

      

         

            

         

      


   





Hannah Coates has always loved dogs – she grew up surrounded by pooches, and now has two of her own. She loves all dogs, but beagles remain her favourite.
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‘Never despair – even when it’s slop for dinner.’


 


‘Wheeee!’ I launch myself across the wet kitchen lino on my rump for the seventh time. The world spins brilliantly with my body, and my ears begin to lift. ‘Look at me, Molly, I’m skating.’


My sister shakes her head, but she’s grinning, her pink tongue hanging out. She’s been enjoying the show from a safe vantage point under the kitchen table, where Mr Minton is less likely to walk past and tread on her paw or tail by accident. He’s old, so it only hurts when he’s wearing his heavy boots instead of his deliciously smelly slippers. But she knows I don’t like her to risk it. Not with her bad leg.


Molly’s bad leg is my fault. That’s how I see it, at any rate.


Back when we were puppies together, skidding back and forth across another kitchen floor with our siblings, someone brought a delivery to the front door, and Mum’s owner left the front door open while she carried the box through to the kitchen.


Now, Mum knew we were all brainless fur balls at that age. So she had warned us very specifically never to leave the house, however green and tempting the front lawn seemed.


‘It’s not safe outside the house,’ Mum told us all repeatedly, licking behind our ears as she did every morning and every evening. ‘There’s a busy road out there. Full of cars.’


‘What are cars?’ I asked excitedly.


‘Big machines that go really fast and can hurt you. So don’t ever go outside without a human. Do you hear me?’


Big machines that go really fast.


To me, they sounded amazing. Far too amazing to be avoided, however many times she repeated her warning while cleaning my fur.


So, of course, you already know what happened.


The moment the front door was left open, I saw my chance. I nudged Molly – the two of us never left each other’s sides, even then – and whispered, ‘Come on, the front door’s open. Let’s go and see what the lawn’s like.’


‘But Mum said— ’


‘Never mind what Mum said. She already knows what’s outside, she goes out on the lawn every day, so of course she’s not curious. But that’s not very fair on us, is it?’ I dragged her along by the ear, and she did not protest after that, but came willingly. Because Molly and I could never bear to be apart, not even for a few minutes. But she was smaller than me, the runt of the litter, and not as fast-moving. ‘Oh come on, Sis, if we don’t hurry, someone will shut the door again. Don’t you want to see what’s outside?’


What was outside was a large delivery van, reversing down our drive.


Suddenly we were outside.


Free.


Unaccompanied for the first time in our young lives.


Oblivious to the danger, I bounded across an expanse of sweet green lawn so wide and long, it seemed like a field to me at the age of three months. Grass, glorious grass! My tender paws revelled in the feel of its velvety dampness, and my nose quivered at the gorgeous fresh smell of every green springing blade it encountered. Up above our heads was the sky, the highest ceiling I had ever seen, and it seemed to stretch for ever, blue and soaring and ever so slightly terrifying.


In my heart, I had known that ‘outside’ would be like this. The world beyond the dreary confines of our house was phenomenal, it was like nothing I had ever known before, and all I could think was, ‘What else is there? What more can I see and smell and touch?’


The lawn came to an end, but I did not stop there.


Oh no, for imbued with an adventurer’s spirit, I kept running and running, with little Molly close behind me. Together, we stampeded through the soft soil of a flower bed and careered across the hard black Tarmac of the drive, barking wildly at the bombardment of smells and sights all around us.


Still reversing, the van’s rear wheels missed me by a few inches.


Molly was not so lucky.


The first I knew that something had gone badly wrong was a dull thud behind me, and the squeal of the van’s brakes.


Then a high-pitched yelp from Molly.


It was the kind of yelp that stays with you for ever. Sometimes I still hear it in my dreams and wake from sleep, trembling with guilt over what I did to my sister that day.


When Molly came back from the vet’s surgery after the accident, one of her hind legs was tightly bandaged. She had to sleep on the sofa for days, only lifted off for food and to do her business on newspaper. Hanging my head in shame, I lay beneath the sofa all day, just to be near my sister, and cowered in abject fear every time anyone so much as opened the front door.


I thought of the outside world as a terrible, dangerous place after that, and vowed never to go outside again.


My resolve lasted all of three weeks.


You would think I should have learned my lesson after such an appalling accident. But of course, as soon as we puppies started to be allowed outside for walks and play time, I forgot my timidity and bounded about the lawn with the others as though it had never happened.


I never forgot my part in causing Molly’s accident, though.


Maybe I would have forgotten in time. Except that the injury she suffered under the van’s wheel that day has never entirely healed. Even now poor Molly still limps badly, and often asks me to lick her leg over the site of the old wound while she rests, as she finds that eases her pain for a few hours.


