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For Wren Violet Wigmore









This is not a love story. At least, it’s not the usual kind of love story. Not the kind where ‘boy meets girl and mayhem ensues’. This is about a deeper kind of love than that (though I promise some romance as well). It’s about a love that knows no boundaries and is prepared to make any sacrifice. 


It’s about the love of a dog.


Meet Stupendo. 


He’s a very good boy.










Chapter One


The day I found out started just like any other. As the sun came up, Merle the blackbird sounded the first note of the dawn chorus. He was a little early in my view so I padded over to the window and ducked my head under the curtains to give him ‘the look’. But Merle was facing away from me into next door’s garden, and carried on singing regardless, so I went back to the bed, resting my chin on the mattress right next to my beloved Tuesday’s sleeping face. Her eyebrows briefly knitted together but other than that, she didn’t stir, so I settled down on the floor again and tried to ignore the noisy bird outside.


A little later the clock on Tuesday’s bedside table started its own version of the dawn chorus. It was less tuneful than Merle’s but it was a sound that I’d come to love, because if the blackbird didn’t wake Tuesday up then the alarm clock always would. And I would be right there, ready with a cheery morning greeting and desperate for a wee. Tuesday would always get out of bed straight away, no matter how much she didn’t want to, to let me out into the garden.


On this day, however, she did not get up when the clock started singing. Instead she silenced its trill by knocking it on to the floor, then sank back down into the pillows with a groan. I cocked my head at her. She didn’t even look at me. I jumped up to put both front paws on the mattress. She put her forearm over her eyes.


‘Seriously?’ I complained. ‘Come on, missus. Time to get up. Things to do.’


I was used to Tuesday trying to snatch some extra sleep – especially since William had come into the picture – but never without letting me out first. William would be waking up soon and I needed to get into the garden to check the perimeter fences and make sure the place was safe before he wanted to go outside. Who knew what might have happened during the night?


When Tuesday didn’t respond to my looming right over her, with my tongue lolling within millimetres of her nose – a move that normally made her laugh – I sat back down on the carpet in confusion. Perhaps she was ill. I pressed my snout against her hand to check her temperature. She snatched her hand away from me and tucked it beneath her cheek. 


‘Tuesday?’ I let out an exasperated wuff. 


Still she ignored me, so I took myself on to the landing. When Tuesday appeared a little later, she walked right by me. I followed her into William’s room. He was asleep in his cot and looked very comfortable so she let him snooze on. I trailed behind Tuesday as she tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen, careful not to wake William a moment sooner than she had to. At least she would open the back door now. 


But she didn’t. Instead Tuesday put the kettle on and stood at the sink, staring out into the garden where I should have been getting on with my morning’s work. Putting my paws up on to the draining board beside her and stretching to my full height, I could see the younger squirrels were on the bird table again. No amount of squirrel-proofing seemed to keep them off it. Meanwhile the old black cat, Caligula, was on top of the back fence watching them (as if he had the faintest hope of catching one). If I didn’t get out there soon, the squirrels would be digging up Tuesday’s plants to bury the peanuts they’d stolen. They’d already done for the geraniums in all the hanging baskets. I needed to warn them off. Caligula certainly wouldn’t.


Tuesday sighed. ‘Stupendo,’ she said. 


‘That’s my name.’ 


I wagged my tail to let her know I was listening. Always there. Always ready. Tuesday finally opened the back door and I sprang out on to the patio. She stood on the back step, with one of my toys in her hand. It was the bright green plastic sprout she’d bought me for Christmas. It smelled worse than a real sprout but if Tuesday wanted to play, I didn’t want to appear unwilling.


‘Throw it!’ I said, feinting at her feet like a champion boxer. The human kind, not the dog.


Tuesday looked at the sprout.


‘Throw it!’ I gave a little yelp of excitement. Sometimes she would only pretend to throw the sprout at first and I would tear off down the garden before noticing it was still in her hand. Got me pretty much every time but if it made her smile …


But Tuesday did not pretend to bowl the sprout to the far end of the garden that morning. She didn’t even throw it as far as the bird table. She just let it drop on to the patio right where she was standing, then turned and went back into the kitchen, closing the door firmly behind her and leaving me outside on my own.


I had no idea what I’d done to deserve this odd treatment and of course I was upset but I decided not to show it. Humans had their strange ways, I knew. I trotted across to the bird table with my tail held high. The young squirrels scattered with satisfying speed, eyes boggling out of their heads at my approach. 


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘And don’t come back. This is the bird table. It’s for the birds.’


The squirrels chattered at me from the top of the holm oak. I gave them a sharp bark in response. 


‘Stupido?’ 


It was a moment before I realised that the old black cat – Caligula – was talking to me. He never talked to me unless he had to and vice versa. I certainly wasn’t going to respond to him until he used my proper title.


‘Stupendo?’ he tried again. I could hear the sarcasm in his voice.


