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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to the memory of Tally the chocolate Lab, my trusty fireside companion and canine muse these last fifteen years, and to Grace the Great Dane puppy, who already exasperates and inspires in equal measure.
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			Chapter One

			TS Eliot was wrong. December is the cruellest month. Because if the rampant commercialism of Christmas doesn’t get you down, the dreary London weather will. This morning, on the way to work, when it was bucketing with rain and I should have been answering emails, I got to thinking about everything that was wrong with the holiday season. And almost without trying, I came up with a list of Ten Things I Hate About Christmas:

			1) The phrase Happy Holidays, which is meant as a greeting, but feels more like a command: one that instantly makes me want to disobey.

			2) Ditto foreign language salutations: Feliz Navidad, Joyeux Noel, Yuletide Greetings. If I don’t want them in English, I don’t want them in French or Spanish.

			3) Office Christmas parties, which are really just a pathetic excuse for married co-workers to drink too much and take liberties with each other. (Unless it’s Sean from finance, who is free to liberate himself with me anytime.)

			4) Drunken revellers on the Tube, aka the bloated guy wearing a tissue paper crown who fell asleep next to me last night on the Northern line and drooled on my coat. To be fair, my late-night rendition of ‘Santa Baby’ on the Jubilee line last Thursday did draw some aggrieved looks. But I was egged on by my companions. Who were even drunker than I was.

			5) Stupidly large wheels of Cheddar cheese in lieu of proper food at parties. Partial though I am to cheese, I need some sausage rolls too.

			6) Mulled wine: why does everyone get so excited about bottom-of-the-bin Bulgarian red, heavily laced with sugar and spice? Especially since it leaves you with a monstrous hangover the next morning. Which I now have. 

			7) Chocolate advent calendars. This is just marketing run amok. Scoff a large bar of Cadbury’s on the first day of December and be done with it. 

			8) Disney-themed holiday decorations, especially those along Oxford Street. When it comes to Hollywood at Christmas, we should emulate Nancy Reagan and just say no.

			9) Greeting cards bearing photos of offspring that lurk like landmines in my post box, reminding me that I am thirty-one and have not yet spawned. 

			10) Elves. The annoying kind. Which is pretty much all of them.

			 

			In the spirit of fairness, I decide to compose a rival list of what I do like about the holidays: 

			1) Mince pies. 

			2) Real Christmas trees (the kind that smell nice and will cause untold misery for future generations by contributing to global warming).

			3) Time off work. 

			Obviously 10:3 is not a great ratio, so I guess I’ll have to work on that second list. But right now, as I elbow my way along Oxford Street, I am struggling to understand the appeal. These days Christmas is little more than a parody of itself: any vestige of Victorian charm has long since been quashed by Black Friday and the Top Gear Christmas Special. At Bond Street I’m forced to shoulder my way through a flock of excited Japanese tourists taking photos of a neon orange Christmas tree (whatever happened to silver and gold?). I then sidestep a portly older woman garlanded with bright red tinsel who rattles a tin aggressively in my face, like some sort of charitable assault. It’s not that I don’t believe in being generous during the Christmas season, but I honestly don’t think Jesus intended donkey sanctuaries to be the beneficiary of all that goodwill. Even if they were present at his birth.

			I dash down a side street and reach my favourite Italian café, pushing open the door with relief. Inside people are huddled up to cappuccinos, their overstuffed shopping bags nestled like loyal spaniels against their feet. On the far side of the room I spy my friend Sian, her cheeks flushed pink and her ash blonde hair swept atop her head in a ratty mess. I pick my way across the restaurant and sink into the chair opposite. ‘Aw,’ I say with a grin. ‘You did your hair just for me.’

			‘Never let it be said that I don’t make an effort,’ Sian replies, patting the unruly tangle. As always, Sian makes zero concessions to femininity, while still being every inch her own woman. ‘Here.’ She slides her mug of cocoa over and I take a restorative slug.

			‘Bring on the new year,’ I say. ‘I’m fed up with Christmas and it’s only the second week of December.’

			‘Season’s Greetings to you, too.’

			‘I should warn you that I’m not in a particularly festive mood.’

			‘Was that meant to be some sort of spoiler?’ Sian raises an eyebrow. 

			Suddenly I lean forward, eyeing her clothes suspiciously. ‘Please tell me that’s not a Christmas jumper?’

			Sian opens her coat and proudly flashes a bright red sweater with a reindeer’s head emblazoned across her chest. Each antler sports a tiny bell at its tip. ‘Owen chose it,’ she says proudly.

			‘Since when do you take fashion advice from a three-year-old?’

			‘He has surprisingly good taste. He talked me out of a purple velvet onesie the other day that would have been a terrible mistake.’

			‘Are those real bells?’ 

			In answer, she jiggles up and down in her seat and I hear a vague tinkling. I shake my head.

			‘Don’t be such a grump,’ says Sian. ‘I love Christmas.’

			‘Not me. I’m opting out this year. So don’t expect a present.’

			‘You can’t opt out of Christmas.’

			‘Watch me.’

			Sian narrows her eyes suspiciously. ‘What brought all this on?’

			‘Capital Radio,’ I say. ‘This morning I woke to the sound of ageing rock stars desperately trying to salvage their careers by exhorting me to feed the world yet again. They should know by now that I can’t even feed myself.’

			‘I don’t believe you.’

			‘It’s true,’ I shrug. ‘I’ve never been much of a fan. So this year I’m not only a Scrooge, but a newly single Scrooge. So I’ve decided to indulge my inner killjoy.’