So the prospect of Mr Minton treading on her leg is a very real and frightening threat. For both of us.


Personally, I always scarper when I see old Minton coming. His eyesight is fading, and since we’re beagles and a little vertically challenged, he doesn’t always spot us underfoot. Not like the bigger dogs, Jethro, Biscuit and sweet-natured Tina. But Molly is slower, not just on account of being smaller, but because of her bad leg too.


By contrast, I could never be accused of being slow.


‘Bertie, careful now.’ Her tone sharpens now as I skid wildly across the kitchen floor. Her eyes widen in horror. ‘Too fast, Bertie. Too fast. You’ll hurt yourself if you don’t watch out for the— ’


Too late.


Unlike the other times I’ve done this, I miss the softer landing of the messy pile of unwashed clothes and collide with the metal base of the cooker instead.


With a yelp, I am thrown sideways by the impact, all the breath knocked out of me. I lie there for a few seconds, staring up at the ceiling from an odd angle. It feels like my brain has turned to jelly.


‘Ouch.’ I get up gingerly, checking myself for broken bones. Nothing seems to be seriously damaged, but I am unsteady on my paws. I stagger away, then give myself a little shake, hoping to settle my brains back into place. ‘Hmm, that wasn’t supposed to happen.’


‘Are you okay?’


‘Think some of my brains fell out of my ear.’ I shake my head again. The buzzing starts to subside. ‘That wasn’t such a great idea. I need all the brains I can get.’


Molly limps over to investigate. Her nose nuzzles at my face, then she gives my ear a quick lick to be sure. ‘Bertie, you’ve got to be more careful,’ she scolds me, concern in her lovely dark eyes. ‘What would I do without you?’


‘Oh, you’ll never get rid of me,’ I say cheerily. ‘Even when you’re old and can hardly walk, I’ll be there, Sis, causing trouble for you as always.’


Molly sits back and stares at me, wagging her tail. ‘I can hardly walk now,’ she reminds me drily, but it’s clear I’ve amused her.


Jethro shambles through the partly open kitchen door. A large yellow Labrador, his belly distended from too many dog treats while Mrs Minton was still alive, he gazes at us both in mild annoyance. ‘What’s all the noise about? You’re going to wake Minton with that ruckus. And why is the floor wet?’ He sniffs speculatively. ‘Not wee. Did you knock over the water bowl again?’


‘Welcome to my skating rink,’ I say, drawing myself up magnificently.


‘Your . . . what?’


Biscuit, an even larger yellow Labrador, pushes past Jethro, his own nose twitching with culinary excitement. ‘What’s up? Has Minton been cooking liver again? Damn, that smells good, smells good, smells . . .’ We wait, watching him blink through other possible adjectives, but Biscuit has not been blessed with an over-large vocabulary. ‘Good,’ he concludes, and scratches an itchy ear, apparently satisfied with his word choice.


‘Not liver,’ Jethro growls. It’s obvious he’s bored and looking for a fight. ‘Bertie’s been skating again.’


‘Oh no, no, no, no, no.’ Biscuit keeps scratching, his paw slightly hysterical now, like it’s got stuck in a loop and can’t stop. ‘Not the wet floor again. Minton hates the wet floor. Half rations coming.’


We fall silent at a familiar and disconcerting sound from above. It’s the heavy creak of Mr Minton coming down the stairs in his boots. Probably to discover what the noise is about.


I nudge Molly. ‘Boots, not slippers. Quick, back under the table,’ I whisper, and she nods, hurriedly returning to her hiding place, head down, tail between her legs.


Biscuit turns too quickly and bangs straight into the door frame. ‘Ow,’ he mutters, looking dazed, then stumbles back into the living room.


Jethro has already vanished. He may not be the most intelligent animal in the world, but he has good preservation skills.


There is no sign of Tina, I realise. Though she probably hasn’t even stirred yet today. A long-legged greyhound, Tina prefers to sleep most of the morning away in her comfortable padded basket whenever possible, aware that a walk is unlikely to be forthcoming until late afternoon. Always assuming that Mr Minton actually remembers to take us out, that is.


Not that Tina ever deigns to speak to me and Molly if she can avoid it.


‘Beagles,’ she exclaimed on the day we first arrived at 167 Park View Drive – two fluffy, brown and white puppies yapping and wriggling about in a carry-case – her thin snout quivering in outrage before she turned her back on us and curled up in her basket. ‘How unspeakably common.’


A tall, elegant lady, Tina considers herself a cut above the rest of us. And she probably is, I often think. Tina would never lower herself to skid across a wet kitchen floor for fun, that’s for sure.


I dart under the table, squatting rump to nervous rump with Molly, and watch as Mr Minton stomps into the kitchen.