‘That’s me,’ I said, without turning to look at him. I carried on sniffing along the edge of the lawn. A female fox and a couple of hedgehogs had been by overnight. There was evidence, in the flattened grass, that the hedgehogs had been fighting. I wished I’d seen it. 


‘How can I help you?’ I asked Caligula when I was ready.


‘Stupendo, what are you doing here?’ he responded.


‘What are you doing here? I think you’ll find this is my garden, cat.’ I imbued that single syllable with as much disdain as I could manage.


‘Was your garden,’ Caligula said. 


‘Is,’ I replied.


‘Was,’ Caligula insisted.


‘What’s with the word games, flat-face?’ 


Like a drop of jet-black oil, Caligula slid down the fence to the ground. He padded over to where I stood and sat down right beside me. It was the closest he’d ever come to me deliberately. He smelled of tinned tuna.


‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ he told me.


‘No, fish-breath, you’re the one who’s not supposed to be here.’ 


‘Fish-breath? I should scratch your eyes out. But just this once I’m going to let it go, since you’re clearly not in your right mind as well as not in the right place.’


‘Eh?’ Why did cats always have to speak in riddles?


‘Stupendo, you’re not supposed to be here because you’re supposed to be somewhere else entirely. Somewhere …’ He sucked in his breath. ‘I really don’t know how I should put this.’ 


The tone with which Caligula was speaking now was unsettling. There was a softness to his voice that I’d never heard before. Not when he was talking to me, in any case. Then he lifted a paw as if he intended to pat me but thought better of it. All the same, the gentleness of the gesture alerted my suspicions still more. 


‘Why are you being so strange?’ I asked. 


‘Oh dear.’ Caligula shook his head. ‘Are you telling me you really don’t know?’


This time, he did touch me with his paw but quickly withdrew it again as though he’d been burned. As he did so, the squirrels came closer, watching me intently, and Merle the blackbird landed on the fence, his gold-ringed eyes upon mine.


‘Are you going to tell him?’ Napoleon, the biggest squirrel, asked. He was called Napoleon on account of his always tucking up one front paw when he was sitting on his haunches.


‘I suppose I’ll have to,’ Caligula said. 


Merle fluttered down to the grass, putting himself right in Caligula’s range. The cat and the blackbird shared an uneasy glance but it was clear that something was happening which meant the usual rules of engagement did not apply, and for the moment both the bird and the squirrels were safe within striking distance of Caligula’s retractable claws.


‘Stupendo.’ Caligula took a deep breath. ‘You’re not supposed to be here because … well, because you’re dead.’










Chapter Two


As Caligula’s bombshell hit, Merle and the squirrels flinched.


‘How else was I supposed to put it?’ Caligula asked them.


‘There are kinder ways,’ said Merle, hopping closer and opening one wing as if to take me under it. ‘Kinder words.’


‘You could have said deceased,’ suggested a squirrel.


‘Departed?’


‘Defunct?’


The squirrels were a wordy bunch.


While they argued about how best to have told me, I tried to take the situation in. Dead? That couldn’t be right.


‘Guys, hello? I’m not dead,’ I piped up. ‘I’m here. I’m standing right in front of you.’ I wagged my tail to prove it.


‘Well, yes. You are here but at the same time you’re not here,’ Merle explained. 


‘Tell him, Caligula,’ said the smallest squirrel, whom everyone called Pipsqueak. ‘Tell him what happened.’


‘Do I have to?’ the cat asked.


‘Somebody does!’


‘I can’t stand it.’ Pipsqueak’s mother Primula covered her eyes and turned away.


‘You were out in the street on your own,’ Caligula began.


‘I’m never in the street on my own,’ I retorted.


‘Well, you were on Sunday night. I don’t know where you’d been or what you’d been up to but as you were crossing into Bracken Avenue from the junction with Walnut Road you were knocked flat by a speeding car.’


‘Caligula!’ Primula squeaked. ‘Don’t say “knocked flat” …’


‘Well, he was, wasn’t he?’


‘Completely flat,’ Napoleon agreed.


‘The car was going really fast,’ said Pipsqueak. ‘I heard the screech of brakes.’ 


‘You were killed at once,’ said Merle. ‘You didn’t suffer. Tuesday ran out into the street when she heard the crash. The car was already gone but Tuesday held you as your spirit left your body. You weren’t alone.’


‘Why are you saying all this?’ I asked. 


Caligula had never been nice to me but Merle was always kind.


‘Because it’s true.’


Merle hopped across the lawn to a spot in the flower bed that edged the garden. I knew that flower bed like the back of my paw so I could see that the earth had recently been turned over next to the rosemary bush, which was one of my favourite spots for burying treasure. Merle pointed with his beak towards a large, flat pebble. There was something painted on it.


‘Your name,’ he explained. ‘It’s like a …’


‘Gravestone,’ Caligula supplied the word.


‘Am I …?’ I gently rested a paw on the recently turned earth. I couldn’t bring myself to say the words.


Merle closed his bright-ringed eyes. Pipsqueak pulled his extravagant tail over his face. Napoleon and the other squirrels followed suit.


