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Dedication


 


 


Eric the singing Pugalier, Monty and Marley, Ginger and Snoopy, Chubs, Scooby and Luna, Ambrose and Gertie, Ollie, Tag, Huxley, Oreo, Truffle, George, Mabel and Barksley, Bob, Lola, Henry, Lucy, Reggie, Harry and Mr Bingley, Bella 1, Bella 2, Bella 3, Milo 1, Milo 2, Shepsy, Spike, Doris, Gaia, Benji, Cracker, Lorenzo, Ralph, Woody, Biscuit, Rosie, Leo, Smithy, Freya, Denby, Rufus and all the other dogs of Muswell Hill past and present. But especially the lovely and gentle Oscar, now crossed over to the Rainbow Bridge, who was the original dog-share.










 ‘My little dog, a heartbeat at my feet.’ Edith Wharton
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Margot


Margot Millwood was a cat person. Unfortunately, no one had explained this to Percy, her cat.


It also seemed that no one had explained to Margot’s ex-boyfriend George that after two months apart, they were getting back together.


George had asked to meet for early drinks after work. Margot had imagined that early drinks would lead to dinner then a declaration that, like her, George had seen what was on offer on the dating apps and realised that what they’d had together hadn’t been so bad.


Wrong!


‘I found a few of your things knocking about my place,’ George said, handing over a bulging bag for life, before Margot could take even one sip of her gin and tonic. ‘I can only stay for a quick drink. I have plans.’


‘Plans?’ Margot echoed as she cast a cursory glance inside the bag and saw an almost empty tube of bb cream and a pair of red lacy knickers that absolutely did not belong to her. She was tempted to hand them back to George with a scathing remark, but she didn’t know if they’d been washed or not. ‘These knic—’


‘Yeah, sorry this is so rushed, but I’m sure neither of us want to rehash the details of why we broke up,’ George continued, then downed half his bottle of fancy, locally brewed lager with almost indecent haste.


Margot could never back down from a challenge. ‘We broke up because, after two years together, you decided that you weren’t ready to even have a conversation about when we were going to start a family and you decided to break this to me on my thirty- sixth birthday.’ Nope, she still wasn’t over it.


‘Only because when I took you out for your birthday meal, you told me, no, demanded, that we start trying for a baby that very night. I hadn’t even looked at the menu,’ George recalled with an aggrieved tone as Margot’s phone rang. She ignored it.


‘I didn’t demand that you impregnate me that very night, I just pointed out that at thirty-six, I couldn’t continue to take my fertility for granted,’ Margot reminded George. Her phone beeped with a voicemail message at the same time as George sighed long and loud.


‘Anyway, it’s water under the bridge now. We’ve both moved on,’ he said. ‘Really, there’s no use in holding a post-mortem, Margs.’


There really wasn’t. Margot steepled her hands together so she wouldn’t make any threatening gestures. She didn’t want a post-mortem either, but still, George could benefit from a little advice.


‘Talking of moving on, can I just say that the next woman you get involved with . . . well, it would be better to tell her right from the start that you’re categorically not interested in having kids. Better to be up front than stringing her along for two years on false promises and maybes,’ Margot said coolly and not at all bitterly as, once more, her phone started to ring.


Again, she ignored it, because she was far more interested in the way that suddenly George wouldn’t meet her gaze.


‘You’re already in another relationship.’ It wasn’t a question. Didn’t need to be.


George nodded. ‘There’s no law says that I can’t be,’ he said a little defensively. ‘Are you going to answer your phone?’


‘Never mind my phone,’ Margot said. ‘Like I said, please don’t lead her on if you’re not serious. By the time a woman is thirty-five, her—’ 


‘ – fertility could be halved,’ George finished for her. ‘Yeah, you did mention that about a few hundred times when we were together.’


But still, it hadn’t been enough to spur George into action apart from vague platitudes about how Margot would make a great mother. Or how it would be best to wait a year or so and a couple of promotions down the line, so they could buy a house for this hypothetical family that it turned out George hadn’t really wanted.


‘I’m just saying. For the sake of your new girlfriend.’ No one could ever accuse Margot of being unsisterly.


‘Not something you need to worry about and neither does Cassie,’ George said, probably not even realising that he was puffing out his chest, proud as the plumpest pigeon.


‘I take it that Cassie isn’t in her thirties.’ It was obvious that she wasn’t, but George’s faux bashful smile confirmed it.


‘She’s twenty-six,’ George confirmed. He didn’t look even a little embarrassed to be dating a woman fifteen years younger than him. On the contrary, he looked pretty bloody chipper about it.


Margot’s phone started ringing for the third time. By now it was a welcome relief. ‘I really must get this, it sounds like someone is trying to contact me urgently,’ Margot said, getting to her feet and quickly gathering up cardigan, handbag and the bag for life full of mouldy crap that probably wasn’t hers. ‘Lovely to catch up. Must go!’


Of course her handbag strap was caught on the arm of her chair, so in the time it took to extricate herself, her phone stopped ringing and George had the chance to not only have the last word but deliver a pretty damning character assessment while he was at it.


‘The thing is, Margs, I always hoped we might go the distance, but you’re just too much.’


Margot was completely blindsided. Also completely furious. A younger Margot might have sworn that in the future she wouldn’t be so much. But older Margot refused to make herself something less than she was.


‘No, you’re just too much,’ she hissed under her breath, as she fled the chichi little bar in King’s Cross, her hand digging into her bag for her phone, which was ringing and vibrating yet again. When Richard Burton had met Elizabeth Burton for the first time, he’d said that she was ‘just too bloody much’, but that was because Elizabeth Taylor was too much of all the good things that womanhood had to offer: wit, intelligence, killer curves and a pair of violet eyes. But when George, who had a very weak chin and a weak grasp of current affairs to match (there! She could finally admit it), said that Margot was too much he meant that she was needy, demanding and desperate. Margot didn’t think that she was any of those things, but she was thirty-six and time was marching on even if her prospects of being in a committed relationship weren’t.


‘Yes?’ she snapped as she answered the phone to a withheld number – probably someone in a call centre on another continent wanting to know if she’d recently been in an accident.


‘Hello?’ the caller, a woman, queried back uncertainly. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you for the last half hour. I’m calling about your cat. I believe you call him Percy.’


‘I call him Percy because that’s his name,’ Margot said evenly, though she felt very far from even. ‘Are you the person who’s stolen him?’