			‘What about your mum? Won’t she be counting on you for carols at the Ark?’ 

			My redoubtable mother and her fifth husband Richie sold up and retired a few years ago to a houseboat in Little Venice, which Sian promptly dubbed the Ark. They’re forever dropping in on me when the plumbing goes wrong on the boat, which happens frequently, especially during cold weather. Thankfully, this year they decided to put the boat in dry storage and decamp to warmer climates for the winter. 

			I shake my head. ‘Not this year. They’re off to Melbourne to see my stepbrother and his sprogs.’

			‘Then you should definitely come to ours for the holiday.’

			‘No thanks.’

			‘Why not? It’ll be grand! You can stuff sausage meat up a turkey’s arse while I ply my elderly aunties with prosecco until they collapse in a drunken stupor on the sofa.’

			‘It goes in the neck cavity.’

			‘What?’

			‘The sausage meat.’ 

			Sian frowns. ‘I knew that,’ she says.

			‘As tempting as it sounds, I’ll pass.’

			‘Listen, Charlie. I’m not about to let you spend the holidays moping over He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.’

			‘Lionel. His name is Lionel. And I’m not moping.’

			‘Good. Because he doesn’t deserve it.’

			‘But I’m still not coming for Christmas.’

			 

			It takes most of my lunch hour to persuade Sian that I am serious. The truth is that I have no intention of spending the holiday with anyone. I plan to hole up in my flat in Nunhead with a six-pack of Chardonnay and watch old black-and-white Audrey Hepburn movies back to back. Lionel always hated watching movies on TV, so I’m relishing the opportunity to indulge myself now that he’s moved out. I also intend to binge on Gummy bears, anchovy pizza and barbecue-flavour crisps, all of which he also abhorred. In fact, I’ve realised now that I abandoned great swathes of myself during the four years we lived together: reading in bed (he hated the light); crossword puzzles (he found them tedious); tinned chicken noodle soup (he pronounced it full of additives) and singing in the shower (it was Lionel who first told me I couldn’t carry a tune).  There are loads of upsides to single life, I tell Sian: more wardrobe space, fewer dirty dishes and the freedom to wear whatever I like in bed.

			Eventually, I manage to convince Sian that I am fine, but back in my flat that night I feel the familiar creep of doubt. The truth is that my seemingly stable life capsized in an instant and I’m still floundering to make sense of what happened. Bizarrely, my break-up with Lionel was prompted by an anonymous email. I might never have opened the attachment if the tagline hadn’t caught my eye: The camera doesn’t lie, it said. And indeed it was true: the photo of Lionel having sex with a fleshy brunette on a rowing machine appeared entirely legitimate, his hair darkly matted with sweat, her breasts splayed outwards like badly inflated balloons. 

			When I showed it to him that night, Lionel confessed that he’d been sleeping with his personal trainer for more than a year. Relationships, he told me earnestly, weren’t meant to last. They were fragile, fleeting constructs propped up by society’s expectations and by the outdated institution of marriage. Looking around the kitchen, his eyes alighted on the kettle, and he held it up as if to underscore its relevance. What happened to us was inevitable, he said; relationships ran smoothly at first, then deteriorated over time, until they finally broke down and you replaced them. Like a kettle. 

			So I’d been traded in for a younger appliance. Initially, I’d been devastated. I’d noted with bewilderment that my replacement was not as slim, nor as pretty as I would have expected, and I had no idea whether I should feel relieved or angered by this fact. Lionel and I had been together four years. And, for the first few of these, I’d been crazy about him; indeed, we’d been crazy about each other. But over time our relationship had slowly soured, and while four years wasn’t an eternity, I quickly calculated that it amounted to more than 1.2 billion seconds of my life. Lionel had stolen this from me – or maybe I’d given it away. But either way, there was no getting it back. More than a billion seconds of me were gone for ever. I would have to make the most of what remained. 

			The night Lionel left me, it took only a few hours (maybe ten thousand seconds) for my anguish to be replaced by anger. But after several days, even that had faded to resignation. It occurred to me that maybe Lionel had been right: maybe romance is a modern fiction. Maybe it has been conjured out of the barest ingredients to satisfy our cravings, and maybe love itself really is as flimsy as a toaster. The more I thought about it, the more I questioned whether what I’d felt for Lionel really was love, or whether it was something else altogether. What exactly had we experienced all those years? Familiarity? Comfort? Security? Convenience? Perhaps all of these things. Did they add up to love? Or did they just equal expedience?

			Over the years I’d watched countless female friends slide into uncomfortable relationships with partners who fell short of their expectations. And, perhaps unwittingly, I had done the same. In future, I resolve that I will not make the same mistake twice: I would rather be alone than settle for an imposter. And when I crawl into bed that night, wearing jogging bottoms, a flannel shirt and oversized socks, I know that if I can just get through the next few weeks, January will bring fresh prospects. This thought is still circling my head like a lazy fly when the explosion tears through my flat.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Apparently, I am extremely lucky. Or so the stout Nigerian nurse in A&E tells me the next morning, while carefully cleansing my wounds with iodine. A concussion, bruised ribs and a random smattering of abrasions are nothing compared to what might have happened when my upstairs’ neighbour’s gas oven exploded. Someone was watching over me, to be sure, she declares, yanking closed the curtain that surrounds my bed with a startling ferocity. 