‘Yes,’ said Caligula. ‘You are … Well, most of you is anyway. The bits they could scrape up. But that’s not the most important part of you, is it? Your earthly body?’


‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ I said. I went to start digging. Merle hopped in my way.


‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Caligula’s right. Don’t think about what’s down there, Stupendo. Look at this instead.’ Merle tapped on the stone with his beak. ‘Tuesday painted that for you. And here are all your favourite toys.’


Squeaky Pig stood guard over the mound. He was categorically not my favourite toy. I was always trying to silence him but his squeaker was indestructible. Next to Squeaky Pig was No-Longer-Squeaky-Sausage and Soon-Stopped-Squeaking-Minion and the stuffed Donald Trump that had always smelled too strange to play with. Scattered around the toys were several unshelled peanuts.


‘From our family,’ said Napoleon. ‘In your honour.’


He’d pinched them off the bird table, I knew. 


‘Though now that you’ve seen them …’ Napoleon eyed the peanuts hungrily.


‘You can have them,’ I replied.


The squirrels didn’t waste any time.


Next to the stone was a sleek black feather that had been poked into the earth so it stood up like a flag.


‘Is that from your tail?’ I asked Merle. 


He nodded.


‘I didn’t know what else to do.’


I felt my heart squeeze at such kindness. 


‘I didn’t think you’d want half a mouse,’ said Caligula.


‘I didn’t think you could catch a mouse,’ I responded.


Caligula regarded his front left paw as he casually extended and retracted his claws. 


I went back to looking at the stone. I couldn’t read my name but I liked the shape of it. I liked the rainbow Tuesday had painted arching over it too.


‘Anyway,’ said Caligula, after we’d all shared a brief moment of contemplation. ‘Now you know what happened, you can be on your way.’


‘Where to?’


‘To the other place. Where everybody is like you. They’re all dead as a—’


Before Caligula could finish, Merle interrupted him, ‘They’re all faithful pets who’ve earned their place in the Rainbow Kingdom.’


Caligula rolled his eyes. ‘The Rainbow Kingdom?’


Merle ignored him. ‘You can cross over the Rainbow Bridge whenever you like, Stupendo. You should have crossed over already. It usually happens at once. All you have to do is say goodbye to this world. To us. To the garden. To Tuesday and William.’


How could I ever say goodbye to Tuesday and William? 


Merle continued, ‘You just close your eyes and say you’re ready and everything will happen as it should. You just have to let go.’


I glanced back at the house. Tuesday was standing with her hands in the kitchen sink, staring out into the garden. She looked in my direction but didn’t seem to see me. Or any of the others, for that matter. I wagged my tail. I gave a cheery yip. I tried to pick up Squeaky Pig, thinking that perhaps for once his infernal squeal would come in useful for attracting Tuesday’s attention. But I found I couldn’t do it. My jaws closed on thin air. 


Inside the house, Tuesday dried her hands, then she dabbed at her eyes with the tea towel. When I was a puppy, I used to steal the tea towels and race around the garden with them, hoping that Tuesday would catch the loose end for a game of tug-of-war. 


‘She’s acting like she can’t see me,’ I said.


‘Well, she can’t.’ Caligula shrugged. 


‘It’s true,’ said Pipsqueak. ‘She can’t see you at all.’


‘But you lot can.’


Merle explained, ‘Human beings aren’t tuned into the different layers of the universe like we creatures are, Stupendo. They can’t see sound or taste colour. They can’t hear the vibration of the earth or smell a feeling on the wind. They spend their lives turning from nature. Most of them don’t even know there’s more than one dimension.’


‘But … but …’ I protested. ‘How can I say goodbye if she can’t see me? Tuesday!’ I barked her name in vain.


Merle’s eyes glistened. Pipsqueak’s tail drooped. Even Caligula seemed quite pensive.


‘You just have to say goodbye in your mind,’ Merle said. ‘Close your eyes. We’re here for you. It won’t hurt.’


I closed my eyes. I said, ‘I’m ready.’ Nothing happened.


‘He’s obviously not,’ said Caligula. ‘Ready, that is.’


The squirrels and Merle regarded me with concern. 


‘Look, you don’t have to make your mind up now,’ Merle told me. ‘You can stay here for as long as you want. But she’ll never know you’re here. That’s all.’


Tuesday turned away from the window and a cold shadow fell across my heart.










Chapter Three


After I found out I was dead, I just hung around the garden all day. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I could tell my bird and animal friends didn’t know what to do with me either. From time to time, one would pause in going about his or her business to ask me how I was feeling, but I knew they didn’t really want me to elaborate. I would have thought it was obvious. I was completely devastated. I’d never felt so sad in my life. Or rather, my death.


Inside the house, Tuesday carried on with her day too. By standing on the garden bench, I could see into the kitchen. William woke up and Tuesday brought him downstairs. He sat in his high chair and banged a spoon on the tray while she made his breakfast. I loved having breakfast with William since he dropped at least every other spoonful. I thought hungrily of the porridge and toast soldiers that would be going to waste on the floor.