Mr Minton.


What can I say that would endear another human to him?


Not much, frankly.


Our owner is stooped and crabby, and always in a bad mood these days. Though, to be fair, that’s hardly surprising. It’s only three months since his wife died. I’m sure I would be in a foul mood for the rest of my life if Molly died, and she’s my sister, not my life mate. And I can see his point of view when he complains about the state of the place, and how much work he has to do now she’s gone. For it was old Mrs Minton who brought us here, and cared for all us dogs, and who always dropped food scraps from the meal table for us (assuming Biscuit and Jethro didn’t muscle us out of the way before we could snatch it up) when her husband wasn’t looking.


Then one morning she did not come downstairs like usual. And Mr Minton sat up there on his own for hours, sobbing and banging on the floor, before men finally arrived and carried her body out of the house.


‘Oh no,’ Biscuit had said gloomily, watching all this with only the vaguest wag of his tail. ‘Oh no. Maybe she’s just sleepy. I’m often sleepy like that. Maybe she’ll come back soon. Tomorrow. Or . . . tomorrow.’


But none of us were so stupid we could not grasp what her abrupt departure meant. It was the end of everything we had known. The end of our comfortable life.


And the start of Mr Minton’s reign of terror.


Initially, it was only our food that was affected by this change in leadership. Plastic-wrapped dog food rolls were Minton’s first startling innovation. We still get them for dinner most days. Cylinders of brown pap that come oozing out of multi-coloured wrappers and land in the bowls with a horrible slopping sound. I am far too polite to suggest what it looked like. But it was not a popular decision.


‘Eat it, you ungrateful mutts,’ he told us, whenever he remembered to feed us that first week. ‘Don’t look at me like that. It’s cheap. Eat me out of house and home if I let you, wouldn’t you?’


Always a picky eater, Tina turned up her nose and suggested that it was actually dog meat we were eating.


As in, other dogs.


Molly refused to eat for three whole days after she heard that. Biscuit thought the brown pap tasted okay though, and ate her ration alongside his own and most of Tina’s.


‘Not bad, not bad,’ he managed to say between gulps.


I was not keen either. But I was hungry. And starvation can make even cardboard seem tasty, as Molly quickly discovered, and eventually I persuaded her to eat the brown pap. ‘Honestly, like Biscuit says, it’s not that bad once you’re used to it,’ I told her, licking at her bad leg when it ached in the long, cold evenings. ‘Come on, Sis, you need to keep your strength up for our walks.’


‘What walks?’ she asked blankly.


‘I’m sure he’ll take us out in a day or two,’ I said, and after a minute of gloom she agreed, rubbing her nose against mine for comfort.


We both like to hope for the best. It seems the only way to deal with life’s trials. Things always look brighter when you’ve got a smile on your face and all four paws in motion. Like trouble can never catch up with you that way.


But it turned out that Mr Minton is not a very keen dog-walker either.


That first month, we all looked up hopefully whenever Mr Minton came trudging in from his weekly shop, and our tummies rumbled with expectation. But the heavy tins with their gravy-rich contents or satisfying chunks of jelly never returned. All we had left from that time were memories of tasty scraps and meaty treats and bowl-licking goodness at meal times. It was clear early on that, however much we whined and turned our noses up at the new squishy cylinders, the delicious tins would never return. For the good old days had passed away irrevocably with Mrs Minton.


Now even Tina partakes of half a bowlful of the grim slop. So she doesn’t get any thinner, I suppose, and slip down a grating while we’re out on a walk.


‘Better than eating poo,’ Jethro often says cheerlessly, and tucks in alongside Biscuit at chow-time, neither of them being fussy eaters.


Sometimes, while waiting for the unappetizing brown slop to land in my bowl, I’m not entirely sure he’s right. But I’m determined not to give in to despair.


Beside me under the table, Molly shivers as Mr Minton swears loudly over the wet floor, and stamps away in his heavy boots to fetch the mop.


‘Bloody water everywhere,’ he shouts, rummaging in the cupboard under the stairs. Bucket and mop and broom clatter together noisily as he slams about. ‘Bloody mangy mutts. You’ll be the death of me one day, just like you were the death of my poor wife.’


I feel my sister tremble and nudge her shoulder reassuringly. ‘He doesn’t mean it.’


‘Doesn’t he?’


‘Life will get better,’ I tell her in a whisper. ‘You’ll see.’


‘Of course it will,’ she agrees at once.


She’s right. We’re both right.


Things have been bad since the old lady died. Really bad. But life has to return to normal soon. When Mr Minton finally remembers to take us to the park, I think optimistically, we will see all the other dogs out with their kindly owners, and dream of a future off the lead like theirs, with pats and tasty treats and endless running after slobbery tennis balls.


