box I ordered.
He’s made it for me in the end, because he knows I’m completely
hopeless when it comes to following instructions, written ones
anyway.

“Was that your
new neighbour I saw disappearing up the hill just now?” Donald
calls as he jumps from his truck and lifts the tail gate down in
order to slide the enormous box out.

“Aye, it was,
and are you sure this was made to the measurements I gave you, Don?
It’s fucking huge.” I help him lift the box down onto the ground,
and then he makes a fuss of Paddy and Cordy, who are all over him
like a rash, the tarts.

“And thanks
for making the stupid thing for me, Donald,” he says in a
sarcastic-as-hell tone. “That was so helpful.”

I grimace. I
meant to thank him, I did. It’s just sometimes my brain thinks
faster than my mouth does, and sometimes my mouth works before my
brain is engaged.

“Thanks, Don,
really, this is a godsend. I can transport that armadillo back
whence it came at the weekend. My work with him is done.”

Don stops his
fussing of Paddy and stands.

“When’s your
next job?” he asks, interested as always.

“With Bear, on
that TV series thing.” I rub the back of my neck.

“Oh.” He
smiles. “That’s a biggie, isn’t it?”

“Aye, I’ll be
away for three weeks. That is, if I can get him to pull that damn
cart without me having to dress as a fucking zebra.” I shake my
head.

I don’t know
why I’m complaining about the lengths I have to go to for my work.
I do kind of enjoy it in a warped sort of way. Dressing in a zebra
onesie is not the most ridiculous thing I have had to do recently,
by far.

“You love it
really.” Don chuckles, and I nod in agreement.

“Aye, I
suppose.” I shrug.

Usually I’d
agree whole-heartedly, but I’m distracted this morning. I still
can’t work out what I did that got up Alex’s nose so quickly. Even
if he is an animal rights nut, he had no right to mouth off at me
the way he did. He doesn’t have all the facts, and what was with
that stutter?

“What’s
bothering you, Ethan?” Don always knows when I’m distracted by
something, when something is troubling me. I sometimes think he
knows me better than I know myself. Better than my own parents
even.

“Alex just
stormed off with his knickers in a real twist.” I squint in the
late-morning sun, looking out in the direction of the path Alex
took.

Donald makes a
face, like he’s not surprised. “What did you do?” he asks, as if
it’s quite understood that I should have done something to upset
the bloke.

“Why do you
automatically assume it was me in the wrong?” I am indignant,
puffing out my chest and curling my lip.

“Because nine
times out of ten it is you, Ethan.”

“Well, this
time it wasn’t, see?” I hardly think it’s fair to say it’s as much
as nine times out of ten. Maybe seven or eight. “He started
spouting all this crap about animal cruelty and exploitation. He
doesn’t even know me, and he’s telling me how despicable my career
is, earning money on the back of those poor animals’ suffering.” I
kick at the gravel and stones on the road in frustration. “Then he
as much as told me the television and movie industry is the spawn
of the devil and I am the product of that spawn.” I throw my hands
up and out, in the direction Alex went. “And he’s probably a bloody
vegetarian an’ all.”

“So are you.”
Donald laughs out loud in surprise.

“Yes, but not
because I believe that everyone should stop eating meat. It’s a
healthy option for me, not an animal rights thing, plus I’m just
fussy. I don’t go and protest outside abattoirs and animal-testing
labs.”

“No, but given
the chance…” Don leaves it hanging. “And I’ve only met Alex the
once, but he doesn’t seem the type to go off protesting either. He
seemed a little awkward and shy, actually. Maybe you caught him on
an off day.”

I shrug and
walk off towards the house with Paddy and Cordy following at my
heels. Don follows.

Paddy reaches
up and touches her nose to my hand, which I unconsciously hold
within her reach. I am so much better with animals than people.
Donald is one of the few humans I feel comfortable with, truth be
told. I can sometimes make my mouth go, and I fall out with my
friends on a regular basis. Don is a lot older than me. He’s a
friend of my dad’s really, so he’s known me a long time.

“What he said
about you mistreating your animals is bullshit anyway. You don’t
have a cruel bone in your body, Ethan,” Donald tells me as he joins
me in the kitchen for a coffee.