A few times, I forgot what Caligula and Merle had said about humans not being able to see or hear me, and I barked in an attempt to get Tuesday to open the back door. But though occasionally she gazed out into the garden, she always looked right through me. Her lovely brown eyes were sadder than I had ever seen them. Even when she was holding William and he reached out to ‘boop’ her nose, like he used to do mine, Tuesday’s smile never quite took over her whole face.


In the afternoon, I thought my luck might be turning when Tuesday brought William out into the garden. I bounced around her feet barking with joy. But she didn’t notice. Tuesday rolled out a rug on the grass and put William down to play on it while she hung up some washing. I stood right beside her as she put William’s bedclothes on the line. I tried to pull on the end of one of the sheets but I couldn’t seem to grasp it and Tuesday carried on as though I wasn’t there.


With the washing flapping in the summer breeze, Tuesday spent a couple of minutes standing by the mound in the flower bed that I now knew was my grave. She crouched down and tidied up my old toys, putting them back in a row.


She smoothed the earth over my bones. Then she picked up the now empty peanut shells and all the feathers, including the magnificent black tail feather that Merle must have been missing quite badly, and put them in the garden waste bin. She had no idea they were a tribute to me. 


Tuesday joined William on the blanket and I sat down on the grass nearby to watch them. Half-heartedly, Tuesday helped William fit wooden blocks into a puzzle. Then Tuesday lay down on her back and stared up at the sky until William started fussing to be taken back inside again. He was getting pretty good at walking but he still preferred to be picked up.


As Tuesday lifted William into her arms, he pointed towards the row of toys on my grave.


‘Do …’ he said. I knew he was trying to say ‘dog’.


‘You miss him too,’ Tuesday translated. 


They went inside, leaving me behind again. I wasn’t fast enough to get through the door with them. 


Eventually, Tuesday put William to bed and went into the living room to watch television. As it grew darker, she drew the curtains so I could no longer see her. I was still shut outside and I’m ashamed to say I had a little howl about it. Napoleon and Pipsqueak came and sat beside me for a while, but they didn’t know how to make things better. They kept asking me if I wanted a peanut. I’d never really wanted a peanut – not since the first time I tried one and discovered how disappointing they were inside their brittle husks. I certainly didn’t want one now.


Soon it was time for the squirrels to go home for the evening. They couldn’t sit beside me in the dark. Merle led the local birds in their goodnight song. The swifts who came to stay on our street every summer made one last evening fly-past in formation as they headed to their nests. I knew that after sunset a whole new group of animals took over the garden, and the squirrels and small birds did not particularly want to meet the night shift. The bats were OK but there was an old dog fox who might eat a squirrel if he could catch one. I didn’t know his name. None of the daytime regulars did. He came and went without talking to anyone, keeping his nose close to the floor as he slunk on by. Likewise, the owl, who was partial to a supper of small rodent, was a nameless stranger to the daytime crew. He couldn’t have carried me off but I nevertheless found him frightening with his staring yellow eyes and wide white wings that made not the slightest sound as they flapped. He was more like a ghost than I was.


Only Caligula the cat and his feline kin could roam the garden at all hours with impunity. The fox and the owl saw him as an equal. He was, like them, a hunter by design, after all, even if I’d never seen him catch anything more than a loose feather when he thought no one was watching him play. 


I heard the owl hoot as he left his roost and instinctively crept closer to the back door, trying to find comfort in the feeble circle of light cast by the glass panels. But it wasn’t long before Tuesday turned the kitchen lights off, leaving me completely in the dark. As I sat alone on the patio sniffling with self-pity, I wondered how I would get through the night. I’d never spent the small hours outside on my own before and I’m sad to admit I was scared. 










Chapter Four


Then


I need to tell you more about my early life on Bracken Avenue. I’ll start right at the beginning, when I was just a pup.


The funny thing is, Tuesday thinks she chose me. She thinks that us ending up together was her decision, when in reality it was me that did the choosing. I knew from the moment she walked through the front door of Mandy’s house that she was going to be mine. I just had to play it cool. While my brothers were all over Tuesday as soon as she came into the kitchen, I hung back, leaning against the dishwasher looking all nonchalant, waiting for her to come to me. 


I was part of a surprise litter of four. Our mother, Rosa, was a pedigree black Labrador, who’d won several prizes as a young dog and was destined to mother great champions in her turn. It didn’t quite work out like that. Our father, Neddy, was a brindled Staffordshire bull terrier, whose feckless owner kept him on a piece of string that wasn’t strong enough to hold him when a likely female wandered by. When Neddy saw Rosa, it was love at first sight but, of course, the resulting Labrador-Staffie puppies – we four boys – were a big problem for Mandy. At a time when every other dog was a ‘cocka-poodle-something’, Staffradors were not in any kind of demand. 


