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			For Ian and Marta
There is a light that never goes out.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			According to Luke, he’s “about to leave the office.”

			Despite what he just said to whoever is on the receiving end of the furtive cell phone call he’s making, Luke’s actually sitting in his car right outside the house I share with my best friend Julie. Which proves he’s lying. It wouldn’t be the first time.

			Julie hasn’t heard his latest lie, of course. Her hearing isn’t as good as mine. She has heard the car pull up, waved to him, acknowledged his “on the phone” mime through the window, and left her front door ajar so she can return to the particularly gripping part of EastEnders we’ve been watching, where a mean-looking bald gentleman has just instructed the pasty-looking character he’s been threatening to beat up that he “ain’t worth it.” An appraisal that—if it referred to Luke—Julie and I would have wildly differing opinions about.

			I take the opportunity to sneak out through the open door, trot along the path, and sit just the other side of the garden gate, where I can eavesdrop on what’s sure to be the latest twist in a saga way more complicated than the television shenanigans in Albert Square.

			“Sure,” Luke says, after a moment, “Chinese or pizza?” which makes my mouth water, especially when he adds, “Chinese and pizza it is.” Then I’m brought sharply back to reality, because at his, “Love you too, sweetie,” I realize he’s talking to his wife, and remember that not only is he a liar, but he’s a philanderer, as well.

			Luke finishes the call and checks his hair in that reflective device stuck to the car windscreen that Julie only ever uses to help her apply her makeup when she’s driving, smells his breath in his cupped hand, and peers up and down the street as if looking for someone. Then he climbs out of his car, walks a pace or two away from the curb, and swivels around quickly to click the vehicle shut with the remote, as if he’s firing a gun in the opening credits of a James Bond film.

			With a frown, he walks back up to the driver’s door and wipes a barely-visible smudge from the paintwork, then he takes a step backward and admires the vehicle—one of those sporty-looking coupes that, mechanically, is the same as the “family” model. Style over substance, as Julie’s dad would no doubt point out. Therefore pretty much the kind of car you’d expect Luke to drive.

			With a last check of his cell phone, he switches it off, slips it into his pocket, and strides confidently toward Julie’s gate, hesitating when he spots me waiting for him in the garden.

			“Doug,” he says.

			It’s an observation rather than a greeting, so I give him a look, reluctantly step to one side so he can get past, then tail him back toward the house, nipping in through the front door before him, just in case he tries to shut me outside.

			“Sweetie?” he shouts, as he regards me warily, and it occurs to me I rarely hear him call her “Julie”—a sensible tactic if you’re seeing multiple women, I imagine.

			“In here,” replies Julie, from the living room, and Luke strides along the hall, peering around the house like a potential burglar, though if I know him, there’s only one thing he’s interested in getting his hands on.

			I follow him into where Julie’s sitting expectantly on the sofa, taking up a defensive position at her feet as she switches off the TV. This is worrying: EastEnders isn’t over yet, and under normal circumstances, even if the house were falling down, she’d probably try to hang around, dodging falling masonry, until the end credits were rolling. Then again, as Luke’s all-too-regular off-hours presence here often reminds me, he and Julie aren’t exactly “normal” circumstances.

			“This is a pleasant surprise!”

			“Couldn’t stay away.” Luke collapse-sits onto the sofa next to her, then hoists his feet up onto the coffee table as if he owns the place. “You know me.”

			I exhale loudly as I take up a guard position beneath his legs: if she really knew Luke, I doubt she’d let him in the house, let alone on the sofa. It took me long enough before I was allowed to sit there.

			“Can I get you anything?”

			“Just this,” says Luke, leaning across to plant a wet one (as Julie’s dad describes the way I do it whenever anyone raises me to face level) on Julie’s lips, and I have to look away. I don’t know why, but I find this “kissing” thing Luke and Julie insist on doing unsettling—possibly because of the weird hum of pleasure he makes every time. “I was just passing. Realized how much I missed you.”

			“Passing?” says Julie, dejectedly, then she does a double take, and a look flashes across Luke’s face, and Julie’s expression mirrors it. Then I realize why he’s come round, and it shocks me so much it’s all I can do not to let out a disgusted bark. From what I can work out given his earlier phone call, he’s going to have a “quickie” with Julie, then calmly pick up takeout and bring it home to his wife.