“Yeah, well,
tell that to Mister Hoity-Toity, Holier-Than-Thou Alex Whatever His
Name Is.” I huff as I pull the kettle over to the sink and fill it
aggressively.

The water
splashes up in my face, and I shake the drops away angrily.

“He just needs
to know you better, that’s all,” Donald assures me. “You know you
don’t always make it easy to get to know the real Ethan Shaw. You
try too hard to impress instead of just being yourself.”

I fill three
water bowls and place them on the floor. My two cats, Boog and
Sooty, immediately come and weave between my ankles, mewling like
the two Siamese cats in Lady and The Tramp. When they do
that, I always have The Siamese Cat Song in my head. If they ever
make a live-action version of that movie then these two would be
first in line for an audition; they are perfect for that role, and
devious enough, too. I laugh at their shamelessness.

“You’re not
getting any food; you’ve had plenty today. Next meal is at seven.
No one loves a fat Siamese cat.”

Donald
chuckles as they slink off, disappointed and plotting their next
devious move.

“Where’s the
other half of the quartet?” Don asks as he watches the kitchen door
warily.

As if they
have heard their cue, the ‘other half’ come sidling in and squirm
their way up onto the table.

“BooBoo,
Yogi!” I call to my two mischievous but adorable raccoons. “Get off
the table. You know the rules.”

Yogi jumps
down and runs to me immediately. BooBoo waits, just long enough to
let me know she is not my puppet, then jumps down and joins her
brother. They both sit at my feet, their forepaws in the air,
watching me expectantly and snickering the way only raccoons
do.

I chuckle and
reach into the cupboard behind me. Releasing the child lock, I
fetch out a box of cheesy treats.

Apparently,
raccoons will do anything for cheesy treats. They both take one,
politely, and then leave to enjoy the tasty morsel, probably in
front of the two cats, who will be most discontent.

The noise of
the cupboard opening attracts the attention of the last member of
my house crew: my grumpy, tetchy cockatoo, Beorn. She lands on my
shoulder and presents her head to be scratched. I chuckle and sneak
her a treat, too, before she starts swearing at me, which has been
known to happen at the most inopportune moments. Cockatoos will eat
anything but Beorn will die for junk food. She takes the treat and
nips at my ear before eating, with gusto, and covering my shoulder
with crumbs.

My crew. There
is never a dull moment.

“It’s all very
well telling me to be myself.” I continue my conversation with
Donald, as I make the coffee. “Trouble is, myself just isn’t that
interesting.”

“Bollocks!”
Don laughs as I hand him his coffee. “You live with two cats, two
raccoons, a bossy cockatoo and two adorable dogs. How on earth is
that not interesting? Not to mention all the other stuff you do,
like wildlife rescue, going into the local schools, which you do
for nothing. You even hold an unofficial pet clinic every time
you’re in the pub. Kids love you. Adults think you’re a hero
because you save them a visit to the vet, and it only costs them a
pint of beer. You are a very interesting person, Ethan. This Alex
guy needs to get his facts right.”

I sit down at
the table with him, shrugging as I do. I don’t see my life as
anything but normal. Maybe he is thinking of someone else’s life.
True, I do all those things, but I don’t do them because I want
glory or recognition or hero worship. I do them because there’s a
need. I take in injured wildlife. I talk to local school kids about
conservation. The Wildlife Trust help me out with some funding, but
my work makes enough money to be comfortable and to do everything
else I want to do. People don’t think Ethan Shaw on his own is
interesting—it’s Ethan Shaw: Animal Man that they want—all except
Alex that is.

“Besides,” Don
continues after we have sat for about ten minutes in silence,
watching my two raccoons play with some pine cones and a mug, “some
people don’t want ultra-exciting. Have a little more faith in
yourself as a person instead of hiding behind all these amazing
things you do with your crew.”

“Whatever.” I
still don’t think I am in any way amazing. I do what I do. I’m very
lucky to be doing something I love, but that isn’t because I’m
amazing. It’s because I had some incredible support from family and
friends when I first decided to follow my dream.