			I bite my tongue in response: my own definition of luck does not involve ambulances, bedpans or prolonged risk of exposure to deadly airborne pathogens. In the next moment I catch a glimpse of two orderlies on the far side of the room restraining a drunk. The blurry-faced man lurches sideways, skittering a wheeled bedside table into the wall with a clatter, before he is unceremoniously removed from my line of sight, thereby depriving me of my only form of entertainment. The nurse disappears and I lie back with a sigh. 

			Someone has strung two spindly strands of silver across the ceiling, like aimless tinsel snakes, and a 1950s style poster of a Santa has been taped to the wall. But instead of smiling, retro Santa has a grimace on his face: red-faced and grumpy, he looks as if he’s about to be wheeled down the hall for gastric surgery. On the far side of the room a half-dozen handmade snowflakes have been stuck to a window and across the corridor a tiny, crooked tree perches atop the nurses’ counter. The combined effect of all these efforts is almost tragically heroic. It is virtually impossible to kindle the spirit of Christmas on an NHS ward, but God bless them for trying.

			As luck would have it, the explosion tore a hole right through my bedroom ceiling and I was hit by flying debris. A jagged chunk of pipe had impaled itself on my pillow, narrowly missing my forehead by millimetres, but a vast hunk of ceiling had landed squarely on top of me, and now I feel as if I’ve ingested a lorryload of plaster dust. My head throbs and my breasts feel as if they’ve been fed through a meat grinder. At some point in the early hours of the morning I tried ringing my father to let him know what happened. My father has long been my go-to parent of choice: while he isn’t very practical, he’s always sympathetic. But when he failed to pick up, I texted my mother with a carefully edited account of the night’s events, downplaying their severity. 

			I should have known better; within minutes I’d received a distraught phone call from Melbourne. She was already in full crisis mode, demanding details of the incident, consultants’ names, work contacts, etc. At the time I was feeling too crappy to fend her off, but now I regret that I hadn’t had more presence of mind. Especially since she’d ended up berating me for living in substandard accommodation (somewhat unfairly, I thought, given her own aquatic living quarters – not to mention how often she’s turned up at my flat for a shower) and chastising me for my failure to have private health insurance.

			Now I hear an insistent buzzing in my bag. I reach down and pull out my phone. ‘Hi Mum.’

			‘How are you? Has there been any change?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘No double vision or nausea?’

			‘Honestly, it’s just a few bruises. I’ll be right as rain in a day or two.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous, Charlie. You’re obviously in shock. You shouldn’t be left on your own. Your cousin Jez is driving down to London as we speak. She’s taking you back with her to Devon.’

			‘Mum, I can’t go to Devon! I’ve got to work.’

			‘Not any more. I spoke to your boss, and he’s giving you the rest of the week off.’

			‘He agreed to that?’ Frankly, I’m amazed; my insufferable boss Carl is the most unsympathetic person on the face of the planet, especially when it comes to illness. You’d have to be stricken with Ebola before he’d grant you sick leave.

			‘He was a little grudging at first, but I reminded him of his statutory responsibilities as an employer.’

			Christ! He’ll make me redundant in a flash! The thought of my mother ringing Carl and making imperious demands suddenly makes my head throb even more. On top of that, since last June there have been whisperings in the corridors about a restructuring. I need to get back to work as soon as possible; otherwise I’ll be out of a job before you can say lay-off.

			‘And the consultant said no LCD screens for at least a week.’

			‘I’m sure she was just being overcautious, Mum.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous. Concussion can be very serious. It’s absolutely imperative that you rest and recover.’ My mother has always thrived on calamity and at the moment she sounds utterly exhilarated. I sigh, knowing it’s useless to protest.

			‘Fine. I’ll go to Devon for a few days. But only until my flat is sorted.’ Which will be as soon as possible, as far as I’m concerned.

			‘The fresh air will do you good, Charlotte. And the animals will be positively therapeutic.’

			Christ. I’d completely forgotten about the dogs. My cousin Jez runs an upmarket kennel that is billed as a sort of luxury pet hotel. It’s called Cosy Canine Cottages and instead of cages or pens, the dogs are kept in individual ‘suites’. There are clubhouse suites, executive suites, and a penthouse suite which is bigger than my entire flat. Each suite has a miniature bed (complete with duvet and pillows) and a window overlooking the paddock. There’s even a pool for hydrotherapy, and a chauffeur service to collect and deliver the dogs to and from their homes. My mother is perfectly aware that I’m not a dog person (a euphemism for ‘failed human’ in her view) so this last comment from her seems almost spiteful. And while I’ve always liked my cousin Jez (and admired her entrepreneurial spirit, even though it means toadying to the rich), the thought of spending Christmas at Cosy Canines surrounded by a bunch of yappy, overfed terriers, rather than at home on my sofa cuddled up with my extensive DVD collection, makes me want to weep.

			After my mother rings off, I lay in bed contemplating how quickly my life has unravelled. Not two weeks ago I was happily ensconced in an (albeit unfaithful) relationship, employed in a reasonably well-paid IT job (with a loathsome boss) and living in an affordable (if barely habitable) flat. Now I’m temporarily homeless, single and quite likely to be sacked. How had all this happened so quickly? And what did I do to deserve it? I’m not a religious person, but I’ve always subscribed to a vaguely Buddhist way of looking at things, which is effectively summed up by the what-goes-around-comes-around school of thought. Had I unwittingly brought all this adversity on myself? I racked my memory, considering my actions over the past few months. OK, I behaved a little peevishly in the staff meeting last week, when Carl announced that everyone might have to hot-desk in future owing to cuts in overheads. (I’d merely pointed out that seniority should entitle me at least to my own drawer space, whereupon the ever-annoying Carl responded that seniority meant leading by example.) And I hadn’t exactly been kind-hearted to the vagrant who’d accosted me outside Tesco’s the other night. But he’d stepped out of the shadows and frightened me witless, and I don’t think that sort of approach should be rewarded, should it? Though the old man had seemed harmless enough. Perhaps if I went back to the shop, he’d still be there? Or was it too late to make amends? Was karma even retroactive?