Margot was used to Percy keeping his distance. In fact, he barely tolerated her presence. After a long night of catting, he’d come home and scream at Margot until she fed him. How she longed for an occasional dead bird or half-alive mouse – the tokens of love that her friends received from their cats. But just because loving someone, or a cat, was difficult, it didn’t mean that one should just give up. He was still her Percy. Though Margot’s friends called him Shitbag on account of his habit of luring Margot in with big eyes and floppy limbs as if he wanted to snuggle. He’d even begin to purr as she tickled him under his chin. Then, just as Margot dared to relax, he’d either scratch or bite her. If she were really unlucky, he’d do both. To love Percy was to always make sure that your tetanus shots were up to date.


Over the last few months, Percy’s absences had been getting longer and longer and he was getting fatter and fatter. It was obvious that Percy was tarting himself around the neighbourhood, and Margot had had to resort to desperate measures. She’d been dripping with blood by the time she’d managed to secure a note around Percy’s collar.


 


To whom it may concern,


Percy is a very well loved, well-fed cat. Do NOT let him come into your house and do not feed him.


My number is on his collar tag, if you need me to come and fetch him.


 


‘We haven’t stolen him, he happens to prefer it round here,’ the woman now said indignantly. Then she must have realised that technically she had catnapped him if he was on her premises, because she sighed. ‘Look, I don’t suppose you could come round?’


Margot would have liked nothing more than to go home, change into her cosies and brood over what had gone wrong with George. She might even have cried. Not for George and his ripely fertile twenty-six-year-old new girlfriend, but because finding a man, just an average, ordinary man without commitment issues, continued to elude her.


Not tonight, Satan. Tonight, Margot was only home long enough to grab Percy’s pet carrier, a pouch of Dreamies and a thick towel so she could retrieve her sociopathic cat from one of the beautiful big Victorian villas that Highgate was famous for.


Margot was ushered into a double-aspect, open-plan living room with not one but two wood-burning stoves, a Warhol print of Chairman Mao on the wall above one of them, and a huge sectional sofa, which would have taken up her entire flat. On that sectional sofa were two little girls – they couldn’t be more than four and six and should absolutely have been in bed at eight o’clock on a school night – and nestled in between them, wearing a baby bonnet was Percy. He pointedly ignored her.


‘The thing is, you have to stop letting him in,’ Margot said to the harassed-looking woman who had answered the door and said her name was Fay and her equally harassed-looking husband, Benji. As Margot had entered, their nanny was just leaving for the day, so Margot didn’t know why either of them was quite so harassed looking. ‘He’s a cat. He’s an opportunist. But Percy is my cat and my opportunist.’


‘His name isn’t Percy, it’s Pudding,’ the smaller of the two girls piped up. Her chubby arm held Percy/Pudding round the neck in a vice-like grip. Soon there would be bloodshed.


‘If he was happy with you, then he wouldn’t keep coming here,’ her older sister said with an opaque stare, which was similar to the venomous expression on Percy’s face as he now gave Margot the full weight of his attention.


Margot’s boss, Tansy, had told her not to get a tortoiseshell cat. ‘All cats have a tendency to be bastards but torties are the worst,’ she’d advised when Margot had been scanning cat rescue websites during kitten season a few years before. There were many times that Margot had wished that she’d listened to Tansy but now, she wasn’t giving up on her cat without a fight.


There was bloodshed. Margot’s blood that Percy shed as she tried to herd him into his carrier, an exercise that necessitated throwing the thick towel over Percy to incapacitate him which also ensured that he couldn’t do much harm. Unfortunately, he managed to work a paw free and inflict considerable damage on Margot’s right hand, which already bore many Percy-inflicted scars.


The little girls were crying. Fay had disappeared with the words, ‘God, I need a drink’ and Benji kept saying, ‘Are you sure he’s your cat?’


Oh yes, he was Margot’s cat all right. The latest in a long line of men who thought that the grass was much, much greener somewhere else.


‘Fine,’ Margot said, when Fay returned with a first-aid box. ‘Fine. You know what? You can have him.’


Fay and Benji were very gracious in victory and the youngest girl, Elise, came over to give Margot a consolatory hug as Fay carefully dabbed antiseptic cream on Margot’s hand while Benji wondered aloud if she needed stitches.


They kept calling her Marge until at last Margot pointed out that it was ‘Margot, Mar-go. Marge is a butter substitute and I’m not a substitute’, even though her substitution status had been a recurring theme that evening.


Benji gave Margot a lift home, but that was only so he could pick up Percy’s things. The cat scratching tower, the countless toys, the very expensive cat food which was all he would eat. Margot boxed it all up, refused to take payment for any of it and came to a momentous decision after she’d shut the door.


‘That is it! From now on, I’m a dog person.’
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Will


Roland wore black turtlenecks, cream chinos and horn-rimmed glasses. Come winter, come summer, come the in-between seasons, his black turtlenecks, chinos and specs were absolute and his face impassive.


For a whole year Will had been coming, once a week, to Roland’s consulting room just off Kilburn Park Road, and yet Will was sure that without the turtlenecks and the horn-rimmed glasses, he’d never be able to pick Roland out of a police line-up.


Maybe that was the point.


‘So, you’re quite sure that you want to pause our sessions?’


Will realised that while his own mind had been wandering, Roland’s gaze had been fixed on him.


‘Not pause, stop,’ Will said firmly, though there was always something about Roland’s expressionless expression that made him want to squirm. ‘I said right at the beginning that I was going to give myself a year of therapy to fix myself.’


As soon as he said it, Will wished he hadn’t. Roland adjusted his spectacles so he could peer over the top of them. ‘Fix?’ he queried mildly. ‘I seem to recall that at the beginning of our very first session we also discussed that this wasn’t a fix but a process. An ongoing process.’


‘Yes, but I only wanted to ongo it for a year,’ Will reminded him. Thanks to Roland, he no longer felt uncomfortable about confrontation. ‘To favour a goal-orientated approach. Well, I’ve hit my targets, so now is a good time, a great time, to move on. When I lived in New York, there were people who’d been in therapy for years, decades, with no end in sight.’


Will didn’t add that most of them were completely dysfunctional because the therapy had invaded every aspect of their lives, instead of improving it.


‘Well, you have made a lot of progress,’ Roland conceded. ‘Put a lot of work in, and I don’t say that lightly because it’s been challenging at times, accessing memories that have been buried for so long.’


Which was another reason why Will deserved time off for good behaviour. A year ago, he’d been a shell, a husk. Burned out. Not fit for purpose. And now? Now, he might still be on a fact-finding mission to discover who he was, but he certainly wasn’t any of the things that he used to be. ‘I have come a long way.’