One day that future will be ours, mine and Molly’s. Until then, we just have to keep our paws firmly crossed.


It’s a lovely dream. A tail-wagging, eyelid-fluttering dream.


But we all have to wake up sometime.
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After the unfortunate skating incident, the sky clouds over and it rains for three days straight. Rain that runs down the windows, drips incessantly off the porch and collects in big, splashy puddles in the back yard. The kind of super-wet rain that soaks through fur in an instant, and can only be removed by a brisk, all-over shake.


For some reason, Mr Minton is not keen on brisk, all-over shakes, so he never takes us out for walks when it’s raining. Instead, we get five minutes morning and evening instead, out in the back yard, with him standing in the doorway, irritably urging us again and again to ‘do your business’. As if being nagged has ever helped me concentrate, especially when I’m trying to whip up enthusiasm in some soggy corner of the yard, rain trickling under my collar, my paws cold and wet. But he must enjoy saying it, otherwise he would hardly keep repeating the phrase in exactly the same tone of voice every time.


The fourth day dawns dry though, with a hint of sunshine behind the rapidly moving clouds. We all look up hopefully as Mr Minton looks out of the kitchen window after his breakfast fry-up. Will it be a walk day?


Jethro farts with expectation.


Luckily old Minton is partially deaf these days, so does not seem to hear him. Though what has occurred may soon become apparent to everyone.


Side-effects of the slop, I think delicately.


After a moment’s study of the skies, Mr Minton nods and says, ‘Park today, I think.’


He has learned not to say ‘walk’, as it sets Biscuit off.


Unfortunately, Jethro’s tail begins to thump heavily against the kitchen lino at the word ‘park’, in anticipation of that happy event.


Biscuit stares at the Labrador’s yellow tail for a moment with his head nodding in time to the thumps. His mouth opens, a little drool beginning to gather there, and he pants thoughtfully.


Suddenly a look of inspiration comes over Biscuit. His eyelids twitch and he lumbers up off his heavy hindquarters, turns round three times in quick succession, then begins to thump his own tail. Disjointedly, out of time with Jethro’s, which makes me and Molly wince. He has never shared our sense of musical appreciation. On the whole, Labradors are not a hugely artistic lot.


‘Park?’ Biscuit repeats excitedly. ‘Park? Park?’


‘Park,’ Jethro agrees.


Biscuit’s grin widens. More drool appears at the corner of his mouth, and a long string of gloop descends slowly to the lino. ‘Park,’ he moans in apparent ecstasy.


Jethro turns round twice more. ‘Park, park.’


Tina appears in the kitchen doorway. Stretching out her front legs, the greyhound gives a yawn of exquisite boredom. ‘What on earth is going on here? With all the noise you’re making, I expected to find Minton doling out the flea and tick treatment, at the very least.’


‘Park,’ Jethro informs her.


‘Oh, is that all?’


‘Park, park, park, park, park!’


In a state of near hysteria, Biscuit directs a series of high-pitched barks at Mr Minton, who is looking at him in disgust now. He bumps into Jethro, who tumbles backwards into the metal water bowl and knocks it over again.


Cold water streams across the lino like a tiny river, and we all scrabble out of its reach.


Mr Minton says a word that used to make Mrs Minton shriek with outrage. Now he can say it with impunity, I suppose. Loudly and frequently, too.


He lunges for Jethro’s collar.


The rest of us escape his wrath by cramming ourselves under the small kitchen table, though there really isn’t room for everyone. In the confusion, Tina treads on Molly’s bad leg, and my sister yelps. I growl at the offending greyhound – I’m normally very polite, but I can’t always help myself where family is concerned – and she nips my rump, which I consider to be a disproportionate response.


In the ensuing chaos, Biscuit turns to me enthusiastically, his tongue lolling out. ‘What does “park” mean again?’


*  *  *


It takes nearly another two hours for Mr Minton’s temper to soften towards us. As usual after such incidents, we hold a council of war in the kitchen, then send Tina into the living room to see if she can put him in a better mood.


It works, of course. Exactly as expected.


‘Tina never fails,’ I say to Molly, and she nods her agreement.


‘Uncanny.’


‘Indeed.’ I bend round to lick my hindquarters, which are still stinging from Tina’s sharp teeth. ‘I can’t imagine what they see in her.’


A fine actress, that’s what they see.


Tina has a trick of shuffling up to any human in a chair, then laying her head in their lap and gazing up at them soulfully. Not only is she the right height for that approach – as a beagle, I have about as much chance of reaching Minton’s lap from a standing position as Biscuit has of winning a dog intelligence test – but she has the perfect face for it. Big round eyes, a soft tapering muzzle and an inherently tragic expression. Like nothing could ever make her happy again. Except possibly some leftover sausage roll.