			Now Lionel’s words the night he confessed come drifting back to me. ‘Sometimes you can be so glib, Charlie. I honestly thought you might not even care,’ he’d said. I did care, but possibly not for the right reasons. I woke up the morning after he left expecting to feel heartsick, but instead what I felt was something closer to heartburn. Indeed, I felt scorched: angry with love, angry with Lionel, and most of all angry with myself, for allowing my life to be yanked out from under me. At the end of the day, I too had been unfaithful – in a way. I’d gone through the motions of leading a happy life, but hadn’t truly lived it.

			Suddenly the nurse appears, drawing back the bed curtain. ‘Rise and shine,’ she says briskly. ‘You’ve got a visitor.’ She steps aside and I see Jez lurking behind her wearing a faded green Barbour jacket and a flat wool cap, the sort that Welsh sheep farmers favour. Her dark brown hair is bunched in thick wodges either side of her head, and her heavy eyebrows are arched upwards, almost disappearing under her hat. 

			Jez nods to the nurse as the latter departs, then steps forward to my bedside. ‘Ouch,’ she says sympathetically, looking me over.

			I give a small, sheepish wave. ‘Thanks for coming. You really didn’t have to.’ In fact, it’s a relief to see her, and I am suddenly hugely grateful that she has driven all this way. 

			Jez smiles. ‘I thought your mum was exaggerating. But I gotta say you look like shit.’

			‘Great to see you too.’

			‘Couldn’t you have . . . rolled out of the way or something?’

			‘I’ll make sure I practise for next time.’ 

			Jez looks over her shoulder, then drops her voice. ‘What’s that awful smell?’

			‘Blood, maybe? Death? It’s a hospital.’ 

			Jez shakes her head, wrinkling her nose. ‘It’s more like disinfectant.’ 

			‘I’ll ask them not to clean.’

			‘Don’t bother. I’m not planning to hang around. Are you finished?’

			‘I think they have a few more humiliating things to do to me.’

			Jez frowns slightly. ‘The thing is . . . I’m in kind of a rush.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Can you walk?’

			‘How far?’

			‘I’m double-parked just outside.’

			‘In Chelsea? Are you mad? You’ll get towed!’

			‘Not if you hurry.’

			 

			Miraculously, when we emerge blinking into the daylight a few minutes later, Jez’s battered Land Rover is still sitting right where she left it. As I struggle into the front passenger seat, Jez grabs a disabled parking permit off the dashboard and leaps inside. ‘Who’s that for?’ I ask.

			‘Margot.’

			‘Who’s Margot?’

			‘An ageing Weimaraner.’

			‘You have a disabled parking permit for a dog?’

			‘She’s got hip dysplasia. It can be very serious.’

			‘But she’s not in the car.’

			‘She could have been,’ says Jez defensively.

			Jez drives the massive Land Rover like it’s a tanker, barrelling through amber lights at junctions and blaring the horn at seemingly random intervals. All around us I notice drivers and pedestrians veering out of the way like panicked rabbits. I briefly think about asking if we can swing by my flat to pick up some things, but then I remember that my bedroom is virtually a bombsite, and my clothes are unlikely to be wearable – that is, if I have any clothes left. Owing to a very thoughtful fireman, I have my coat, my phone and my purse with me and that’s about it, apart from what I’d been wearing at the time of the explosion. 

			In the end, we had to sneak out of A&E without being properly discharged, as Jez was getting really fidgety. ‘What if I need more treatment?’ I protest as I climb into the car.

			‘The vet’s due in the morning. He can give you a once-over,’ says Jez.

			‘Great. I’ll be given drugs intended for canines.’

			‘Actually, he’s a bovine specialist.’

			‘Bovine as in . . .?’

			‘Cows.’

			‘Perfect.’

			‘Strongest painkillers on the market,’ says Jez with a grin. ‘And that’s speaking from experience.’

			 

			Once on the motorway, Jez turns on the radio and I close my eyes. It’s been a long night. Apart from the belligerent drunk in the cubicle across from me, there was a crying toddler somewhere off to the left and a confused elderly woman just beside me who kept drawing back the curtain and asking for water. ‘I’m sorry, do I look like a nurse?’ I finally replied, holding up my bandaged arm. 

			The old woman blinked several times, then nodded. 

			‘Actually, I work in computers,’ I said. The old woman continued to stare at me beseechingly. ‘It’s not usually regarded as one of the caring professions,’ I muttered, craning my neck around the ward to see if I could find a nurse. But the staff had all vanished mysteriously and for once the ward was oddly quiet. Finally, I rolled off my bed and limped across to a sink in the far corner, filling a plastic beaker I found in a cupboard. I returned and placed the beaker gingerly in the old woman’s hands, prying her swollen knuckles apart, and she stared down at the beaker as if she had no clue what it was for. ‘It’s water,’ I explained. ‘You asked for it.’ The old woman regarded the beaker for a moment, then handed it back to me, and for the briefest instant I considered tipping it over her. Then I set it down on the table and crawled back to my own bed, closing the curtain firmly behind me.