‘And the panic attacks have abated?’


‘Haven’t had one for months.’


‘And your GP agreed that you could come off the antidepressants?’


Will nodded. ‘I started reducing the dose about five months ago, stopped taking them completely two months ago.’


‘And you’re ready to make the emotional connections that have been missing in your life?’


Of course Roland saved the most difficult question for last. ‘Making emotional connections really isn’t a priority for me right now.’


‘But I thought the lack of emotional connections, your inability to connect with people in a deep, meaningful way, is what we’ve spent the last year working on?’ Roland glanced down at his pad and the copious notes that he’d been scribbling.


‘I’ve emotionally reconnected with my family over the last year. That has to count for something,’ Will insisted. He’d left home over twenty years ago and hadn’t felt the need to return that often. After three years at Manchester University and a first-class degree in international finance, economics and business, Will had been headhunted by a global investment bank. They’d funded an MBA at Wharton Business School in Philadelphia and after that there’d been five years working in their Berlin office, three years in Paris and a brief stint in Hong Kong before he’d been transferred to New York then subsequently poached by New York’s largest privately owned investment bank.


It had been a glittering career by anyone’s standards. There’d been performance-related bonuses and corner apartments with iconic views, each one bigger than the last. It was a world away from the family home and the family florist in Muswell Hill.


Of course, Will had dutifully phoned his mother, Mary, every Sunday morning. And he’d been back for hatches, matches and, more recently and tragically, despatches. Less infrequently, they’d come to visit him. So, yes, he had a family. He liked them. But it turned out that he liked them a lot more when there was a wide expanse of sea and several time zones between them.


This last year, Will had seen his family on a daily basis. And although he was meant to be on a career sabbatical, he’d somehow ended up working in the family business. Roland should give him props for that, and also for managing not to kill his half-sister, Sage, who hadn’t even been thought of when Will had first left home, and who made being annoying into an art form.


‘Of course, family ties are important, defining, as are the family ties we break.’ Roland folded his arms, but Will wasn’t going to wander down that particular path again. He folded his arms too and made sure to maintain eye contact with Roland until his therapist sighed. ‘So, Will, remind me of your last romantic relationship? The woman who hit you with her shoe?’


Roland had many admirable qualities, but his total recall of some of the more humiliating moments of Will’s life wasn’t one of them. ‘Dovinda? She didn’t hit me with her shoe, she threw her shoe at me,’ he clarified. ‘And we weren’t in a relationship. We were just seeing each other. Dating. That’s what you do in New York.’


They’d been through this. Several times.


‘So, no one in New York is in a relationship? How . . . odd.’ Roland, face still stuck in neutral, shook his head. ‘Remind me why Dovinda threw her shoe at you?’


Will had walked right into this one. ‘Because she wanted to transition towards being in a relationship and I thought we both understood that although we enjoyed hanging out together, and yes, having sex with each other, that was as far as it went.’


‘This has been a recurring pattern in your relationships with women,’ Roland noted, writing something in his pad.


‘Again, they weren’t relationships.’


They’d been through a lot in this room. Between 6 p.m. and 6.50 p.m. every Thursday evening, Will had confronted hidden truths, long-buried secrets, voiced things that he never thought he would. There’d been pain, raw emotion, even tears, but breaking up with Roland might be the hardest thing yet.


Also, Roland was wrong. Will’s avoidance of deep, emotional connections with other people had nothing to do with the defining moment of his life, which had brought him to Roland’s consulting room. When he’d lain on a trolley in an ER cubicle at New York Presbyterian Hospital, convinced that he was having a heart attack. And OK, he’d lived in New York for over five years and there wasn’t a single person that Will had felt he could call, but that hadn’t been the issue. The issue had been that he had a glittering career, a fancy Tribeca apartment, lots of money in the bank, all the latest tech, gadgets and expensive trainers, but suddenly the most important thing in his life was a gnawing, stabbing, desolate pain in his chest. The dynamic, successful, driven person he’d forced himself to become no longer existed and he’d reverted back to being a terrified, powerless twelve-year-old that—


Roland cleared his throat and Will was back in the room, back in his present, which was so much better than his recent past. ‘You’ve come back from a very difficult set of personal circumstances and bedded down with your family this last year, so obviously you can make and need emotional connections, despite your claims to the contrary. But outside of family, I want you, off the top of your head, to name one other person in your life who you’ve ever felt a connection with,’ Roland suddenly demanded, and immediately Will could feel panic rising in him, like bile. ‘Someone who you weren’t afraid to be vulnerable with. Someone you loved unconditionally.’


There wasn’t one. But even so, there was an answer that immediately came to mind. ‘Muttley,’ he said without hesitation. ‘Dogs count too, right?’


Just thinking of his childhood dog, a Jack Russell crossed with god knows what, put a smile on his face. Muttley had been his constant companion. He’d walk Will to school then be waiting when he got out. They’d spent hours playing endless games of fetch. And there’d been other hours, in the dark, when Will had whispered his secret worries and fears to the dog and pressed his face into his warm, dank fur when he could feel the tears starting.


That was love. That had to be love. But . . .


‘I’m not getting a dog!’ Will stated very firmly.


Roland raised his eyebrows by a couple of millimetres. ‘No one’s suggesting that you get a dog.’


‘Getting a dog, even fostering a dog is a huge commitment. Huge.’


‘No one’s telling you to foster a dog either.’ Roland sighed again. The clock was showing that it was fifty minutes past the hour and it was time for Will to say his final goodbyes.


But he didn’t want to leave things unresolved, which only went to show how much he’d grown as a person. ‘Maybe I could take a dog for a walk sometimes. Volunteer at a rescue?’ Will frowned. ‘What would be the harm in that?’


Given the solemnity of the moment, Roland frowned too. It was the most animated that Will had ever seen him. He waited for Roland’s goodbye speech, which, as ever, would be insightful and thought-provoking.


Roland put down his pen all the better to give Will one last incisive look. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to find you a slot when you want to resume our sessions,’ he said with a slightly wistful smile. ‘Until then, good luck.’
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Margot


‘I am kind. I am strong. I am positive. I attract kind, strong, positive people into my life. I am deserving of love. I am a great dog owner.’


Usually Margot tried to be more effusive with her daily affirmations, which painted a picture of the very best version of herself and sent it out into the universe to be transformed into truth. But she was in the back of an Uber – the driver had already taken offence when she asked him to swap Talk FM for Magic – and she was with her best friend Tracy, and Tracy didn’t really get the whole positive affirmation thing.