Twenty minutes later, we are in the park.


It’s not much of a park, basically a small leafy square with a fenced-off playground at its heart. But it has some marvellous trails between the ranked trees, redolent of squirrel and dotted with exciting offerings from other dogs that their generous owners have not removed. Mr Minton does not always bother to collect our leavings either, though that may be because his memory is a bit shaky these days.


I often see him pat down his pockets for a doggy-poop bag, his brows furrowed in confusion, and fail to produce one.


Not his fault, of course. Old dogs get forgetful too.


But it might make our lives better if he could remember to smile more often.


And occasionally buy dog treats.


As soon as we enter the small park, Mr Minton lets us off our tangled leashes and watches helplessly as we bound away in all directions.


‘Stupid old Minty,’ Tina laughs, glancing back without the slightest hint of regret, then spots a large man in a suit eating a sandwich on a nearby bench, and ten seconds later is sitting beside him, head on one side, at her most appealing.


We all have our favourite parts of the park. Jethro and Biscuit love the raised flower beds around the edges – strictly off limits to dogs, and therefore irresistible to those two. Tina prefers the company of humans to her fellow canines, especially when they have food, so she enjoys peering through the railings at the kids in the playground. No doubt she hopes her thin, shivering frame and mournful eyes will attract attention sooner or later. And we all know that attention for Tina means treats: here, sticky handfuls of sweets fed through the railings by toddlers, pungent-smelling crisps from the older kids, and the occasional sandwich crust from a watchful parent.


As for me, I like to chase around between the trees, faster and faster, head down, nose to the ground, following some intriguing scent. And Molly – well, my faithful sister tends to go wherever I go. Only rather slower.


Today I run around in a circle for several minutes, wagging my tail violently, surrounded by so many stenches, smells and aromas that I’m actually dazed and can’t make up my mind which to investigate first.


‘Fascinating!’ I exclaim, nostrils flaring as I snuffle round and round on the damp turf. ‘What is that smell? And that smell? And that smell?’


Molly sits down in the centre of my dizzying circle and pants gently while she waits for me to make up my mind. The expression on her pert brown-and-white patched face is non-judgemental, and maybe even a touch indulgent.


She’s used to me dithering, in other words.


Though strictly speaking, this is not dithering. This is me deciding. Which is a much more complicated and scientific process than dithering, since it involves eliminating some smells as less interesting than others so that I can selectively home in on the most alluring and provocative smells in the park.


Meanwhile, our housemates are involved in problematic decisions of their own. Walks are always chaotic, often resulting in crossed leashes and noisy altercations, but today is even less orderly than usual, probably because we have been locked up in the house for the past few days, waiting for that damn rain to stop. So within moments of being let off the leash, we are all doing something we probably shouldn’t, in wildly disparate areas of the park, while Minty stands and shouts at first one, then another of us, to absolutely no effect.


Jethro likes to think of himself as the leader, with Biscuit as his second-in-command. So those two work together as they converge on an unsuspecting toddler with an ice cream, tails thumping greedily. His mother shrieks and tries to bat the two dogs away with her handbag. Biscuit looks startled and apologetic at the same time, which involves raising the tips of his floppy yellow ears in a surprised manner while abasing himself as though all this has been a terrible misunderstanding. Meanwhile Jethro, never very fond of abasing himself, goes to the opposite extreme and barks gamely at the toddler, who not surprisingly drops his ice cream and begins to wail.


Time for Mr Minton to intervene.


‘You naughty dogs!’ he shouts, and grabs Jethro’s collar before he can escape. ‘Come away from that ice cream.’


Jethro’s eyes bulge as he is dragged unwillingly from the fallen ice cream.


‘No,’ he moans, and tries to slow his forced removal by lowering his capacious rear end to the ground and sinking all his claws in the mud so that, as he is dragged away, he leaves behind a Labrador-shaped trail.


‘Nobody want this ice cream, then?’ Biscuit asks quickly. He does not wait for an answer, of course, but plunges his nose straight into the abandoned white mess. ‘Tasty but cold, cold, cold. Teeth hurt.’ Then he finds the cone and crunches ruminatively. ‘Oh, this is better. Like a hat.’


Molly looks at him, then at me, her head to one side. ‘A hat?’


‘He means, not cold.’


I consider going to investigate the final traces of ice cream myself. I can smell it from here, and it’s certainly good. But Biscuit might not take very kindly to my interference and, besides, Mr Minton has got Jethro back on his leash and is not looking very happy. He’s doing that thing with his hair again. And he doesn’t have much more hair to lose.


‘Do you think . . . Should we go back?’ Molly asks tentatively, also watching old Mr Minton struggling with a recalcitrant Jethro.