			“Yeah.” Luke licks his lips, an action which makes me shudder. “I’m not interrupting any plans, am I?” he asks, though I’m pretty sure he already knows the answer to that question. Julie rarely has any plans. Mainly because—given Luke’s situation—she can’t make any.

			“No, just...” Julie nods at the TV. “Priya’s going to be here in a bit. Game of Thrones is on.”

			“Oh yes. The Dragon Lady.” He rolls his eyes, and I’m not sure whether he’s referring to a character from the program or Priya. Luke’s not her biggest fan. And the feeling is definitely mutual.

			“I can call her,” says Julie, already reaching for her phone. “Tell her to come later. We can watch it on DVR.”

			“Don’t worry. I can’t stay.”

			“Oh.” The disappointment in Julie’s voice is so obvious, Luke can’t help but give a little victory smile.

			“For long,” he adds, looking pointedly at his watch.

			“Oh,” says Julie, again, followed by another, but this time, an I-get-it one, which makes me suspect she’s “up for it,” as I’m sure Luke would probably describe her. It’s at that moment I decide I can’t just stand idly by and let him get away with this. So as Julie shimmies across the sofa to straddle him, and Luke reaches up and starts unbuttoning her blouse, I squeeze myself out from underneath his still-outstretched legs, leap up onto the sofa, and force my way between the two of them.

			“Doug!” Julie gives me a stern look. “Down!”

			I’m wishing I could say the same thing to Luke, but before I can decide what my next move’s going to be, he picks me up—rather ungently, it has to be said—and sets me back on the floor.

			“Yes, Doug, down!” Luke sniffs his fingers, makes a face, then surreptitiously wipes his hands on a cushion, which irks me even more, particularly since I’ve already had my bath this month. “Now, where were we?” he says, reaching for Julie’s buttons a second time.

			As he busies himself with the contents of her blouse, he simultaneously blocks my route back up onto the sofa with his legs, and I fear I might be stymied, until I remember a tactic that Eddie, the Jack Russell star of the reruns of Frasier Julie and I love watching, often uses. I dart under the coffee table, leap up onto the armchair opposite the sofa, position myself in Luke’s direct eye line, and fix him with my most disapproving stare. After a moment my strategy works, because he opens his eyes midkiss (which is even creepier than the noises he makes), catches sight of me over Julie’s shoulder, and breaks away from her.

			“Something the matter?” asks Julie.

			Luke glares back at me. “It’s Doug.”

			“What about him?”

			“He’s staring at me.”

			“What?” Julie turns to look at me, so I hurriedly put on my best, most irresistible pug eyes, wrinkle my forehead to the maximum, then angle my head for good measure.

			“He’s not staring. He’s a pug. That’s just how it appears.”

			“It’s disconcerting.”

			“Well, just shut your eyes.”

			Julie leans down to kiss him again, and Luke does as instructed. But sure enough, a few seconds later, he half opens one of them, to find I’ve resumed my visual assault.

			“He’s doing it again.”

			“Luke...”

			Luke wriggles out from underneath her, sits upright, and places a cushion in his lap. “I’m sorry. I just can’t. Not with him...”

			Julie sighs, then she gets up from the sofa, picks me up and carries me through to the kitchen.

			“Sorry, Doug,” she says, depositing me on the floor by my bowl, before tipping some food into it, hurrying back into the living room, and shutting the door behind her.

			“Now, where were we?” I hear her say, perhaps a little impatiently, then everything goes quiet, so I pad over toward the door. It’s one of those opaque-paneled ones, so all I can see is the outline of the two of them cavorting.

			I sit down and fix my gaze on my best guess of where Luke’s face is, and stare as hard as I can at him through the frosted glass. And it seems to work, as it’s only around thirty seconds before Julie says, “What now?”

			“He’s still doing it.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Doug. Staring at me. Through the kitchen door.”

			“What, with his X-ray vision?”

			“You know what I mean.”

			Julie sighs in a way that demonstrates that it’s evident she doesn’t. “What do you want me to do? Put him outside?”

			“Would you?”

			I whimper at the prospect so plaintively that it’s only a matter of seconds before Julie opens the kitchen door, picks me up, and carries me over to the armchair. Though my victory is fleeting, as she heads straight back to the sofa, and resumes her straddling of a somewhat disgruntled-looking Luke.