As the BeeGees insisted that they should be dancing, yeah, Margot took a couple of steadying breaths. She was just as terrified as she was before one of her innumerable blind dates. Actually, more terrified, because lately the only feeling she got before heading out to meet yet another man from yet another dating app was the grim resignation that he probably wouldn’t be The One. That he’d give her the old up-and-down and not bother to hide either his dismay or the lecherous belief that she wasn’t his One either, but would do for his One Night Stand.


But a dog wouldn’t care that Margot was a size sixteen or that she was two weeks late to get her roots done or that she’d spilt coffee on the ‘Strong Girls Club’ sweatshirt she was wearing and only noticed by the time she’d already left the house. A dog would know that was all superficial stuff, and the stuff that mattered – Margot’s soul, her heart and her innate sense of doing right – was in perfect condition.


‘I’m so nervous,’ she said to Tracy. ‘What if none of the dogs like me.’


‘Odds on, there has to be at least one that likes you.’ Tracy patted Margot’s hand perfunctorily.


They’d been friends since they’d met at fashion college, eighteen years before, Tracy just off the plane from New Zealand where ‘there’s a lot of sheep, not very much in the way of cutting-edge fashion’.


Back then, Tracy had a buzzcut, a lip piercing and had been terrifyingly forthright on first acquaintance. Time and Margot had softened her. She’d let her auburn hair grow out and ditched the lip piercing, although she was still inordinately fond of a DM boot, leopard print and a strong opinion.


‘Anyway, this is why I’m here. You’re too emotionally unbalanced after meeting up with George to make any life-changing decisions on your own.’


‘I can’t believe I wasted two crucial years of my fertility window on him,’ Margot said. Tracy sighed. Not just in agreement but because Margot had been revisiting that theme all week and it was wearing thin.


‘You’ll be fine. The doggies will love you, of course they will,’ Tracy insisted, possibly to ward off any more talk of George. ‘Are we nearly there yet?’


‘There’ was a local dog shelter. Obviously Margot was going to adopt rather than shop. She knew what it was like to be abandoned and made to feel as if you weren’t good enough. Margot had filled out a rehoming questionnaire and passed her home visit with flying colours because, as she affirmed daily, she was a kind, caring, positive person. Though what had really swung it was that she had a back garden, even if it was the size of a postage stamp. A smaller than standard-sized postage stamp. It had also helped that Margot had said she was going to take the dog into work with her every day, which was slightly stretching the truth. Or rather, it was stretching the truth so far that when you held it up to the light, the truth became completely transparent because both her bosses, Derek and Tansy, had said that there was no way she could bring a dog to work with her. But Margot was sure they’d change their minds. They’d initially been very resistant to work-from-home Wednesdays but they’d come round eventually.


Anyway, time enough to worry about that. Right now, as the Uber careered around the streets of North London, bunny-hopping over speed bumps, Margot tried to manifest the perfect dog. Something cute and Instagrammable, possibly fluffy, hopefully portable and definitely house-trained. Margot was leaning towards maybe a small cockapoo as the car pulled up outside a long, low building just off the A41 in Barnet.


‘I am a great dog owner,’ Margot muttered under her breath as she got out of the car.


Her doggy destiny awaited.


The reception area was quite utilitarian because it was a charity and they clearly didn’t have money to fritter away on sofas or a lick of paint on the nicotine yellow walls. But the volunteer waiting for them had a huge smile on her face and said fervently, ‘I’m Sophie. Thank you so much for considering a rescue dog.’


Sophie was a young woman with bright orange dreadlocks, tattoos and a no-nonsense air, so Margot didn’t dare say that she wanted a dog that would look good on the Gram. Or fill up the hole in her heart that had been carved out by every man that had passed her over, and more recently, Percy’s perfidy.


Sophie pulled open a set of doors and Margot’s nostrils were immediately hit by the stench of ammonia, even as she recoiled from the noise of what sounded like a hundred dogs barking. It was so much more brutal than she’d imagined. She’d pictured something more heart-warming than this . . . this . . . dog prison.


Each dog was kept in a small enclosure, a cage really, with hard stone floors and harsh fluorescent lighting. No wonder that they jumped up, scrabbling at the bars that held them captive, desperate to get Margot’s attention as she walked past them.


‘Kennels can be very distressing for a lot of dogs,’ Sophie explained. ‘Especially the owner surrenders. They don’t understand why they’ve gone from living with someone in a comfortable house to suddenly being here on their own.’


‘It’s so sad,’ Margot breathed, and though she was here for the cute, there was something tempting about every dog that she walked past. For a couple of minutes, she was quite taken with an elderly white French bulldog that snuffled at her hands, but Tracy pulled her away.


‘Frenchies are completely overbred and riddled with health problems. Our neighbours have a Frenchie. The poor thing can’t even drink water without bringing it back up.’ She fixed a wilting Margot with a stern look. ‘You have to be practical, Margs. The vet bills would bankrupt you.’


There weren’t any cockapoos, but there were a lot of Staffordshire Bull Terriers. Margot definitely didn’t want one of those. She didn’t like to judge, but whenever there was a dog attack in the papers, the culprit always seemed to be a ‘Bull-Terrier-like dog’ and certainly the ones in these kennels lunged for Margot when she approached.


‘They’re just being friendly,’ Sophie said, though Margot doubted it. ‘I know they get a bad press, but Staffies are actually one of only three breeds that the Kennel Club particularly recommends for families with children.’


‘Really,’ Margot said in what she hoped was a noncommittal voice.


‘Yes. Here’s a fun fact for you, more people seek hospital treatment after being bitten by Labradors than by Staffies,’ Sophie said, which wasn’t as comforting as she seemed to think it was.


They were coming to the last kennel now and although Margot had seen lots of dogs who’d tugged on her heartstrings, she was yet to find the dog that could steal her heart.


The final kennel was empty, but even so, Margot stopped to read the card with its former occupant’s vital statistics on it.


 


Name: Blossom


Age: 3-ish


Breed: Staffordshire Bull Terrier


Notes: Picked up as a stray and unclaimed from the council pound. Nervous around men. Highly food motivated. Can’t live with cats. Blossom just wants to be loved!


 


‘Oh my God, Margot,’ Tracy hissed. ‘It’s your spirit animal.’


Margot put her hand on her heart to check that it was still there because now there was a distinct possibility that it might have been stolen.