‘Probably.’


But I do not move yet. It’s entertainment, isn’t it?


Mr Minton makes a grab for Biscuit’s collar and turns to apologise profusely to the young woman with the toddler, who is now angrily wrestling her child into a buggy and promising all kinds of terrible vengeance for his ill-behaved dogs. I catch the word, ‘Police,’ and see Mr Minton’s face change.


‘I’m really very sorry,’ he says, almost desperately. ‘It won’t happen again.’


But the woman has gone.


‘Wait, one more lick, one more . . .’ Biscuit too is dragged away with a lugubrious expression and a white beard, for all the world like a dog in a Santa suit. He stares in vain at the patch of mushy, ice creamy grass he has been forced to leave behind for some other lucky explorer. ‘Oh damn.’


His face alarmingly flushed, Minton wheezes and bends to clip the leash to his collar. ‘You bad dog.’


‘Where?’ Biscuit extends a large pink tongue and licks speculatively round his muzzle, trying and failing to reach the last remnants of ice cream smeared beneath his chin. His face takes on a puzzled air as he senses milky treasure close at hand, yet is unable to locate its exact whereabouts. ‘Where? Where?’


While all this is happening, Jethro makes a determined break for it, but only manages to get his leash thoroughly tangled up with Biscuit’s. ‘Let’s pull,’ he pants, dragging on the leash. ‘Pull, pull, pull. Come on, Biscuit.’


Swearing, his face red as a tomato, Mr Minton struggles to separate them, but the two Labradors won’t stand still long enough for him to succeed. Instead, the idiots try to keep walking while tangled up together, even if it has to be sideways, like a feathery blond crab.


Molly and I watch in astonishment as the two dogs suddenly break free from Minton’s grasp and waddle across the grass together, leashes trailing behind them, inextricably stuck rump to rump, like two halves of a gigantic shambling monster with eight legs and two tails. Even Tina, coming to investigate this strange creature, gets knocked aside with a yelp as they amble on towards an unknown destination, with Minton limping behind them, shaking his fist uselessly in the air.


Slowly, I lower my own bottom to the grass and enjoy the show. ‘Oh, now this is fun. Can we do this again tomorrow?’


To my surprise though, Molly is not amused by their antics. Instead she is standing beside me with a worried expression, her brows pleated together.


I tilt my head, gazing round at her.


‘Hey, Sis, what is it?’


Molly makes a little whining noise. ‘Trouble,’ she says cryptically, and lifts her head to sniff the air. ‘I smell it coming.’
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The next morning, when Mr Minton is outside in the back yard, mending a fence for the fifth time because Biscuit keeps knocking it down, I hear Jethro lumbering up the stairs. I have been sleeping on the sofa while Mr Minton is not inside to turf me off, but at the sound of his claws on the uncarpeted landing, I stir, ears pricking.


Molly is still asleep beside me on the sofa, but I see Tina glance up at the ceiling too as it shakes under his weight.


She looks at me and shakes her head. ‘Minton’s not going to like that. Not upstairs.’


Biscuit wanders in from the kitchen on three legs, scratching as he walks, which is a peculiar skill of his. ‘Up . . . up . . . upstairs?’


‘Jethro,’ I tell him.


‘Oh, that’s not good. Not good.’ The scratching reaches a peak of intensity, and his whole body shakes. Then he stops abruptly. ‘Not upstairs.’


‘He’d better come down before Minton finds him up there,’ Tina comments, then turns round neatly in her basket and settles back to sleep.


Losing interest, Biscuit wanders back into the kitchen.


I listen for another thirty seconds, then lay my chin on my paws again, close my eyes, and try to fall asleep too.


But I’m worried.


Mr Minton really does not like us dogs to venture upstairs. That’s strictly human territory, and always was, even when his wife was still alive. I have only been up there a few times in my entire life, and find it a gloomy, boring place. The toilet always smells intriguing, granted. But otherwise I can’t imagine why Jethro would take it upon himself to go up there. Except that he’s bloody-minded and likes to make trouble, not just for himself but for each and every one of us.


Jethro is generous that way.


I decide he will not be stupid enough to loiter upstairs, so try not to worry about it. Anyway, it’s a nice warm morning, and I am sleepy . . .


But ten minutes pass, and Jethro still does not come down.


Another few minutes later, I am disturbed by a sudden clatter from overhead, then a subdued growling, as though Jethro is having a game with someone up there. Or more likely with himself, since the rest of us are all downstairs.


Even Molly looks up this time, frowning at the ceiling. ‘What is that?’


‘Jethro,’ I tell her. ‘In Minton’s bedroom.’


‘Good grief. Isn’t he in enough trouble after yesterday at the park?’


‘Apparently not.’