			“Tell you what.” Julie walks her fingertips suggestively along the arm of the sofa. “Why don’t we take this into the bedroom?”

			Luke frowns, perhaps wondering whether Julie’s suggesting some light furniture removal, then the penny evidently drops. “Good idea,” he says.

			“Right. I’ll just nip into the bathroom, and you...” Julie nods in the general direction of the bedroom.

			I sit there innocently as she jumps up from the sofa and heads off along the hall. But the moment she shuts the bathroom door behind her, I leap down from the chair, sprint out of the living room, and—almost losing it on the sharp corner thanks to the combination of my short legs and Julie’s polished wooden laminate flooring—get to the bedroom ahead of him. And I’m already sitting defiantly on Julie’s bed by the time Luke appears in the doorway.

			“For fu...!”

			He narrows his eyes at me, then glances at his watch again, perhaps working out just how late he can get away with arriving home by blaming it on the length of the wait for the takeout. Then—and admittedly it’s the one flaw in my plan—he raises both eyebrows in a gotcha way, and shuts the bedroom door, trapping me inside.

			Hurriedly, I jump back down from the bed, run to the door, and place an ear against it. From what I can work out, Julie’s finished in the bathroom, and I hear Luke tell her that, actually, the sofa’s just fine with him. There’s a giggle (Julie), then the sound of a belt being undone, then silence, followed by some sounds that I’d rather not report. Aware that I’ve run out of options—and I’m not proud of myself—I begin to whine. And whine. Then I start to bark insistently, upping the volume every third-or-so bark, until finally there’s a frustrated-sounding “For crying out loud!” from Luke, quickly followed by footsteps, and a slightly-flushed-looking Julie opening the door.

			“What’s the matter, Doug?” she says, as she picks me up and carries me back into the living room. “How did you get yourself shut in there?”

			I glance pointedly over to where Luke is sitting on the sofa, adjusting his clothes while giving me what I believe is known as “the evil eye,” but Julie misses the inference.

			Luke sighs resignedly, in the manner of someone who’s realized he’s not going to get what he wants. “Right. Well...” He glances at his watch a third time, then hauls himself reluctantly up from the sofa. “I ought to...”

			“Don’t go.” Julie sets me gently back down on the floor, then takes a pace toward him. “We haven’t even...”

			“Yes. Well. Whose fault is that?” huffs Luke.

			He’s meant that it’s mine, but judging by the look on her face, Julie appears to have taken his last comment personally. “Sorry. No. You’re right,” she says, sulkily. “You get off home to your wife like a good boy!”

			As Luke swallows loudly, I snort as incredulously as I can. There’s only one good boy here, and (spoiler alert) it’s me.

			“Sweetie, don’t be like...”

			Julie shrugs off his attempt at a hug, and I brace myself for the inevitable. They’ve had this conversation—or rather, argument—several times before, and each time Luke tells Julie he just can’t leave his wife yet, I sense a little something die inside her.

			True to form, she’s got tears in her eyes, and though I’d like to rush over and comfort her, I stop myself. She needs to feel bad about Luke, and sometimes you have to be cruel to be kind.

			“Don’t ‘sweetie’ me!” she snaps. “You promised!”

			“And I will.” Luke perches on the arm of the sofa. “I told you, now’s not the right time. I just need to get all my ducks in a row, and...” He fires off finger pistols in rapid succession, and I can’t help but snort again. “But I understand,” he continues. “If you can’t wait, then perhaps we ought to...”

			“No, I didn’t mean...” Hurriedly, Julie takes his hand, as if she’s the one who should be apologizing. “I get that this is hard for you. Really, I do. But you can’t blame me for wanting us to be together?”

			She smiles down at him, a pleading expression on her face, and Luke kisses the back of her hand, as if bestowing some kind of papal blessing. Then he stands up and sighs dramatically as he takes her in his arms. “It’s what I want too,” he says. “But try to look at things from my point of view. I just want to do right by everyone, you know? You, me, and Sarah...”

			At the sound of Luke’s wife’s name, Julie winces, then she nods, though if you ask me, the only person Luke has ever intended to do right by is himself.

			“Okay,” she says, reluctantly. “So I’ll see you on Monday?”