‘This one . . .’ but before she could ask where Blossom was, Margot realised that the kennel wasn’t empty. Cowering right at the back was a little white Staffy, shaking like it was a freezing winter’s day rather than unseasonably warm for late September.


Margot crouched down and held out her hand. ‘Hello,’ she said softly. ‘Do you want to come and say hello?’


This would have been Percy’s cue to fly at Margot with claws unsheathed and teeth bared but Blossom merely lifted her head.


‘Oh, you are so pretty,’ Margot cooed, and it was the greatest validation she’d ever received when the little dog slowly stood up and tremulously approached. ‘What a special, precious little girl.’


Blossom had big brown eyes that looked as if they’d been ringed with thick kohl by a top make-up artist. They were fixed on Margot warily as she came right up to the bars and tentatively stuck out her tongue to lick Margot’s proffered fingers.


Margot stroked the dog’s cheek and Blossom rubbed against the bars of her cage as if she was desperate to get closer to her. Margot didn’t want a Staffy. She wasn’t convinced that they were great family pets and they were hardly fluffy and portable. But Blossom was staring up at her with soulful brown eyes and it wouldn’t do any harm to take her out of her kennel for a little walk. Just so she could stretch her legs.


‘I’ll stay behind,’ Tracy said with a frown. ‘But, remember, no rash decisions.’


‘Absolutely,’ Margot agreed as Sophie clipped a lead on to Blossom’s collar.


Blossom was very skittish as they ran the gauntlet of the other dogs, who all upped their barking at the sight of one of their number staging a breakout. She tried to hide behind Margot, her head bumping into the back of her legs, until they got outside.


The kennels were on the edge of woodlands and once they were out of earshot of the barking, Blossom walked beautifully alongside Margot, pausing occasionally to look up at her with those cartoon-like eyes. She was built like a barrel, all shoulders and ribcage, resting on short legs that seemed delicate by comparison; her slightly bandy back legs resembling a fragile wishbone. She wasn’t all white either. Her snout was white but the top of her head and her floppy ears were fawn. Her back was fawn with white splodges, one of them in the shape of Italy, and her tail was fawn too, apart from the tip, which looked as if it had been dipped in a can of white paint.


But still, she was in a pitiful condition. She had bald patches on her flanks and though she was built solidly, Margot could see every single one of her ribs through what fur she had.


‘What has happened to you, little one?’ Margot asked. The dog didn’t answer, but trotted obediently at her side until they came to a fallen log and Margot sat down. Immediately, Blossom plopped down by her feet then rested her chin on Margot’s knee so she could keep staring at her. As if Margot was the one thing that she wanted to look at for the rest of her life. It had been a long, long time since anyone had gazed at Margot with such rapt wonder.


The feeling was mutual. Margot couldn’t stop staring at Blossom. She really was extraordinarily pretty with her heart-shaped head and those liquid eyes.


‘Oh! Oh dear!’


All those dates. All those men. All those years spent trying to find someone who wasn’t afraid to love Margot, despite all her contradictions and complexities. And just as all those men had never felt that spark, that connection, the recognition that came from finding your other, so Margot hadn’t either. Not if she was being really truthful. Until now.


Now, she felt as if she was going to burst into sudden but intense tears, even as her heart seemed to swell to three times its size. Margot wanted to throw her arms around Blossom, smother her with kisses and promise her that she never had to feel scared again.


Margot wasn’t an expert, but she thought that this could be love at first sight.


‘Blossom’s the dog for me,’ she told Sophie and Tracy when they got back to the kennels. ‘We were destined for each other.’


‘Blossom really deserves a loving home,’ Sophie said, reaching down to stroke Blossom’s snout. ‘Once she feels settled and safe, she’ll be a completely different dog. Shall we go and fill in the paperwork?’


‘Are you sure about this?’ Tracy asked. ‘I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t do anything rash.’


Margot nodded emphatically. ‘I’ve never been more sure. Let’s get the paperwork sorted and then I’ll be back to pick her up next week.’


‘You can’t take her now?’ Sophie queried as Blossom was put back in her hated kennel with one last forlorn look at Margot.


‘I really can’t,’ Margot explained when she was sitting in front of Belinda, the Head of Adoption Services. ‘I told you when you did the home check that I have to go away for work tomorrow.’ Desperation made her voice squeak. ‘I’ll come straight from the airport to pick her up on Sunday morning.’


‘Blossom can’t tolerate another week in kennels,’ Belinda said firmly. ‘I’m not going to put her on reserve for you, because someone might come in tomorrow who can take her immediately.’


I am a great dog owner. The universe was not transforming Margot’s affirmations into reality.


‘But Blossom is meant to be my dog,’ Margot pleaded, her hands actually clasped in the prayer position. ‘There must be someone who can look after her for the next week?’
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Will


Will pulled up outside the kennels in the work van. He didn’t usually do deliveries, but somehow, over the last few months, he’d become the go-to guy for whatever needed doing in the family floristry business. Whether it was negotiating contracts for the events side of the company, overhauling the website or delivering a bouquet of seasonal flowers to Sandra in Barnet who’d finally passed her driving test on the fifteenth attempt.


He’d googled rescue kennels while waiting for his mother to put the finishing touches to Sandra’s flowers because he’d just received his weekly message from Roland, even though he was no longer, officially, on Roland’s books.


 


Just checking in. I want to reiterate that forging new emotional connections can only have a positive impact on your mental health. Signing up as a volunteer at a rescue kennels would be a great start. (Your Thursday evening slot is still free, if you want to rethink the pause.) Regards, Roland


 


He was going to make this quick. Find a dog in need. Be both giving and receiving of emotional sustenance. Take a picture with said dog, send it to Roland, then head off into town for a meeting with a high-end PR agency who were tendering a contract for a florist to provide flowers for all their events.


Will hadn’t taken more than two steps through the door when he was met by a young woman with neon orange dreadlocks, a navy-blue T-shirt with the rescue organisation logo on it and a resolute look on her face.


‘I’ve come to take out one of your dogs,’ he said, raising his voice over the sound of frenzied barking coming from the door behind her.


‘Oh, have you had a home check? What’s your name?’ she asked, her gaze moving to another door marked private. ‘I’ll go and look you up.’


‘I’m not a volunteer,’ Will admitted. ‘I just wanted to hang out with a dog for a few minutes.’


‘Well, we don’t really allow walk-ins.’ The woman folded her arms. ‘You’d have to be properly vetted first. We could do that now . . .’


Will didn’t want to find himself suddenly committed to coming back week after week to hang out with dogs. Although objectively there was no good reason why he couldn’t. This was proving much harder than he’d thought.