She sighs, then stretches and jumps lightly down from the sofa. ‘Well, we need to get him down before old Mr Minton comes back in.’


‘Leave him, he’ll come down on his own soon enough,’ Tina says from her basket, her voice muffled by the long paw covering her face.


Molly hesitates, then trots gently into the kitchen. When she comes back, she is looking concerned. ‘Minton’s nearly finished that fence,’ she tells me.


‘So?’ I ask sleepily, yawning.


‘So unless we want another scene like yesterday, and probably not even slop for tea, we’re going to have to get Jethro downstairs. Because Minton will be coming in again soon.’


‘Why me, though? Can’t Biscuit go? Or Tina?’


Tina lifts her paw, stares at me hard for a couple of seconds, then replaces it over her eyes and pretends to snore.


Molly tips her head to one side, her expression quizzical. ‘Biscuit? You want to send Biscuit to get him down? Why don’t you send the tea cosy up instead? It might have a better chance of success.’


‘Damn,’ I mutter.


I had been having such a nice dream too. Involving a squirrel.


But I jump down from the sofa, and nuzzle into Molly’s shoulder to reassure her. ‘No worries. If you think we need to get Jethro down, then that is what’s going to happen.’


‘Thanks, Bertie.’


I hesitate. ‘Tina?’


‘Not a chance,’ comes the answer.


I look at Molly and shrug. ‘You and me then, Sis.’


‘Suits me.’


I bound up the stairs with Molly slowly bringing up the rear, and onto the landing. It’s gloomier than I remember from last time, but the Mintons’ bedroom door is slightly open, sunlight spilling out over the bare wooden boards. Mr Minton must have opened the curtains when he got up this morning, I realise, nudging the door with my head and pushing warily inside.


Jethro is in there. The wardrobe door is ajar, and he is up on his hind legs, partially inside it, rooting around with a snuffling noise.


‘What on earth is he doing?’ Molly asks, bemused.


Startled, Jethro whips round. Then he sees it is only us, and that Minton isn’t upstairs too, and he relaxes. His tongue lolls in an annoying grin.


‘Oh, it’s you.’


I try to see what he’s doing inside the wardrobe. ‘What have you got there, Jethro?’


‘None of your damn business.’


‘It’s my business if we’ll lose our supper because of it.’


‘Get lost, midgets,’ he tells us casually, and adds a rude word that has Molly staring. ‘Can’t you see I’m busy here?’


I growl, the short hairs bristling on the back of my neck. ‘Mind your language in front of my sister,’ I warn him.


‘Or what?’


My temper flares, and I dash forward, knocking into the large yellow Labrador with all my strength. I only come to about halfway up his leg, so not exactly a death charge. It’s also rather like banging my face headfirst into a wall, and I stagger back, momentarily dazed. Still, I recover quickly. Where there’s no sense, there’s no feeling, as Mrs Minton used to say whenever I accidentally head-butted a door as a puppy.


Anyway, my onslaught serves its purpose.


Jethro tumbles backwards, and I’m able to jump into the wardrobe while he’s flailing about, trying to recover his balance.


I give a short triumphant bark, but of course my victory does not last long. Our weights are not even remotely matched, so my only advantage over a bigger dog like Jethro was surprise, and that’s gone now.


‘You’re dead meat,’ Jethro tells me, growling as he advances, his pitch deep and menacing.


I am standing on one of Mrs Minton’s summer dresses in the base of the wardrobe. The old dress is all creased and crumpled, probably from Jethro’s rooting. And as soon as I sniff it, I know what Jethro has been doing.


It’s hard not to curl my lip at him in pity and disgust. But I suppose he has his reasons. None of us have been behaving rationally since Mrs Minton passed.


‘What’s that?’ Molly asks, running out from where she has been hiding under the bed. Her eyes widen. ‘Is that . . . one of Mrs Minton’s dresses?’


‘Yes,’ I admit.


‘What’s that smell?’ She slips in past Jethro, bravely ignoring his growl of warning, and sniffs at the dress too. ‘Eww,’ she exclaims, and then looks at him sideways. ‘Have you been . . . slobbering on it?’


Jethro looks at us both in turn, vaguely embarrassed. ‘No,’ he tells her, then hesitates and adds, ‘Maybe.’ Then rolls his eyes. ‘All right, yes. So what? A little slobber never hurts anything.’


‘Gross,’ she says succinctly.


‘It smells good,’ he says defensively.


No argument there. The dress does smell all Mrs Mintony, a warm and comforting old lady smell of talcum powder and sweat and pockets that once held meaty dog treats. The smell makes me think of table scraps and long walks by the canal and hours of tummy-tickles on the sofa, all the things we don’t get any more.