Unable to keep us all for herself, much as she might have liked to, Mandy invited some of her friends to her house for a pizza one Friday night, hoping that a few bottles of wine would persuade at least one of them to commit to taking a puppy. Tuesday was one of the people who came along. But she didn’t need wine to see my charms.


‘What about that one? What’s he called?’ I heard her ask Mandy and I knew it was me she was talking about.


‘Him? That’s Stuart,’ Mandy said. ‘Stuart Little, after the mouse in the film, because he’s the smallest.’


‘He is so cute,’ said Tuesday. ‘Like a leetle furry cupcake.’ And I was sure I was almost there. All I had to do was consolidate my position. While my brothers, Tyson, Derek and Boris, got into a fight over the remains of a shoe, I casually wandered across and sat down between Tuesday’s feet, with my back against one of her shins. Then I gave her a coy look across my shoulder. It was a look that said, ‘You can give me a scratch behind the ears if you like.’


‘He is such a sweetheart!’ Tuesday exclaimed, picking me straight up from the floor and plonking me on to her lap. I hadn’t been expecting that and I have to admit the surprise made me have a small accident. Luckily Tuesday didn’t seem to mind.


‘These aren’t my best jeans,’ she told Mandy. Then she lifted me until I was level with her nose. ‘Aren’t you a lovely boy?’ she said. ‘Do you want to come home with me, Stuart Little?’


I wiggled my tail in a way that I hoped said, ‘Tuesday, I can think of nothing better.’


I moved in with Tuesday three weeks later. I was only twelve weeks old but I knew at once that I had fallen on my feet. Tuesday’s house on Bracken Avenue – number thirteen – had a garden straight out of any pup’s wildest dreams. There were big shady trees to lounge under and a lawn just perfect for dashing about after a ball. I was Tuesday’s first puppy and she’d really pushed the boat out to make sure I had everything I needed. Toys, bowls, bedding and the fanciest organic puppy food and treats that money could buy. 


‘Here you are, Stuart,’ she said, setting me down gently on my plush new faux-fur bed in the corner of the kitchen.


‘I won’t be needing this,’ I thought, as I made a show of trying to get comfy. Indeed, I only had to cry for a quarter of an hour that first night before Tuesday came downstairs to fetch me and carry me back to sleep in her room, which of course is where I’d wanted to be all along. 


‘I told myself I would not do this,’ she said, as she lifted me on to her own bed and I cuddled up under the duvet. Tuesday kept saying that it was a ‘one-off’ and warning me that she would be a lot stricter once I had properly settled in, but I was pretty sure I would never have to sleep downstairs again.


‘I promise I will look after you, Stuart Little,’ she told me.


‘I’m going to be the one looking after you,’ I thought as I licked the end of her nose. ‘And please call me anything but Stuart Little.’


It didn’t suit me. I was going to be big.


The following morning, as I performed a series of daring leaps on and off the sofa, she nicknamed me ‘The Great Stupendo’ and Stupendo was the name that stuck. 


I had made the right choice. By Tuesday’s side was where I was destined to be. I hardly missed my littermates at all now I had Tuesday to love (I especially didn’t miss Boris, whose idea of fun was trying to fit my whole head in his enormous mouth). Tuesday was always ready with a treat or a tummy rub. She always forgave my little accidents. She laughed at all my doggy jokes and was delighted by my zoomies. 


For the first few weeks I lived with Tuesday, before I had the last of my puppy vaccinations, I wasn’t allowed out on to the street. That was when I got to know the other animals who lived on my patch. The squirrels had come to check me out on my first day at Bracken Avenue and since then they’d been baiting me from the safety of the trees every time I stepped into the garden. One day Napoleon threw a nut at my head while I was sniffing around the base of the holm oak. He pretended I was mistaken, of course, but after I jumped up the tree trunk and nearly caught his tail, the squirrels were slightly more respectful.


I met Caligula on my first day at number thirteen too. I didn’t know much about cats at the time, or how much I was supposed to hate them, so I approached him just as I’d approached the squirrels and the birds – with a 	friendly smile and an open heart. Observing me from the top of the fence, Caligula groaned, ‘That’s all I need. A puppy. Is Tuesday dog-sitting or are you here to stay?’ 


‘I’m here to stay,’ I said proudly. ‘I’m Stupendo. What’s your name?’


‘That’s for me to know and you to find out.’ 


‘Toby?’ I started guessing. ‘Cyril? Fred?’


‘Enough with the puppyish enthusiasm.’ Caligula stopped me. ‘We’re not going to be friends, you and I.’ Then he slinked away. After he was gone, Napoleon the squirrel called me from the top of the bird table.


‘His name is Caligula,’ he said. ‘He was named after an emperor of some sort. Like I am. You’ll get used to him.’


Despite that inauspicious first meeting, I tried to make Caligula my friend. Every time I saw him, I greeted him with a polite ‘wuff’ and a wag of my tail, but I never got anything more than an eye-roll in return, so eventually I gave up and let Caligula keep himself to himself. Unless he set foot on the ground in my garden when I was out there too, in which case I was perfectly entitled to chase him off. 