			Luke looks shocked for a moment, as if there’s some important date he’s forgotten, then he lets out a short laugh. “You mean at work?”

			Julie nods again, and Luke grins like someone who knows he’s still in the driving seat—and not just of the showy coupe parked outside. “Right,” he says, patting his pockets to locate his car keys, his mind probably already on which pizza topping he’s going to choose. “Well, say hi to Priya for me.”

			“Sure,” says Julie, though all three of us know she won’t, unless she wants a lecture.

			“I’ll see myself out,” Luke says, and even though that’s probably directed at me, I still make sure to escort him off the premises. I wouldn’t want him to take anything. Especially advantage of Julie.

			Though my fear is, that’s exactly what he’s doing.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			“Was that Luke I just saw driving away?”

			Julie’s other best friend Priya has just arrived. This is good because a) she’s brought wine and snacks (though I’m not a fan of the former given how much of it Julie drinks on an all-too-regular basis, the more of it she consumes, the more of the latter I get), and b) given the amount of wine Priya’s brought, and the fact that she’s just seen Luke leave, she and Julie are inevitably going to have a pretty heavy conversation about Luke at some point this evening. And maybe—just maybe—this time, some of it might sink in.

			“Might have been,” says Julie, then she hurries off to fetch a couple of glasses from the kitchen, to avoid further questioning. Ever since Luke became a feature in our lives, Priya’s been pretty vocal in her disapproval, mainly of Julie’s ongoing belief that Luke will eventually leave his wife for her.

			“Right. Only he didn’t seem that happy.”

			Julie seems to be considering trying to explain what happened, then evidently thinks better of it. “Probably because he was going home to her.”

			“Oh, Jules, I’m sorry.”

			“What are you sorry for? We haven’t split up or anything.”

			“That’s what I’m sorry about!” Priya lets out a slightly over-the-top laugh, then, with a super-friendly “Hey, Doug!” she kneels down to scratch the wrinkles on the top of my head, following it up with an impressed-sounding “Big stretch!” when I perform my usual warm-up move. “And?”

			“And nothing. He was just passing by. Called in for a quick...”

			Priya holds a hand up as if she’s going for a high five. “If you’re about to add an i and an e to the end of that last word, then that’s way too much information!” she says.

			“Visit, I was going to say.”

			“Right.” Priya gives me a final pet, then hauls herself back to her feet. “Not had an argument, have you?”

			“Just a difference of opinion. That’s all.”

			“Do I want to know?”

			“Don’t you always?”

			“Sorry, Jules. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. And I’m afraid Luke is never going to leave his...”

			“P!” It’s Julie’s turn to do the high-five thing. “I don’t want to hear it.”

			Priya gives me a look as if she and I are in on a secret, then she nods at the wineglasses, so Julie pours them both a drink, then empties a packet of Kettle Chips into a large bowl, which she sets down on the sofa between them. I take up my usual position on the rug in front of the sofa and stare expectantly up at the bowl. Julie picks up the TV remote, stabs at a couple of buttons, unmutes the volume, and the familiar Game of Thrones theme tune blasts out into the room.

			“Winter is coming,” she says, in a funny voice, and Priya frowns.

			“We still talking about you and Luke?” she says, and Julie does that openmouthed thing that’s supposed to indicate both disbelief and displeasure.

			“Priya, just drop it, will you?”

			“Okay, okay.” Priya takes a huge gulp from her wineglass. “It’s just...”

			“He will leave her. He promised. He said it again tonight. He just has to get all his ducks in a row, and...”

			“That’s ducks with a d instead of an f, right?”

			Priya’s very quick-witted. She comes out with a lot of this kind of thing, and possibly despite herself, Julie smiles.

			“P, please. Not all of us have it as easy as you and Sanj, you know?”

			Sanj is Priya’s husband, and the point Julie’s making is that Priya didn’t have to lift (or even swipe right with) a finger to find Sanj. Their parents introduced them, and it’s why Julie quite often tells Priya she doesn’t have “a leg to stand on” when commenting on her and Luke. Although to her credit, Priya won’t be put off.

			“Maybe so,” she says. “But just tell me this—how long are you going to give him?”

			Julie helps herself to a chip, and while I hope I might be getting one too, she’s too preoccupied with Priya’s question to think of me.