But all the same. The poor woman’s been dead for months. And here he is, rubbing his gluey saliva all over one of her old dresses. I doubt even she would have understood.


‘Mr Minton’s not going to like this,’ I tell him. ‘Humans are funny about clothes.’


‘In what way?’ he demands.


‘Well, for starters, they wear them,’ I point out, and he can’t exactly find fault with that, so just shrugs. ‘Then they don’t like slobber on them.’


‘She’s not here. She doesn’t know about the slobber.’


‘But Mr Minton will know,’ Molly says gently. ‘And he may not be very happy about it. He throws out rubbish, doesn’t he? Things he doesn’t need any more. But he hasn’t thrown her dresses out, even though she’s gone.’


Jethro growls again. ‘I’m bored of this conversation now.’


‘You mean you’re losing the argument,’ I say.


He lunges and grabs the dress with his teeth, then begins to drag it backwards, out from under my paws, out of the wardrobe entirely.


‘Hey,’ I exclaim, sliding forwards with the dress.


‘Mine,’ he growls, still gripping the stripy material between his teeth.


‘Put it back.’


‘Make me.’


There’s nothing for it. My weight is not enough to stop him, and indeed another one of his powerful jerks forward and I’ll fall out of the wardrobe, bringing the dress with me and probably landing on top of Molly.


I back up, bottom down, growling back at him, and grab the vanishing hem of the dress with my teeth.


Jethro looks infuriated. Like he’s going to bite my head off the first chance he gets.


‘Mine,’ he repeats, yanking on the dress.


‘Not yours,’ I insist, and pull in the opposite direction.


He drags harder. ‘Mine.’


‘Not . . . bloody . . . yours.’


‘Mine, mine, mine.’


I growl and drag hard, and he growls and drags hard, and the dress stretches between us, the thin material drawn tight.


‘Please be careful,’ Molly moans, watching in horror.


Suddenly there’s a heavy tread on the stairs, a sound we ignore in our desperate struggle for control of Mrs Minton’s clothing, then Mr Minton himself is standing in the doorway. He stares at us, three dogs in his bedroom, his private space, two of us engaged in a tug-of-war with one of his dead wife’s favourite dresses.


‘You . . .’ He struggles for breath, slamming his fist against the wall. His face is red. ‘God damn you, I should have you all put down. You . . . bad . . . wicked . . .’


He staggers unevenly towards us, swearing and repeatedly thumping his fist against the wall.


‘I told you he’d be upset,’ I tell Jethro, with some difficulty, as the dress is still firmly clenched between my teeth.


‘He’s always upset,’ Jethro replies, and drags back on his end, ignoring Mr Minton and determined to be the winner.


He gets his wish.


The thin summer dress, stretched beyond endurance, tears down a seam with a loud ripping noise. I fall backwards into the back of the wardrobe. Jethro tumbles against the foot of Mr Minton’s wooden-framed bed, a fragment of dress still held victoriously between his teeth.


Mr Minton gives a choking sound of fury, and lunges for his collar. ‘That’s it, that’s the last straw!’ he shouts, and smacks Jethro hard on his rump. ‘Drop that. Drop it! Give it to me now.’


To my amazement, Jethro continues to growl at old Mr Minton, uncowed by this attack on his rump, refusing to relinquish the torn shred of dress hanging from between his teeth.


We all stare at him, eyes wide.


He’s breaking the cardinal rule: never behave aggressively towards your owner. And he doesn’t even seem to care.


Molly gives a little yelp of fear. ‘Run, Bertie,’ she tells me, then darts awkwardly between Mr Minton’s legs and heads downstairs.


I wait a few seconds, then follow her down to our usual hiding place. Tina is already there, but silently makes room for us. Like my sister, she has a sixth sense for impending trouble.


From above, we hear thumps and thuds and barks and shouting.


Molly shivers, cowering next to me under the kitchen table. I can tell from her expression that her bad leg is aching.


‘This isn’t good,’ she whispers. ‘Not good at all.’


I start to tell my sister not to worry. My default response whenever she’s feeling concerned or upset. Then I stop.


Because, for once, I am not sure how to reassure her.


I saw Mr Minton’s face when he walked in and found us fighting over his dead wife’s dress. And it was not a very forgiving face.


In the park, Molly said she could smell trouble coming.


I think it’s here.


 


Sure enough, fifteen minutes later, we are all back on our leashes and trotting hurriedly down the road again with Mr Minton.


It’s like a repeat of our earlier outing.


Only the atmosphere is not one of excitement and barely suppressed energy this time. We are not looking forward to a mad scamper in the park or a lazy walk beside the canal. Mr Minton has his cloth cap on and is looking grim. He has a large bag with him, stuffed with all our feeding bowls and toys and even Tina’s hairy old blanket.
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