‘I’d be happy to foster,’ he improvised, because perhaps he could take a dog out then decide that actually he wasn’t cut out to foster, sorry to have wasted your time and I’ll just be on my way, thank you very much. Though, again, there was no reason why he couldn’t foster a dog. Except fostering a dog, an actual living being, was a big commitment and he didn’t want any big commitments. Only small commitments. Very, very small commitments. ‘I have some experience of dogs. We had one when I was a kid. Muttley. He was the best dog in the world.’


Dreadlocks cracked a smile. ‘Everyone thinks their dog is the best dog in the world,’ she said.


‘And none of them are wrong,’ Will added. The barking seemed to increase in both intensity and volume. ‘Apart from the poor dogs who’ve ended up here.’


Her arms were now unfolded. ‘We do need to do some background checks,’ she said.


But Will could tell she was softening. ‘Of course, but while I’m here, can I have a quick look at the dogs?’


Once they were through the door, the noise was almost deafening and there was a stench of ammonia that caught at the back of Will’s throat as he scoped out the dogs hurling themselves at the bars of their kennels.


There wasn’t much cuteness on display. Mostly pain and despair at being incarcerated in these cold, inhospitable surroundings when once they must have been a cherished pet. At least, Will hoped so. He didn’t like to think that these dogs had never known a soft bed, a stroke from a loving hand.


He turned away from a frantic spaniel with desperately sad, pleading eyes, to the next kennel, housing a French bulldog. Everyone loved a French bulldog, but this one was grizzled, had gunky eyes and was making such awful noises, like a motorbike that wouldn’t start, that Will feared it would keel over midway through taking a selfie. ‘Sorry, mate,’ he said, reaching through the bars to stroke the top of its head with the tips of his fingers. He could feel himself weakening. If he stayed here much longer, he’d probably agree to foster all the dogs. Every single last one of them. But before Will could do anything hasty, his attention was caught, or rather grabbed, by a commotion at the far end of the kennels.


There was a dark-haired woman on her knees in front of one of the kennels looking up at two other women. ‘This is my soul-dog. We’re meant to be together,’ she was saying, her voice pitching up and down. As Will drew nearer, intrigued to find out what was going on, he realised there were tears streaming down her face.


It was a pretty face. A really pretty face. She had a pretty body to match. She seemed soft and yielding, though he tended to prefer his woman to be harder and unforgiving. That way no one got hurt. Certainly, he couldn’t imagine Dovinda, or any of the many others before Dovinda, crying in public.


‘I have work commitments this week and of course I don’t want Blossom to be distressed in the meantime, but there has to be a solution,’ she said, voice still wobbling, her forehead knitting together as she frowned.


Will and his volunteer shared a look. A look like they were two sensible people who didn’t really care for histrionics.


He was close enough now to see that the woman had been shielding a dog from view; a sad Staffy with velvet eyes, though if it were sad because life had been unkind or because it didn’t like being held in a chokehold while being cried on, Will couldn’t tell.


‘If she’s still here in a week, you can take her, but until then she’s on our priority list for rehoming,’ said the older woman firmly. She had spectacles attached to a chain around her neck, which gave her an air of authority, so Will supposed that she was in charge. ‘She’s being featured on all our social media channels this afternoon.’


Will wondered why the crying woman was so drawn to that dog in particular, but he couldn’t really get a good look at either of them as they’d merged into one crying, shaking whole. The woman’s dark head bent over the dog, her arms wrapped round its stocky frame.


‘Come on, Margs,’ the second woman said softly. She had red hair and was wearing two different kinds of leopard print. ‘It will work out if it’s meant to.’


Margs (what kind of a name was Margs?) raised her tear-stained face. ‘Can’t you take her for the week?’ she asked hopefully.


‘Really can’t. Den’s away until Friday night and dogs aren’t allowed on campus unless they’re registered guide dogs,’ her friend said. ‘There was an incident with a so-called emotional-support ferret. Sorry.’


Will felt a sudden tug on his arm. ‘Didn’t you say you’d be happy to foster?’


‘What?’


Will turned to Dreadlocks who was looking right back at him with a gleam in her eyes. ‘We’re desperate for fosterers. Absolutely desperate.’


‘Oh! You could foster her!’ Now all eyes were on him, especially the big blue eyes, only slightly puffy from all the sobbing, of the woman on her knees. ‘I knew there had to be an answer.’


Will held his hands up. ‘Hang on a minute! I said I was thinking about fostering.’ His initial impression of this woman may have been wrong. She was straightening to full height now and he could see something uncompromising in the set of her face, the way she drew her shoulders back, and the assessing look she was giving him in return.


‘One week out of your entire life,’ she said to him softly, as if they were the only two people in the place, as if her words weren’t sound-tracked by a cacophony of barks. ‘You’ll be getting Blossom out of here and freeing up a kennel for another dog, so actually you’re saving two dogs. That’s pretty good going for one week out of your life, don’t you think?’


He didn’t want to, but Will nodded, because when she put it like that . . . But he was a busy man. Except, he wasn’t that busy, and if he could save one dog from this hell-hole then that had to be a good thing. ‘But don’t you have to do a home check, first?’ he remembered. ‘And I can’t do that today because I’ve got a meeting in Shoreditch at three and it’s eleven now.’


‘We could easily do a home check now, then I don’t mind bringing Blossom round this evening,’ Dreadlocks pointed out. ‘Where do you live?’


This whole situation was spiralling ever further out of control and Will didn’t do well when that happened. ‘Muswell Hill. Look, let’s put a pin in it and—’


‘That’s perfect because I live up the hill in Highgate,’ Margs said and she smiled at Will, radiantly, like sun suddenly breaking through after a heavy rainfall. He returned the smile, or rather he lifted the corners of his mouth in an approximation of a smile because he was out of practice. ‘We’re literally neighbours. Don’t you find that when you want something badly enough, and you put that energy out there, then the universe usually comes through?’


‘Margs, don’t start positively affirming again. This morning has been stressful enough.’


Will immediately wished that he could take his smile back. He knew from bitter experience to be wary of women spouting nonsense about positive energy and manifesting joy. Not a lot of joy to be found when they were shouting at him about his failure to commit.


‘It does seem very fortuitous,’ Spectacles agreed. She placed her glasses on her face so she could peer at the card pinned to the empty kennel. ‘Ahh. I knew it was too good to be true. Blossom’s not very keen on men.’


Will was no stranger to rejection, but he didn’t think he’d ever been rejected quite so swiftly before.