			Now I doze off to the sound of Gardener’s Question Time on Radio 4, dreaming of cubicles and snarling drunks and ageing, watery eyes, which are somehow all mixed up with giant slugs and blighted potato plants. Sometime later I wake and see that the Land Rover is bumping up the Cosy Canine driveway. I sit up slowly, rubbing my face, and Jez smiles over at me. 

			‘I was just beginning to wonder if you were unconscious.’

			‘Thanks for your concern.’

			‘How you feeling?’ 

			Truthfully? I think I should probably be in hospital. But compassion isn’t Jez’s strong suit. ‘I’ve been better,’ I say.

			‘Come on,’ she says, pulling up beside the house and turning the car off. ‘What you need is breakfast. I’ll make you the house special.’

			The house special turns out to be two fried eggs atop a bed of whatever leftovers are lurking in the fridge, which in this case is chilli con carne. While Jez sets about reheating the chilli and frying the eggs, I waft around her farmhouse kitchen. It’s just the right side of messy, with a sagging dark blue sofa, a heavily ringed wooden table surrounded by mismatched chairs, a wall of old cookbooks with fraying covers, and a massive pinboard layered with photos, old notices, dog show certificates, Christmas cards and dead party invitations. The cooker is an ancient dark green Rayburn which Jez loads up with coal from a tarnished copper bucket as soon as we come in, and within a few minutes the room feels surprisingly snug. While the eggs fry, Jez heats milk and makes lethally strong coffee in a French press. When I sink back into the sofa with a steaming hot mug, I decide that maybe my mum was right. A few days in the country might be exactly what I need right now. 

			And then I hear the patter of tiny claws on linoleum. Ah. Just when things were starting to look up, I think wistfully. A fat, coffee-coloured beagle waddles into the room, pausing to greet Jez at the cooker. 

			‘Hey. I wondered where you were,’ says Jez, leaning down to pat the dog’s head fondly. ‘What happened to the usual meet ’n’ greet?’ The beagle ambles over to sniff at my shoes, then stares up at me. I’m no expert, but I could swear this one is frowning at me.

			‘That’s Peggy. I’m afraid you’re in her spot,’ says Jez.

			‘Sorry, Peggy.’ Out of politeness I reach down to give the beagle a perfunctory pat on the head, a gesture it seems to only barely tolerate. In fact, the dog almost seems to recoil from my touch. ‘Except I’m not really sorry, am I?’ I whisper loudly. ‘Since sofas are for humans.’ 

			Jez laughs. ‘Don’t worry. Peggy’s the only house dog. And she’s too fat to get up there now, anyway.’

			‘Guess you don’t believe in doggy diets.’

			‘She’s up the duff,’ explains Jez. ‘Her litter’s due in January.’

			‘Oh. Wow. Sorry, Peggy, I hadn’t realised. I guess congratulations are in order.’

			‘Actually, she got out by accident. I’m not even sure who she mated with.’ 

			I look down at the beagle, who is collapsed heavily on one side and is now licking her pendulous teats. ‘Bit of a slutty pup then, are we, Peg?’

			 ‘The vet reckons the litter’s massive. I’ll be lucky to find homes for them all,’ says Jez. ‘And they won’t be pedigree, so I’ll practically have to give them away. You don’t want a mutt, do you? Or three?’

			‘No thanks. Though, in principle, I’m all for mixed marriages.’

			‘Who said anything about marriage?’ says Jez with a grin. ‘This was a quick shag behind the woodshed.’ She places two heaped plates of food on the table and I haul myself off the sofa and sit down, eyeing the concoction in front of me. Jez has slopped salsa, grated cheese, sour cream and what looks like paprika onto the eggs and chilli and the result looks like a Jackson Pollock painting.

			‘Um . . . what exactly do you call this?’ I ask tentatively, picking up my fork.

			‘Cosy canine huevos,’ says Jez, already digging in. ‘And if you don’t eat it, Peggy will.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			I sleep the rest of the day, rising only briefly in the evening for a bowl of carrot soup and a hot bath, before dragging myself back to the overstuffed bed in Jez’s guest room. When I eventually wake the next morning, I feel as if my body has been run through the tough-stain cycle on the washing machine: clean but pummelled. I lie in bed, sunlight flickering through the faded yellow curtains, and road-test each of my appendages. My ribs are tender, but my limbs and digits all appear to be in good working order, and the thundering headache that had been with me most of yesterday seems to have mercifully abated. Perhaps I really have been lucky, after all.

			I rise and gingerly pull on my tracksuit bottoms and flannel shirt, deciding that a change of clothes will be necessary before much longer. I wonder where the nearest H&M is? Hours away, if memory serves me right. Jez lives on the outskirts of Cross Bottomley, a small village on the edge of Dartmoor. The nearest town is Plymouth, some forty minutes’ drive away, and I know that Jez rarely makes the journey if she can help it, preferring to make do with whatever she can source locally. Cross Bottomley is the sort of place where the village’s only newsagent doubles as the post office, launderette and barber shop. The village also boasts a church, a pub, a small but reasonably well-stocked food shop, and a hardware store. Aside from that there isn’t much to recommend it. Apart from the scenery. Which is often described as ‘rugged’ in the brochures, but on a bad weather day it’s just the wrong side of desolate.