			“As long as it takes.”

			“And what if it takes forever? You want a family, right? Kids?”

			Julie chews thoughtfully. “Eventually,” she says, in the same way you might say “obviously,” and Priya leaves a dramatic pause before tapping the face of her watch.

			“It won’t take that long,” Julie says, sounding a little less confident than before.

			“But what if it does? How many more excuses can he come up with?”

			“He’s promised me. Told me we’re going to grow old together.”

			Priya shudders. “I’m suddenly seeing Luke as this funny little wrinkled thing, sitting next to you on the sofa, alternately snoring and farting, and you’ve already got one of those!”

			For some reason, Priya nods down at me, then she smiles sympathetically. “He either wants to be with you, or he wants to be with her. He can’t have you both. That’s not how it works. Although...”

			Julie reaches for the remote and stabs at the mute button. “Although what?” she says, though in a tone that suggests that—despite killing the volume on Game of Thrones—she doesn’t really want to hear Priya’s answer.

			“It’s exactly what he’s got right now.”

			“Priya...”

			“Two women, two shags...”

			“He doesn’t sleep with her anymore.”

			Priya throws her head back and roars with laughter—to me, it looks like she’s putting it on a bit, but it has the desired effect. Assuming the desired effect is to make Julie annoyed.

			“He doesn’t,” she insists, crossly. “He told me.”

			“And you believe him?”

			Julie nods, and Priya narrows her eyes in an I-don’t-believe-you kind of way, then she takes a sip of wine. She’s good at this stuff—sees everything in black-and-white, much like I do. Although of course with me, that’s genetic, given how dogs are color-blind.

			“What does he tell her, do you think?”

			“About?”

			“How does he justify them not doing it?” Priya passes a chip to me, and I wolf it down almost without chewing to avoid missing anything.

			“He... Well...” Julie stares at the screen, where either a fight or some weird sexual encounter is taking place—often on Game of Thrones it’s hard to tell the difference. “Priya, can we please talk about something else?”

			“No, we can’t!” says Priya, suddenly angry. “I get that he’s charming, and good-looking, and how it can be flattering to have a married man paying you attention, but Luke is leading you on, Jules, and the quicker you realize that and kick him out, the better. Otherwise you’re just going to be sitting around wasting your time, listening to excuse after excuse from him as to why now isn’t the right time for him to leave his wife, while he gets to have his cake and eat it and all you get out of it is the occasional shag. And if you’re not careful, you might wake up one day and find yourself all alone, like that mad lady who lives next door with nothing but a creepy cat for company.”

			Priya pauses for breath, and I swallow so loudly it makes a sound, my reverie following Priya’s reference to cake dissipating almost instantaneously at the mention of the word cat. Surely Priya’s joking? There’s no way I’m going to let something so duplicitous into the house, no matter how desperate Julie is.

			Fortunately, my embarrassingly-loud gulp seems to have gone unnoticed. Instead, Priya sees how devastated Julie looks, and all the fight seems to go out of her.

			“Sorry, Jules,” she says, leaning across to give Julie a hug. “I just worry about you. That’s all.”

			“There’s no need. Honestly.”

			“No?” Priya doesn’t sound convinced, nor does Julie, and to be frank, neither am I.

			“No! It’s just...complicated.”

			“It shouldn’t be.”

			“Huh?”

			“Watch.” Priya helps herself to another chip from the bowl, then holds it out to me, just out of reach, and though I regard it hungrily I decide not to debase myself by begging. “Just find someone who looks at you the way Doug is looking at this Kettle Chip.”

			“That is how Luke looks at me.”

			Priya shakes her head. “Doug looks at this chip like he thinks it’s the only one in the world for him. It’s all he’s focused on, the most important thing in his life right now. Luke... He’s always going to be thinking about the other bag—no pun intended—he’s got at home. And possibly another one in the shop he’s got his eye on too.”

			“That’s not true! It’s just Luke says it would devastate her if he left just like that.”

			“But it’s devastating you all the time he doesn’t! Besides, put yourself in her shoes. Would you really want someone who doesn’t love you to be hanging around?”

			“He does love her. He’s just not ‘in love’ with her.”

			“I’d argue he’s not ‘in love’ with you either. Especially if he treats you like this.”

			“He is!”

			“How do you know?”