‘I can’t help being a man,’ Will said in his defence, and Margs smiled at him weakly, like he could at least have tried not to be a man.


Meanwhile Dreadlocks and Spectacles were in a huddle. ‘It’s worth a try,’ Will heard one of them say. ‘She was all right with Randeep, once she’d got warmed up. Shall I go and get the treats?’


Dreadlocks emerged from the scrum and headed back the way they’d come. Will wished that he could go with her. He could; he was a fully functional grown-up. But then Dreadlocks turned round. ‘I’ll get the posh treats. The duck ones,’ she called out, hope ringing through every syllable. ‘She really likes those.’


While all this emotional blackmail, manipulation and strong-arming had been going on, Will hadn’t paid much attention to the dog at all, but when he looked at her now, she cowered from him, burrowing between the legs of her intended owner and the kennel staff to get away.


It was another punch right in his gut. He knew he had had problems establishing an emotional rapport with people. But Will wasn’t unkind. He wasn’t mean. He wasn’t nasty. He wasn’t violent. He didn’t possess any of those base qualities, which would make someone, this dog, shake with fear.


‘I don’t want to traumatise her,’ Will said.


‘I won’t let you traumatise her,’ Spectacles said resolutely and then Dreadlocks came back with a small metal bowl, which she handed to Will. It contained some shrivelled up meaty things, which smelled vile.


‘Freeze-dried duck giblets,’ he was told cheerfully. Obviously being a dog owner wasn’t for the faint-hearted . . . or vegans. ‘Now, take one, squat down and hold out your hand but keep your head averted.’


Will did as he was told. This was not how he’d imagined his visit would pan out. So low on the floor that he was practically on his belly, a freeze-dried duck heart in his palm as he kept his eyes trained on a spot on the floor where the corner of one tile had cracked.


‘Come on, Blossom,’ Dreadlocks said in a gentle voice as she moved nearer to Will and encouraged the dog to do the same. ‘Come on, good girl.’


Ten minutes later, Will was lying flat on the floor, his head at an awkward angle so as not to make eye contact. It was one of the most excruciating experiences of his recent memory. To have to put himself on display to four complete strangers, so they could witness his rejection, his humiliation, his abject failure to make this dog trust him. It was like a metaphor for his entire life.


But then, unbelievably, the dog crept close enough to Will that she could take the treat. Will thought she’d snatch it out of his palm, probably take the skin off with it, but instead she picked it up almost daintily and so swiftly that it didn’t even touch the sides as she gulped it down. Then she shuffled back but shuffled forward again quite quickly when another duck internal organ was placed in Will’s hand.


On the third go, the dog obviously decided that she was on to a good thing because instead of shuffling back, she decided to sit down in front of Will. ‘Just hold out your hand, with your fingers curled, and let her sniff you,’ he was ordered, and didn’t dare refuse.


His muscles were now screaming in protest, but Will forced himself to stay horizontal. His eyes flickered up to where Margs was gazing down at the dog, her expression intent, her bottom lip caught between her teeth until Blossom sniffed his hand. As the dog’s nostrils twitched, Margs relaxed, and when the dog let Will ever so carefully brush her cheek with one knuckle, she sighed. And when the dog lifted a paw and brought it down heavily on Will’s shoulder, she laughed.


‘I think she’s trying to tell you that she wants another treat, aren’t you, Blossom?’


Will was happy to oblige. Also happy to crouch rather than lay on the floor and feed the dog more treats. She even made eye contact with him and, for one fleeting moment, let Will caress the underside of her chin with one careful finger. Will looked into those wary brown eyes and acknowledged the pain and the sorrow that the dog had gone through in her past life. I see you, he wanted to say. I’ve been there too. It will get better, I promise. Blossom’s long pink tongue sneaked out of her mouth to lick Will’s finger and then she backed away to the safe refuge of the women who’d been watching this small, quiet exchange with their heads tilted, breath bated.


It had taken no more than ten seconds, but those ten seconds had warmed Will’s frozen heart. He’d got what he’d come here for; an emotional connection with another living being, and yet he was in no hurry to leave.


They always said that dogs were good judges of character and now Will felt validated. Looking after Blossom for a week, helping her with the transition from trauma to a happy, new life, rather than being a chore, a huge commitment, might actually be rewarding for Will. Make him think about someone other than himself. He’d never thought as much about himself as he had done during this past year in therapy and it was exhausting.


‘That went much better than I expected,’ Spectacles said with satisfaction. ‘A week ago, she was peeing in fear whenever a man approached her.’


Then again, the bar was set pretty low, but this wasn’t about Will and his feelings. It was about Blossom. No one should go through life feeling frightened, whether they were human, canine and everything in between.


‘So, when would be a good time for this home check?’ he queried, because apparently yes, he was going to foster a scared Staffordshire Bull Terrier for the next week.


‘Let’s go through to the office and get your details,’ Spectacles said, but before Will could move, Margs put her hand on his arm. She had capable hands, like they got the job done, her nails painted a chalky, pastel blue.


‘I’m Margot,’ she said, with another one of those sunny Sunday smiles. ‘Never Marge. Margot.’


‘Although you love it when people call you Margs,’ her friend pointed out with a nudge.


‘I merely tolerate it.’


‘Will,’ he said, and now they shook hands. Their eyes met and stayed met until Will dropped his gaze.


‘Thank you! Thank you so much for agreeing to do this,’ Margot said with all the fervour of a woman who believed in positive energy.


‘I might not pass the home check.’ Though Will could tell that short of living in a rat-infested hovel, which he didn’t, he was going to be responsible for keeping Blossom alive for the next week. Panic shot through him like a sudden fever.


‘We should swap numbers,’ Margot said, pulling her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans, unaware that Will was silently and comprehensively having a crisis of confidence. ‘I expect hourly updates with picture attachments.’


Even in the depths of his crisis, Will could tell that she wasn’t joking.


Later that evening Blossom arrived at his flat. She still reeked of eau de kennel and came with half a bag of dog food and the cheery instruction that ‘she has a shy bladder. She might hold in her wee for the next couple of days’.


Will shut the door behind Dreadlocks, shook his head, and pulled back his shoulders. ‘Right. OK. I can do this.’


He turned round to face Blossom who was gazing fearfully at Will’s hall walls, her little doggy brow furrowed, tremors racking her body. Then she cast one terrified look at Will and dived for the safety of the living room.


Will sighed so heavily he could feel it in his toes. ‘Oh God, what have I done?’
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Margot


Twice a year, Margot enjoyed five days away in a foreign country to shoot next season’s fashions.