			When I get downstairs, I find Peggy sacked out on the kitchen sofa, her bloated teats drooping over the edge. Too fat my arse, I think, making a mental note to get up earlier so I can bag the sofa first from now on. Apart from the beagle, the kitchen is deserted, though there’s fresh coffee in the cafetière and I can hear voices out in the yard. I pour myself a mug, eat a slice of buttered toast, then decide to ring Sian to let her know I’m still alive. She picks up almost instantly. 

			‘Where are you?’ she demands. ‘I must have rung you fifty times last night! Owen literally refused to poop just to spite me. I practically had to give him an enema in the end.’ I glance at my missed calls and see that there are indeed a few dozen from her. Sian is a single mum with an adorable three-year-old son named Owen. He is cuteness incarnate, but he can also be the spawn of the devil when he wants to be. She loves him to distraction, but sometimes they’re like the odd couple; my chief role as his only godparent is to talk her down during such moments.

			‘Sorry,’ I say. When I tell her about the gas explosion, she’s incredulous.

			‘Good grief. I thought gas explosions were an urban myth.’

			‘Um . . . definitely not. I have the bruises to prove it.’ 

			‘Are you sure it wasn’t a terrorist attack? London has been on stage 4 alert for like . . . years.’ Sian has an overactive imagination, possibly stoked by playing the Lion King for literally hours on end, long past the stage when I would find crawling around on the floor impersonating Simba crushingly dull.

			‘It wasn’t a terrorist attack. Why would anyone want to attack Nunhead anyway? No one’s ever even heard of it,’ I say.

			‘Fair point. I guess even Isis can’t object to nuns,’ she admits. ‘Still, it’s a shame. We could have launched your social media campaign off the back of it.’

			‘But I don’t want a social media campaign.’

			‘It could get you a rich boyfriend. Maybe even a Calvin Klein model.’ 

			‘I don’t want a rich boyfriend. Or a Calvin Klein model,’ I tell her.

			‘Are you mad? Why not?’ Sian has basically given up on finding a partner for herself, at least in the short term; in truth, although she complains about raising Owen on her own, I don’t think she’s prepared to share his childhood with anyone. But she still has high hopes for me. When we both became addicted to Love Island last summer, she immediately applied for the next season – using my details but lowering my age by five years. Her application was rejected with the speed of light. Apparently, even a much younger me is not sufficiently attractive, thin or vacuous enough to lounge around a pool surrounded by muscular hairdressers from Essex.

			‘OK, maybe a rich boyfriend would be fine,’ I concede. ‘But not if I have to share my life with a hundred thousand followers on Instagram.’

			‘Fine. You’d be crap at it anyway. And false eyelashes would look like spider’s legs on you,’ she concedes. 

			‘Thanks. I’ll remember that.’ 

			‘So how long are you planning to stay there?’ 

			‘Hopefully only a few days. Until my flat is habitable again. I’m sure that my landlord is arguing with the insurance company as we speak.’

			‘So that’ll be like . . . a few years.’

			‘God, no. I hope not.’

			‘Does your cousin know you hate dogs?’

			‘Um . . . I’ve yet to share that with her.’

			‘I’ll bet the dogs know. Animals can be very intuitive.’

			‘Well, they don’t seem very keen on me either.’

			‘No wonder. Still, maybe you’ll have a change of heart while you’re there.’

			I glance over at Peggy, who is busy burrowing into her private parts with the enthusiasm of a truffle hunter.

			‘Unlikely.’

			 

			It’s true. I do hate dogs. Which is not something I often admit to in public. Among the British, it’s a little like saying you hate chocolate. Or sunshine. Or world peace. In a roundabout way, I blame my mother. For a brief period when I was six years old, not long after she’d ditched my father, she was married to a short, balding guy from the Midlands called Russell, whom she met and married in less time than it takes to grow salad cress. Hamlet would have been appalled. I know I was, although she pretended not to notice at the time. 

			Russell owned his own bathroom fittings company, which meant that he was basically a glorified plumber, though my mother insisted on referring to him in company as an entrepreneur. He also owned two sexually deranged pugs, Pickle and Pepper, who would hump anything that remained stationary for more than three seconds, including me. 

			I had no prior experience with dogs and at the age of six I was fairly indifferent to them. Sure, I’d read about them in books, seen them on TV, even owned a few cuddly toy versions, but to my six-year-old mind, they were mythic rather than real – like dragons or unicorns. None of our neighbours had one and none of my school friends and no one in our extended family were dog owners. When we passed people walking their dogs on the street my mother refused to stop, pulling me sharply to one side until they passed. And any suggestion of a pet in our house was swiftly and comprehensively curtailed.

			So I was a little taken aback when Russell and his canine wards came to live with us. Russell too, had been married once before, but unlike my mother he had no children. Instead he had Pickle and Pepper. Not surprisingly, he was granted full custody; apparently his ex-wife got the Jacuzzi, and he got the dogs. Each time he pulled up outside our flat in his white van, I saw them perched on the dashboard like oversized hood ornaments, their dark eyes bulging, their tiny pink tongues flapping in the wind. They were stubby, black and barrel-shaped, because he insisted on overfeeding them, and they literally had to be lifted in and out of the van.

			For about a nanosecond they were interesting. At first, I tried playing with them, but they showed no interest or facility with balls, ropes or even squeaky toys. Their chief hobbies appeared to be eating, sneezing, gagging and sleeping. Russell was their deity, and on the rare occasions when he left them behind, you could see the terror in their mashed little faces. They would spin round and round with anxiety, sometimes making themselves sick in the process. Often, he would be forced to relent and scoop them up, carrying one under each arm like a rugby player as he left the house.