			“He tells me. All the time.”

			“He tells you he’s going to leave her all the time too, and that doesn’t seem to be happening.”

			“Yes, well,” says Julie, which seems to mean the exact opposite, and also signifies the end of the conversation, given how she’s suddenly snatched up the TV remote and is stabbing at the volume button, thus rendering any further discussion impossible.

			Priya sighs, and, with a resigned “Here you go, Doug,” she feeds me the chip she’s been using to demonstrate her point.

			I take it gently from her fingers, careful not to make too much of a mess as I crunch it, and as the two of them turn their attention back to the television, I collapse down onto the rug, more than a little troubled by what Priya’s said. Because the truth is, like Julie’s pointed out, it is complicated. Even I can see that. And yet, what Julie can’t see is that it’s in Luke’s interest to keep it that way.

			Later that night, when I’m having difficulty sleeping, I realize something—however remote the possibility is that Julie and Luke might end up together, the alternative might just be the cat thing. And neither of those options are anything to look forward to.

			Then something else occurs to me, something important. I am, in fact, what’s known as a rescue dog. My previous owner was very old. Housebound, practically, so what on earth she was doing with me was anyone’s guess. Because she was very old, walks consisted of my being let out into a small back “yard,” which couldn’t have measured much more than that. And as for food—well, perhaps you might not be so quick to judge my current, voracious eating habits if you knew that back then, I had to take my chances whenever I could—something dropped from the stove, or, on the few occasions my human remembered, from a generic bag of value dog food from the local corner shop.

			Long story short, one morning, my original human didn’t wake up, and it took three days for anyone to notice. You’d have thought I killed her, given the home they sent me to after that. But at least I got fed there regularly, was walked a few times a day; had all my basic needs met, until the day Julie and Julie’s dad Jim took me somewhere much better. A real home. Julie’s home.

			At the time, it never occurred to me there was a grander life out there than the one I had. I didn’t realize the situation I was in wasn’t healthy. Had no idea I needed to be rescued. A little, I suspect, like Julie feels right now.

			And the utterly simple, yet mind-blowing revelation I have about being a “rescue” dog is this.

			There’s no reason it can’t work both ways.

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Today is something called a Saturday, which is good, because a) Luke never seems to grace us with his presence on either a Saturday or a Sunday, and b) Julie doesn’t go to work on a Saturday, which usually means the two of us take a morning walk to the café in the park.

			Having said that, the morning’s almost over, and Julie’s not up yet.

			Priya headed home early last night after their little altercation, so Julie finished off the bottle of wine on her own, and then did the same with the second one before stumbling into bed, which I’m suspecting might mean no walk to the café today. Or anywhere, if I’m honest.

			After half an hour of patiently waiting by her bedroom door, I’m starting to fear Julie might not be getting up at all. I’m a pug, so my bladder isn’t exactly capacious, and I’m faced with the dilemma of what to do: my options are to scratch on the bottom of the door, bark frantically, or go for a combination of the two. Which—given that I’m too short to use the bathroom—is what I decide to do.

			After a minute or so, a bleary-eyed Julie cracks the door open. I’m guessing she hasn’t slept too well, given the state of her hair and the pillow lines imprinted across her left cheek.

			“Sorry, Doug,” she says, as she plods miserably through the kitchen and opens the back door. “You’ll have to go in the garden if you’re desperate.”

			I give her another look, and consider going to stand pointedly under where she keeps my leash hanging in the hall. After all, going in the garden means I might not get a proper walk until much later, if at all. But I’m busting, so instead I run out through the doorway, find the nearest bush that looks like it needs watering, and do what I have to, then trot back inside and take up my usual position by my food bowl.

			Julie’s checking her messages on her phone, and it looks like she’s struggling to focus on the screen, so it takes her a while to realize I’m peering expectantly up at her.

			“Sorry, Doug,” she says again, then she opens the cupboard by the door, retrieves my packet of dog food, and presents it to me, like a sommelier might do with a bottle of wine on Frasier. “The usual?”

			It’s Julie’s favorite joke—one she repeats every morning, and something that never fails to bring a smile to her face, though this morning it seems a little forced, so I just wag what passes for my tail and stare at the empty bowl to encourage her to start pouring. In truth, it isn’t my preferred brand—Julie only started buying it because it has a picture of a pug on the front, which is weird, because the stuff she eats for breakfast comes out of a box with a picture of a chicken on it.