Alex seems
like a bookish, intelligent man. He’s maybe a little snooty and
stuck up, too, but perhaps Don is right: he could have been having
an off day. Whatever was going on in his head today, I still think
he’s beautiful. We have absolutely nothing in common. What interest
could he possibly have in someone who hasn’t even finished reading
a book in his entire life?

I want him to
be interested in me, though. I don’t know why, but the brief
encounters I’ve had with him so far have me intrigued and have
evoked feelings in me that I don’t really understand. That urge to
straighten out his clothes and comb his hair needs more
exploration, I think.

I reckon this
Alex Hawking needs looking after, and I’m good at that. Very
good.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 4

Birds of a Feather


Alex

 


“Oh, Alex.” My
sister’s tone is one of disappointment, with a hint of amusement
thrown in for good measure, as I tell her what happened during my
first attempt to meet my new neighbour. I’m so happy to have
entertained her this afternoon.

I admit I am
not proud of the way I spoke to Ethan. I behaved like an absolute
arse. I’ll never forget the startled, hurt look in the man’s eyes,
and they were so green. Oh, God, why am I remembering a detail like
that right now?

“You need to
go and apologise to him.”

“Don’t you
think I know that already, Liss?” I shouldn’t be so snippy with
her, because she is absolutely right. I am angry with myself
because I’m afraid I may have burned my bridges. “I just…I don’t
think he’ll see me. He was so angry and upset; I doubt he’ll give
me the time of day after everything I said. I feel so bad about
it.”

“Even if he
won’t see you, you still need to try.”

“I know, I
know. I just don’t know what.”

“You’re an
intelligent guy. You’ll work it out. I’m off to pick the kids up
from school.”

I heave a
heavy sigh. That is about all the help I can expect from my sister.
She might once have been willing to pick up every piece of my
malfunctioning social life, but I am thirty and need to learn to
stand on my own two feet. It’s the reason I moved here.

“Give my
love.” I hardly know her two children: my nephew and niece. I’ve
met them a handful of times, and now I’ve moved so far from
anywhere, I doubt I will see them very often at all. I feel a pang
of guilt as I tell her to give my love. Even if she does tell them,
they probably won’t remember me except I’m the slightly weird uncle
that sends them books at birthdays and Christmas.

“I will.” Liss
is telling me as I get lost in my thoughts. “And when I call
tomorrow, I want you to have apologised to him, or at least have a
plan in place. Don’t make me come over there, Alex Hawking.” She
hangs up with a chuckle.

What is she,
my mother? She’s right, though. I have to at least try to make
amends. I shouldn’t have said the things I did. I shudder to
imagine what he thinks of me. I made a dreadful first
impression.

I wouldn’t be
surprised if he refused to see me. He may well turn his dog on me,
or worse, that zebra!

I’ve put off
making an apology because I’m basically a coward. I read plenty of
books about brave, strong characters, so you’d think I could grow
some bigger balls and act like one of them, but it’s been two days,
and I just keep thinking up excuses for not going over there.
Except now I’ve run out of plausible ones.

****

When I get up
the next morning, I’m half hoping it will rain, but the heavens are
against me. It is gloriously sunny and clear and warm out there.
It’s a damn conspiracy.

I need a game
plan, a plan of attack so to speak. I can’t go over there
empty-handed. I need a peace offering. I’ve had two days; you’d
think I would have thought about this before now, but I was too
busy trying not to think about it.

I have wine,
would Ethan drink wine? Would he prefer beer? Flowers? Too
feminine. There is nothing remotely feminine about Ethan Shaw—even
when he was dressed as a zebra he oozed masculinity from his
very—stripy—pores.

And his eyes.
Oh my god, those eyes. Like precious emeralds. But so full of hurt
when I said the things I said. I didn’t mean to sound like a
stuck-up, opinionated snob, but he had me all flustered, and I
don’t make very good impressions when I’m all flustered.

I haven’t got
any beer, and going into town to get some will take too long and
simply be procrastination. I can’t put this off any longer. Wine
will have to do.

I bite the
bullet and set off to walk the three miles to Ethan’s house.
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