			I tolerated them for the first few weeks until their almost continuous wheezing, together with the annoying scrabble of their claws on the lino, the scratchy bristle of their fur against my bare shins, and their vaguely rancid smell, put me off. Unaccountably, Russell adored them. And, for a brief period, my mother, too, became dog-obsessed, though really I think it was the accessories she fell in love with. She went through a phase of acquiring ludicrous canine fashion items (plaid coats, rhinestone collars, fur-lined mitts for their paws) not to mention pug-themed homewares (mugs, cushions, tea towels.) She also urged me to bond with my new step-siblings, even though they were asthmatic and offered zero play value. She even tried to persuade me to let them sleep on my bed, which I point-blank refused, on the grounds that they snored.

			But it wasn’t until the pugs chewed the limbs off my doll collection that I really began to hate them. After a few months I ended up with a ragged assortment of quadriplegic Barbies and headless Kens. My mother was unsympathetic. ‘You can still play with them, darling,’ she insisted when I complained. ‘Use your imagination: pretend they still have arms and legs.’ That night I stole her favourite cashmere sweater and lined their dog bed with it and in the morning they’d gnawed off part of the sleeves. You can still wear it, I thought with satisfaction. Pretend it still has sleeves.

			She was speechless with anger, but I like to think this small act of defiance spelt the beginning of the end for Russell and his four-footed offspring. Somehow it destabilised the household. Not long afterwards, I heard my mother berating Russell through the bedroom door for failing to clean up after them and within a month she’d ejected both Russell and his dogs from the conjugal bed. They were the first and last pets we ever had. 

			 

			After I hang up from Sian I realise I need to find Jez, so I pull on my coat and some old wellies and wander outside. The yard is quiet, though the Land Rover is still there, and next to it is parked an old dark-blue Volvo estate. I call out for Jez but there’s no answer, so I poke my head into the first outbuilding, a large, modern, corrugated iron barn. 

			Inside there’s a bare cement floor, several breezeblock stalls and half a dozen large metal crates along the wall. An elaborate black hose with a complicated pistol-shaped nozzle dangles like a deadly anaconda from a hook near the stalls. Beneath it, a series of circular metal drains studs the floor. I walk over to the snake contraption, which appears to be some kind of high-powered doggy hygiene unit, and can’t resist grabbing the nozzle off the hook. It really does look like a semi-automatic weapon, and I take aim at a nearby wall. A powerful jet of water shoots out and the nozzle comes flying out of my hands, coiling back on me like an angry serpent, splattering me with ice-cold water. 

			I emerge damply from the barn and walk across the yard towards the kennels. They’re housed in a long, low bungalow lined with a series of doors, each with a square glass window. I peek inside the first window and see a miniature four-poster bed complete with a ruffled canopy in a pale, insipid blue. A sign on the wall reads Cosy Canine Royal Suite and I snort. The area around the bed is carpeted with bright green artificial turf and a plastic hatch on the opposite wall leads to a paddock outside. I peer around but the suite appears to be empty. Maybe corgis are in short supply these days. I try the door handle and it’s open, so I step inside. The suite may be intended for royalty, but it still smells of wet dog. I test the mattress and am relieved to find that it is nothing more than plastic-covered hard foam. Maybe Jez isn’t bonkers, after all.

			I leave the row of suites and circle back to another outbuilding behind the first, stepping through a large open door. The floor inside is covered with straw and the room is strewn with brightly coloured canine exercise equipment. There’s a cloth tunnel, a small stepladder, a see-saw, a long wooden plank and a series of balls in various sizes, all painted in primary colours. Aren’t dogs supposed to be colour blind? In one corner sits a rectangular plastic Jacuzzi, and in the other is a giant metal exercise wheel. Oh please, I think, walking over to it. The wheel is taller than I am and sits squarely on an enormous triangular steel frame, like a massive industrial fan without blades. Inside it’s lined with thick, black rubber matting. I peer at a small plastic sign embedded in the frame: Caution! Not suitable for large breeds over 70 kg! What sort of giant mutant dog weighs more than 70 kg, I wonder? 

			Do I qualify as a large breed? Surely not. So I place one foot tentatively on the black rubber mat and step inside. The structure seems to hold my weight and the mat feels vaguely springy underfoot. With one hand I grab onto the central axle of the frame, then take a tentative step. The wheel slides easily beneath me and I pitch forward. I steady myself and take a few more steps, the wheel moving smoothly under my feet. I relax and begin walking at a normal pace, deciding that the wheel is really rather pleasant; it almost makes me envy hamsters. As I carry on walking, the wheel seems to stealthily gather speed, and soon I’m forced to quicken my pace. The problem is that, apart from jumping off—which I really don’t fancy while the thing is moving—I don’t quite know how to make it stop. I look around for a brake of some sort, but there’s nothing obvious, and the faster I walk, the faster the wheel turns. I’m quickly forced into a sort of slow jog, my hands thrust out in front of me to keep my balance. I’m just beginning to contemplate a sideways lunge when suddenly I stumble, my feet flying out behind me and my hands splaying against the mat in front. The wheel carries on spinning and I brace myself, my entire body tipping upside-down. I scream, and my arms give way; in the next instant I tumble sideways onto the floor, banging the side of my head hard on the wheel’s edge. 

			I land face down on the floor, the consultant’s words ringing in my ears: No contact sports, no hard manual labour, no activities that will put you at risk of a further fall. Next to me the empty wheel carries on spinning happily. Slowly, I roll over with a groan. Clearly, it’s an instrument of torture. And clearly, I’m an idiot for getting on it in the first place. I reach up to my ear, which stings like hell, and feel something wet. Oops.