Fortunately, there were other, friendlier animals to meet. As soon as I had the last of my jabs and was allowed out into the world, Tuesday introduced me to the concept of walks. It wasn’t long before the sound of the word ‘walk’ could send me into a frenzy of delight. After I knocked her favourite table lamp over with my tail in my enthusiasm to get outside, Tuesday took to spelling ‘walk’ out in an attempt to keep me calm until she got my lead on – W-A-L-K – but it didn’t take me long to understand that connection too.


The park soon became my favourite destination because there was always someone interesting to see there. Like Buster. Buster was an English bull terrier, who talked with a ‘gangsta’ accent. He told me I could be in his gang because I was part-Staffie. When I was a puppy, I thought Buster was really hard, though I soon came to learn that his ‘crew’ consisted of a cross-eyed French bulldog and a cockapoo who barked at his own tail. What’s more, Buster had never been anywhere near a dogs home as he’d led me to believe. He got the scar on his nose not through fighting but through having tried to get the last baked bean out of a discarded tin. 


Zephyr, on the other hand, had every right to play on her tough upbringing. Zephyr had been a racing greyhound. A big success, I heard. But at the end of her career, those trophies seemed to count for nothing. Her owner, who had made so much money from her racing triumphs, had no compunction in dropping Zephyr off at the Greyhound Trust to be rehomed the day after her final race. Fortunately, she quickly found a new human family, but the weeks she spent in the kennels had definitely left a real scar.


Buster and Zephyr were very kind to me. Though they were several years older than I was, they were always willing to indulge my puppyish ways and have a quick game of chase or tag. I made other friends too, at the puppy training school that Tuesday enrolled me in when I was six months old. 


I loved puppy training school, though Tuesday seemed to find our Sunday afternoons there less exciting. She would get so exasperated when I didn’t respond to her attempts to teach me to do really pointless things like sit still on one side of the children’s football pitch while she took herself and the treats to the other. 


‘Stay!’ she’d yell. ‘Stay there! Stay, Stupendo! Stay!’


Why would I do that? Especially as it quickly became clear that the more I pretended not to understand what the trainer or Tuesday were asking me to do, the more treats I got when I finally appeared to cotton on. I was no fool. I knew what ‘sit’ and ‘stay’ meant. I may have graduated bottom of my class, but I guarantee you that I got more treats than any other dog there in the process. That’s what I call intelligence.


On weekdays, Tuesday went to work. She was her own boss, a gardener, so she could take me with her in her smart green van. I was more than happy to sit in the sun while she mowed lawns, clipped hedges and dug up flower beds. I liked to do a bit of digging myself but though she laughed the first couple of times I tried to lend a paw, after I dug up a delicate rose bush she’d only just planted, Tuesday would put me off with a passable growl whenever I looked as though I was about to get stuck in. It was a bit annoying but all the same, I knew I was luckier than many other dogs, like Buster and Zephyr, who had to stay shut indoors while their humans were at work. 


Some days though, Tuesday did stay at home designing new gardens on a big pad of paper on the dining room table. I helped however I could. Sometimes that was simply by placing a friendly paw on her knee to remind her to take her regular walk and snack breaks. Or should I say, my regular walk and snack breaks.


I was so happy in those puppy days. We both were. 


‘Stupendo,’ Tuesday told me one quiet afternoon, ‘you’ve brought the sun out in my life.’


It wasn’t just that I had given her an excuse to go to the park. On the day she first met me, I heard Tuesday tell Mandy, my first human, the reason she’d decided to get a puppy.


Tuesday’s mum had died six months earlier. ‘When she was getting close to the end, she suggested I get a dog for some company,’ Tuesday explained. 


So I never met her – Tuesday’s mum, Sarah – but I heard a lot about her through listening to Tuesday’s conversations with her friends. Two years before I was born, Tuesday had moved back from a shared flat in London to her childhood home in Bracken Avenue to look after Sarah when she fell ill with cancer. When I arrived in the house, quite a lot of Sarah’s stuff was still around. Including her slippers. They lived in the hallway, under the coatrack. 


I’m ashamed to say that one day, when Tuesday left me at home on my own for the first time, I took those slippers into my daybed in the kitchen and chewed right through the toes. I’d never been in the house alone before. I was young and I was a little bit frightened. More than a little bit frightened. Without Tuesday the house seemed big and full of strange noises. Chewing the slippers distracted me until she got home again.


‘Stuart Little!’


I knew by the fact that Tuesday had called me by my old name and not Stupendo that I was in trouble. Her face, when she found me under the kitchen table, confirmed the worst. ‘How could you?’ she yelled. 


Though of course Tuesday had shouted at me before – she’d shouted herself hoarse during puppy training – I knew this time was different. She wasn’t just exasperated with me now; she was properly angry. 