			But then, and annoyingly before Julie can feed me, the doorbell rings, and the way she drops the packet on the kitchen table, rushes down the hall—pausing only to check her reflection in the mirror—then throws the door open, tells me that despite the fact that it’s a Saturday, she thinks it might be Luke. But the “Hello, love,” I hear from the man standing there evidently isn’t coming from the person she really wants it to be from, as Julie replies with a hesitant, “Dad...,” then bursts into tears.

			I peer up at her, my confusion temporarily overshadowing my hunger. This isn’t a common reaction to Julie’s dad. Everyone loves Julie’s dad. I love Julie’s dad, in particular, though perhaps I shouldn’t, since he’s the one who gave me this ridiculous name. Though in his defense, Julie’s dad is something called Scottish, and being Scottish means you speak differently to most people round where we live. In particular, Scottish people pronounce the word dog like “dug.”

			Julie’s dad takes one look at Julie, then he gives her a hug, and simply says, “Whatshisname?” and Julie sniffs loudly, then shakes her head and hurries into the bathroom.

			He gives me a look, and I return it in spades. Julie’s dad always seems to be able to work out exactly what’s going on. He’s “on the ball,” as he’d probably describe it. Has all his marbles, apparently. This jars a little with what I know about him, I have to say, because I heard Priya tell Sanj a while back that Julie’s dad lost Julie’s mum a year or so before I came along. Which seems somewhat out of character, given how great Julie’s dad is with directions.

			“Hey, Doug,” he says. “Have you had your breakfast yet?” he adds, crouching down to my level, an action accompanied by a loud, double-kneed pop. Then he spots my dog food on the table just as I telepathically shout, “No!” so he hauls himself upright with the usual accompanying groan, picks up the packet, and shakes a rather generous helping into my bowl.

			Fortunately, when Julie emerges from the bathroom, she’s still too upset to notice how much I’m eating. Julie’s dad gives her another hug, then he says, “I’ll put the kettle on,” and Julie sniffs again.

			“Thanks, Dad,” she says, then she sits herself down at the kitchen table while he does as promised.

			“Did you want to tell me what happened?”

			Julie shakes her head, which I understand means no, though she then proceeds to do the exact opposite.

			“Just Priya lecturing me about you-know-who last night.”

			Julie’s dad finds a mug in one of the kitchen cupboards. “And the two of you had an argument?” he says, depositing a tea bag into the mug.

			Julie nods. “Yeah. Well, no. Not really. But she...said some things.”

			“And did they upset you because they weren’t true? Or because they were?”

			Julie gives her dad a look. “She thinks I’m going to end up like Miss Harris.”

			“You’ll have to refresh my memory, love.”

			“The woman who lives next door. On her own. Or rather, with her cat.”

			Julie’s dad looks a little confused, perhaps because living with a cat is the same as living on your own. “But you’re a dog person,” he says, which reassures me a little, until Julie says, “That’s not the point!” and starts crying again.

			I’d go over to comfort her, but Julie’s dad gets there before me. “Never mind, love,” he says. “I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”

			“Then why would she say it?” says Julie, between sobs.

			“Priya cares about you, is all.” The kettle clicks off, so Julie’s dad pours boiling water into the mug, and gives the tea the briefest of stirs. “We all do. Don’t we, Doug?”

			I look up and pause my chewing for a moment. This is one of the things I like about Julie’s dad—he always involves me in the conversation. And Julie seems to like it too, because for the first time this morning, her smile appears genuine.

			Julie’s dad takes his time fishing the tea bag out of Julie’s mug, then he deposits it in the bin, and splashes in a drop of milk. “Besides,” he says, eventually. “There’s nothing wrong with living on your own.”

			I’m guessing he’s meant it as a reference to his own situation, but the way Julie’s eyes have widened suggests she’s taken it personally.

			“You think it too, don’t you?”

			“Think what, love?” says Julie’s dad, though it’s clear he knows exactly what “what” is.

			“That Priya’s right.”

			“About?” says Julie’s dad, in the vain hope Julie might mean something less likely to end in tears.

			“About how I’m going to end up as one of those old spinsters, living alone, relying on a cat for company.”