			‘The thing is, it’s not really designed for bipeds,’ says a male voice behind me. I turn my head to see a tall, thirty-something, dark-haired man wearing faded jeans, a plaid shirt and a burgundy-coloured down gilet standing in the doorway, his arms crossed against his chest. His expression is one of mild bemusement, but his tone is vaguely patronising. Even sideways I can see that he is fetching in a rough-shaven sort of way: wavy hair, strong jawline, nice forearms. Not perfect by any means, but definitely what Sian would call man candy. 

			‘You need four legs,’ he says. ‘Otherwise the centrifugal force tends to work against you.’ 

			I stand up sheepishly, dusting bits of hay off my clothes, and glance at my fingertips, where two tiny spots of blood have bloomed from my ear. ‘Physics was never my best subject at school,’ I say, curling my hand into a fist so the blood doesn’t show. The man candy walks over to me. He has a backpack slung over one shoulder. 

			‘Presumably PSHE wasn’t your forte either,’ he says. ‘Or maybe you just missed the class on Common Sense?’

			Whoa. The guy is practically radiating scorn. I lift my chin stubbornly. ‘I had no idea it wasn’t intended for humans,’ I say a little defensively. 

			 ‘Really,’ he remarks. ‘Were you planning to try those next?’ He nods towards a series of giant plastic hoops mounted on elevated wooden stands. I give him my coolest smile.

			‘I never jump through hoops.’ We have a sort of Mexican standoff, during which I can’t help noticing that his eyes are a ridiculous shade of blue. 

			‘You’re lucky you didn’t crack your skull open,’ he says.

			Me and my darn luck! 

			‘Aren’t I, though.’ Actually, I suspect I have cracked my ear open, which hurts like hell. Hopefully my hair will cover it.

			‘You better let me take a look.’ He slings the backpack to the ground and steps forwards suddenly. Before I can object he reaches for my chin, turning it slightly and frowning at the bruises from the explosion. ‘Wow,’ he says. ‘Are these new?’ He is clearly more than a little puzzled.

			‘Um . . . no. I had those already. I’m sure I’m fine,’ I say, just as he lifts my hair. 

			‘Ah,’ he says. ‘You’ve lacerated your ear. It’s not deep, but it’ll need to be dressed,’ he goes on in a manner that seems overly competent. He bends down and unzips the backpack, rummages around inside, then withdraws a couple of plastic packages and a small bottle of saline solution. He stands up again and reaches for my chin, tilting my head sharply to one side.

			‘You’re not in one of the caring professions, are you?’ I mumble a little suspiciously.

			‘As a matter of fact, I am,’ he says quietly. His fingertips lightly brush my neck and I feel a small stir of warmth from his breath, which is like a cattle prod to my nervous system. But in the next instant I feel a cold jet of saline solution on the cut, which burns like mad.

			‘Ouch!’ I say, pulling slightly away. The liquid dribbles across my cheek and down my chin. He frowns and tilts my head again.

			 ‘Hold still for a second,’ he says. ‘I need to clean the wound.’ It’s not a request; more like an order. He dabs at my ear repeatedly with a bit of cotton wool, then breaks open a package of sterile strips and applies them to the cut. ‘I’m not going to ask how you got those earlier contusions,’ he murmurs while he does this, his tone just this side of schoolmaster.

			Then don’t! Because I have no intention of explaining. But he is clearly expecting some sort of answer, and the silence stretches awkwardly between us. ‘Just a small household accident,’ I say.

			‘Huh.’ I can tell from his tone that man candy doesn’t believe me. 

			Who is he anyway? 

			‘I’m Cal, by the way,’ he says. ‘I’m the vet.’ 

			Good grief. I’d forgotten about the vet’s visit. ‘So . . . you must be bovine Cal,’ I say a little baitingly. He frowns.

			‘That’s not what it says on my business card.’ He finishes and stuffs his kit back into the backpack, shouldering it.

			‘Sorry. It’s just that Jez told me you were into cows.’ 

			‘I treat cows. If that’s what you mean. Along with many other types of animal.’ Maybe it’s my imagination but Bovine Cal seems a little peeved.

			‘A Cal who treats cows,’ I say, trying to lighten the moment. ‘Nice alliteration.’ He gives me a look.

			‘It’s not why I chose my profession.’

			Yeesh, I think. Bovine Cal isn’t even smiling. ‘I’m Charlie, Jez’s cousin,’ I say. ‘I’m just visiting for a few days.’

			‘From?’

			‘London.’

			He nods – a little too knowingly, I think. As if he’s already got me typecast as some gormless urbanite. ‘Come to experience the delights of the countryside?’ he asks in a vaguely mocking tone. I briefly consider telling him about the explosion, then decide I do not want his sympathy.

			‘Something like that.’ It sounds pathetic, but I’m really not inclined to explain.

			‘Well, don’t overdo it,’ he says, glancing around. ‘The countryside is full of hidden dangers.’ Now he is definitely mocking me.

			‘I’m sure I’ll manage,’ I say. ‘We city types are very resourceful.’

			‘So they say,’ he replies. ‘I guess I should let you get on with it,’ he adds, glancing over at the wheel. 

			I feel my cheeks redden. What am I supposed to say? It looked like fun? ‘Actually, I was just looking for Jez.’

			‘She’s out in the paddock,’ says Cal. 

			Then he turns and walks out of the barn, leaving me to stare after him.
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