It was the last week of September and the night before she’d left London, she’d had to turn the central heating on. So who would say no to five days on the Peniche peninsula, with its sandy beaches, temperature in the mid twenties and Lisbon only an hour’s drive away?


Margot had trained to be a fashion designer. But it had quickly become apparent that she was not going to be the next enfant terrible of British fashion. Much as it pained her to admit it (and what a long dark night of the soul that had been) Margot was more Boden than Balenciaga. More Mango than Marc Jacobs. More Cath Kidston than Christian Dior.


She could design pretty clothes that flattered women’s figures, but her designs were never going to be feted on the Paris runways and worn by celebrities at the Met Gala.


It was a salutary lesson in managing her expectations at a formative age. Still, when Margot had graduated, she’d hoped her first job would harness what talent she did have. Unfortunately, she ended up designing tracksuits for a leading high-street sportswear chain.


Obviously people wore tracksuits and someone had to design them, but Margot was stuck in a sportswear ghetto for three years, unable to move forward because every time she applied for a new, more simpatico job, her portfolio was full of leisure wear made from synthetic fibres. Her greatest achievement was when one of her tracksuits was worn by a ne’er-do-well on Hollyoaks.


The only time that Margot felt fulfilled was when she was making clothes for herself. She was a curvy size sixteen and the more stylish end of the high street only went up to a size fourteen. And even if they did go all the way up to a size sixteen, finding that largest size before it sold out was as rare as a genuine Fabergé egg turning up on Antiques Roadshow.


Margot knew she could probably drop a dress size if she ate less and exercised more, but quite frankly, she didn’t want to. Yes, she could eat spaghetti made from spiralised courgettes, pizza which had cauliflower crusts, and ration herself to two squares of dark chocolate a day. But life was often hard, so why should Margot deprive herself of the simple pleasure that was spaghetti made from wheat, or a pizza with a proper crust? And two pieces of dark chocolate would never, ever hit the same sweet spot that a Cadbury’s Twirl did.


So, it was easier and a lot less upsetting (there had been tears once in a Topshop changing room when Margot realised that a Topshop size sixteen was like a size twelve anywhere else) to make her own clothes. Pretty dresses and tops in Liberty prints and softly draped jersey which flattered her figure. In fact, she was wearing one of her own creations – a wrap dress in a crisp black and white polka dot cotton – on the day that she met the two most important people in her life.


It had been a Tuesday lunchtime in Camden Marks & Spencer. Margot was after a BLT while Derek and Tansy Spencer-Williams had popped in to buy a Colin the Caterpillar cake for an employee’s birthday.


‘I love your dress,’ Margot heard a woman say as she reached for the last BLT. She turned to see an elegant woman in a pristine white jumpsuit, her hair cropped close to her skull, all the better to show off her incredible cheekbones, and an ageing rockabilly, his grey quiff as big as the turn-ups on his jeans, staring at her.


Margot said the only thing she could in the circumstances, ‘Thank you! It has pockets!’ And stuck her free hand into one of those pockets so they could see for themselves.


‘It’s very hard to get a cotton wrap dress to drape like that,’ the woman said, which was a tactful way of saying that it was very rare for a cotton wrap dress not to gape when its wearer was large of bust and hip. Certainly no man had ever run his eyes over Margot’s figure with such forensic intensity.


For a second, Margot wondered if this approach was some kind of proposition. Older couple seeks curvy F for discreet afternoon fun. But then the rockabilly gathered a tiny section of the skirt between his thumb and forefinger and announced, ‘The fit is great considering it’s not even lined,’ and she realised they were fellow fashion professionals.


‘I sewed in a secret button on the opposite side from the bow,’ she explained. ‘I know some people put in an inner tie, but a button is a lot more secure.’


‘So you made it yourself?’ the woman asked. ‘From a pattern?’


‘Kind of from a pattern but I adapted it,’ Margot began eagerly, because she loved talking patterns and fit and fabrications. For the next fifteen minutes, the three of them nattered happily away about how hard it was to find well-made clothes on the high street at an affordable price point, and generally obstructing a lot of hungry people from their lunchtime sandwiches.


It wasn’t until an assistant manager was despatched to ask them to move it along, please, that the rockabilly proffered his card and asked if she’d like to come and work for them. Margot had phoned in her resignation from the sportswear company five minutes later.


That had been twelve years ago, and Margot was still gainfully employed and creatively fulfilled at Ivy+Pearl (named after Derek and Tansy’s mothers.) Before Ivy+Pearl, they’d worked at Sex, Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm MacClaren’s shop, which had sold fetish and bondage wear to punks before punk was even a proper thing.


Now Derek and Tansy were more about timeless style than screen-printing the word ‘fuck’ on T-shirts. Twice a year, they brought out a small capsule collection of dresses, separates and loungewear that they sold in their boutiques in affluent areas, from Primrose Hill to Cheltenham, Harrogate and all points north, south, east and west. With their web business picking up and the more expensive high street fashion chains increasing their market share, they were looking to expand and Margot had been at the forefront of that expansion.


Margot had pioneered their use of prints, overseen their new ranges of nightwear and home furnishings and had even persuaded Tansy that they should do a limited-edition scented candle each summer and winter. After all, who didn’t love cushions, throws and scented candles? But Margot liked to think that her greatest work achievement was insisting that the Ivy+Pearl sizing went up to a size twenty, instead of the very uninclusive size fourteen that it had been when she’d first started working there.


More than that though, with Derek and Tansy, and her Ivy+Pearl colleagues, she’d found what Armistead Maupin called a ‘logical family’. Not the people who were there because they shared your DNA, but the people you chose as your family because some things went deeper than DNA.


Now, Margot perched on a rock and watched as three models, diverse in size and ethnicity, frolicked in the surf on a Spanish beach while showcasing a swimsuit, a bikini and a tankini, all featuring full coverage bottoms, in Ivy+Pearl’s summer print: birds of paradise on either a black or a white background.


Derek, who was very red in the face even though Margot kept reminding him to top up his factor 50, was art directing the shoot and occasionally asking Margot for her input, but mostly she was free to soak up the sun and eat through her data allowance as she composed a text message to Will. With bullet points.


Bullet points were better on an email, but Margot didn’t have Will’s email address, just his phone number, which he’d rather grudgingly given. But he was looking after Blossom, her dog. And although it was only for six days, they were six crucial days for a dog that had no doubt been mistreated, abandoned, put in a council pound and then ended up in a small caged enclosure.
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