			“That’s never going to happen,” says Julie’s dad, placing the steaming hot mug of tea down in front of her, even turning the handle round so Julie can pick it up more easily. “A catch like you?”

			Julie gives herself a theatrical once-over. “Yeah, sure. I’m a real catch. Like the measles.”

			“You are.”

			“Dad, look at me. I’m thirty-five years old, and my life’s going nowhere. All my friends are getting on with their lives, and I feel like I’m being left behind.”

			“You’re hardly...”

			“I am. I’ve been stuck living in the same place, working in the same job for the past ten years. My last few boyfriends have run a mile the moment I’ve so much as hinted at making plans for the future.” She does her best to blink away a fresh onslaught of tears. “The only reason Doug probably hangs around is because I feed him.”

			“I’m sure that’s not true. Is it, wee man?”

			I look up from my bowl, but my mouth’s too full of food for me to respond—something Julie seems to take as a response, because her lower lip starts to tremble.

			“And then I meet someone and fall in love against the odds, despite the circumstances, and—unlike all those emotionally stunted boys I went out with before him—he’s someone who actually tells me he feels the same way, but because of those circumstances, since he’s so caring, he can’t... We can’t...”

			Julie’s voice trails off, and she seems to run out of steam, which is possibly just as well given the look of discomfort on Julie’s dad’s face. “It’ll all be fine, love,” he says cautiously, like someone entering a booby-trapped house. “Even if things don’t work out with whatshisname, Doug would never let you end up like her next door. For one thing, he’d never let a cat in the house.”

			Too flipping right, I think, as Julie stretches out her foot and massages my back with her toes, not strictly a proper petting, but I’m still grateful for the attention.

			“What’s he going to do?” she says, miserably. “Find me a boyfriend?”

			I freeze. Now there’s an idea.

			“Stranger things have happened,” says Julie’s dad, and Julie lets out a short laugh, then her smile fades.

			“It’ll work out with me and Luke,” she says, almost to herself. “It has to.” She stares into her mug, and swallows hard. “Because if it doesn’t...”

			“Then you’ll meet someone else,” says Julie’s dad, quickly. “Someone...” He glances down at me, but I pretend I’ve got an itch in an impossible-to-reach place. I know what’s coming, and Julie’s not going to like it. “More suitable.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“Well, not already married to someone else would be a start.”

			Julie looks like she’s about to argue, but instead, she just slumps further down in her seat. “But I might not,” she says.

			Julie’s dad puts his arm around her. “’Course you will, love,” he says, giving her a supportive squeeze.

			“You haven’t.”

			Julie’s dad’s expression flickers momentarily from its usual, perpetually-sunny one. “I said more suitable. Your mother was... Well, she was pretty much perfect. And once you’ve had perfection...”

			“It’s been five years, Dad. Today, in fact,” she adds, with a mournful glance at the calendar on the wall.

			“You think I don’t know that?”

			“That’s not what I meant. I just want you to be happy.”

			“I was happy,” says Julie’s dad. “For a long time.”

			“But don’t you want someone special in your life?”

			“I’ve got someone special,” says Julie’s dad, giving her another squeeze.

			I’ve nearly finished my bowlful by now, so I can give them both my full attention, but neither of them seem keen to make eye contact back. Julie looks like she’s on the verge of crying again, and given how his voice seems to be faltering, her dad’s possibly not far behind her.

			“Now, are we done crying here?”

			Julie nods.

			“Good. In that case, drink your tea,” he continues, mock-sternly. “Before you set me off.”

			“Yes, sir!” Julie gives a little salute, then she picks her mug up obediently and takes a sip. “You not having a cup?”

			Julie’s dad glances up at the kitchen clock on the wall above the back door. “No. Not here, anyway,” he says. “Me and young Douglas have an appointment.”

			“An appointment?”

			“That’s right.” Julie’s dad winks at me. “At the café in the park. So why don’t you take your tea and go back to bed, and we’ll see you when we see you? Sound like a plan?”

			“It does. Thanks, Dad.” Julie scrapes her chair back, then she stands up and gives him a hug. “Love you,” she says, picking up her mug.

			“Yes, yes,” says Julie’s dad, awkwardly, before taking her by the shoulders, swiveling her round so she
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When your dog plays cupid,
what could possibly go wrong?
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