She snatched one of the slippers up. I was still holding on to the other. I mistakenly thought I might diffuse the situation by instigating a quick game of tug – I’d let her win – so I was shocked when Tuesday used the first slipper to give me a sharp tap on the bottom. I dropped the slipper I was still holding in surprise. Tuesday grabbed it and took both to her bedroom, where she stayed for what seemed like an age with the door firmly shut.


When Tuesday came downstairs again, I could see she had been crying. I’d been crying too. Howling. This was our first falling-out. I kept my ears down and looked up at her through my super-long eyelashes, which was an expression she usually found irresistible. It had worked when I chewed the leg of a dining chair and the corner of her second-favourite handbag. I didn’t understand why Tuesday had merely shrugged when I ruined that lovely blue handbag, which was still quite new, but was so angry about a pair of old slippers. 


Tuesday sat down on the floor beside me. She had both the slippers in her hands again. I gave them the side-eye.


‘Here,’ she said, offering me the one I’d chewed most enthusiastically. ‘You can have them. I’m sorry, Stupendo. I shouldn’t have got upset with you like that. They’re just ratty old slippers but … having them there in the hall made it feel like Mum might come back one day. It was comforting. Silly, eh?’


I wished I could tell her that it wasn’t silly at all. After all, the slippers had been a comfort to me while I was in the house on my own. 


She continued, ‘While I was upstairs, I thought I heard Mum’s voice, saying, “Tuesday King, he’s only a puppy” and I realised that if she’d been here, Mum would have found it really funny that you’d chewed her slippers up. She would have said it was a good excuse to go to Marks and Sparks and buy some new ones. She would have loved you, Stupendo. Like I do.’


‘And I love you, Tuesday,’ I told her with my eyes. She pulled me on to her lap for a cuddle and I licked her tears away.


Though the slippers were now officially mine, from that moment forward, I treated them with new reverence. I never chewed them again, though I occasionally gave the felted fabric a bit of a lick. If Tuesday thought her mum would have loved me, I knew I would have loved her in return. In my head, I promised Sarah that I would be loyal to her daughter and the people she loved forever. I would be loyal to my last breath. 










Chapter Five


Now


Now here I was, stuck outside in the dark on my own, with Tuesday and William not even knowing I was still close by. I began to cry again – big, haunted howls – until Caligula popped up beside me as suddenly and unexpectedly as if he’d magicked himself out of thin air. He winced at my mournful singing.


‘You’re still here,’ he said.


‘Thank you, great master of stating the obvious,’ I replied. 


‘Touchy. But then I suppose you have every right to be touchy, given the circumstances. It’s not much fun finding out you’re dead. Have you been out here all day, dog?’


I nodded. ‘I did try to get through the door when Tuesday was taking the washing in but …’


Caligula slinked up to the French windows into the living room and tried to look through a small gap in the curtains. He turned back to me. ‘Stupido, you do know you don’t actually have to wait for someone to open a door to you now, don’t you?’


‘Don’t call me Stupido.’


‘Stupido, Stupendo, whatever. Now that you’re dead, you’re no longer bound to the physical realm. You can go anywhere. You can do anything. You don’t have to wait for a door to open because you can walk right through it.’


‘Yeah, right,’ I said. 


‘I’m serious. You don’t need to be stuck out here. Just go inside. Think yourself in there.’


I didn’t believe him. Though I had to admit that I’d noticed throughout the day a disturbing lack of ability to have any impact on earth, toys and other things, my paws still felt pretty solid to me. And I was on to that cat. 


‘Caligula, you just want me to try walking through a solid door so you can have a good laugh when I bang my head. Well, thanks but no thanks. As if I haven’t already had a terrible day.’


‘You think I would do that to you?’ Caligula asked.


‘I know you would.’


Caligula had form. When I was a puppy and didn’t really understand how glass worked, Caligula delighted in lingering on the other side of the French windows to torment me. The number of times I’d gone haring across the living room floor in pursuit of him, only to crash into the glass and end up on my backside with my head spinning while he looked on from the safety of the garden. He thought it was hilarious. There was no reason why Caligula should stop pranking me now. I reminded him of his past crimes.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It was funny how often you fell for it.’


‘For you perhaps.’


‘The squirrels laughed too.’


That hurt. 


‘Anyway, this time I am not planning any kind of evil trick, I swear on all my paws. I don’t know why you haven’t crossed over already – there’s nothing left for you in this dimension – but if you want to stay here, sitting outside on the patio while Tuesday and William are in there,’ he jerked his head towards the house, ‘well, that is entirely your prerogative, I suppose.’


He started to walk away from me, towards the garden shed. As he went, he muttered, ‘It really is true. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks. Especially not a stupid one …’


‘What?’ I wuffed.


‘You heard me,’ Caligula said. He gave me a sly look over his shoulder. ‘Stupeedo.’


Well, that was enough. Ordinarily, I was not quick to anger but Caligula had picked the exact wrong moment to tweak my tail. I was upset. I was dead. I thought I was facing an eternity alone on the patio. Caligula had gone too far. Without a growl of warning, I leaped in his direction, and coward that he was, Caligula fled straight for the shed roof with me in hot pursuit. 


I realised too late that I was going too fast to be able to stop before I hit the shed door. I closed my eyes. I braced for impact. What a terrible way to end a terrible day. But …


‘You OK in there, dog?’ 


I heard a voice from somewhere far above me. I shook my ears. I couldn’t feel any obvious injuries. Opening my eyes in expectation of seeing a dog-shaped dent in the shed door, I was astonished to find that I was somewhere I had never been before. As my surroundings swam into focus, I asked the heavenly voice from on high, ‘Is this the Rainbow Kingdom?’ 


It was pretty dingy if it was. And it smelled of dry grass, bagged compost and something else. Something musty and sweet. Something like rat pee.


‘Am I in dog hell?’ I stood up quickly.


‘You’re in the shed, Stupido,’ came the voice from up above me. 


It was Caligula. 


‘You ran straight through the door,’ he explained.


‘Whoa.’


I looked around me for a hole. Tuesday would be furious. 


But there was no hole.


‘Like I said,’ Caligula purred through a small gap between the roof panels. ‘You’re not bound by the laws of physics any more. You can run through wood. You can float through brick walls. Now you know. Make the most of it.’


Then he was gone. I heard the sound of him landing heavily on the grass outside.


‘Wait! Wait!’ I yelled after him. ‘Wait! You can’t leave me in here!’ 


Caligula merely laughed in reply.


I howled and protested but he did not come back. I sat down again in the darkness. I really was in the shed. In the dim moonlight that came through the window, I could see the outlines of the lawnmower and Tuesday’s bicycle, those compost bags and a pile of half-empty paint tins. And I could hear the sound of claws scrabbling in the corner. What was making that noise? I did not want to spend the night here. Not with an unseen companion.


‘Bloody cat,’ I muttered, trying to sound brave. 


‘He’s not my favourite either,’ said a small, sweet voice. ‘But he is right, you know.’


I turned to find myself face to face with a female rat. I jumped in fright. An old reflex. In my experience, rats were not fond of dogs and vice versa. Still, I quickly composed myself. 


‘I won’t hurt you,’ she said, as though she could read my mind. Her clever eyes glittered as she regarded me with amusement. Her smile revealed two long yellow teeth that made me gulp.


‘I need to get out of here,’ I told her. 


‘You’re not stuck in here, Stupendo. Not at all. It’s like the evil cat said. Follow me.’


She headed for the bottom corner of the shed door. It was rotten from years of wet weather. A piece of wood had broken away, leaving a hole the perfect size for a rat flap. But not a dog flap.


‘I can’t even get my nose through there,’ I complained.


‘Just focus on my tail and think “outside”.’


‘I think you overestimate my powers of imagination.’


The rat sighed. She ran around behind me and positioned herself at the end of my tail. I looked back at her. ‘What are you doing?’


She opened her mouth so that I could see all four of her sharp little incisors.


‘Don’t make me bite you.’


Well, I moved pretty swiftly after that. And a moment later, the rat and I were both outside in the garden. She must have gone through the hole and I’d … I’d run through the wooden shed panels. 


‘See? You just have to think yourself where you want to be. It’s like magic.’ 


Somewhere nearby, the white owl called out. The little rat’s whiskers twitched as she turned her nose skywards. 


‘Catch you later, dog.’ 


My new friend headed for the safety of a hedge. She disappeared so quickly, it was as though she had magicked herself away too.


Startled by the owl swooping low overhead, I made for the back door of the house. And this time I ran right through it without even thinking. 


‘I’m back! I’m back!’ I barked in delight as I stood in the kitchen that was the heart of my home. ‘I’m back! I’m back! I’m still here!’


No one responded because, of course, no one heard me. But I was inside and that was a start. I went straight upstairs to William’s room. The door was ajar, so I didn’t have to wish myself through it. My best boy was fast asleep with one little foot sticking out from beneath the covers. How I longed to give those perfect chubby toes a lick and have him giggle like he always did. 


‘Sweet dreams, William,’ I told him. 


Then I padded across the landing to check on Tuesday. 


She was asleep too. I pressed my nose to her hand, though I knew now that she couldn’t feel me touch her. Still, she smiled in her dreams, and I felt sure that meant something. 


‘I’m still here, Tuesday. Reporting for duty. I’m not going anywhere. I’m still by your side.’


My heart yearned to see her open her eyes and look at me one more time. How could I ever say goodbye to Tuesday and cross the Rainbow Bridge? It was hard enough to say goodnight. As I gazed at Tuesday’s face, loneliness washed over me like the waves that had taken me by surprise on my first ever trip to the beach.


‘See you in the morning, Tuesday,’ I said with my tail.


Then I chose a spot on the landing in which to pass the rest of the night, equidistant from my mistress and William, protecting them both, just like I always did, until Merle started singing and a new day dawned.
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