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			Dedication

			
		
    For my children — my greatest stories.
Eleri,
with your wise heart and quiet strength. You see the world deeply, just like Louise — brave even when you're afraid, and always carrying more than you show. You teach me what it means to grow up with grace.
Mabli,
with your fierce spark and boundless energy. You're a whirlwind of determination, like May — bold, fast, full of heart, and never afraid to speak your truth. You remind me that courage comes in movement.
Freddie,
with your gentle soul and endless wonder. You remind me so much of Will — kind, curious, and always finding joy in the smallest things. You show me how to look at the world like it's brand new.
You three are my Echo —each of you carrying pieces of me,reflecting love in different ways,and proving, every day,that even when someone is gone,they are never truly lost.
— Daddy (A. R. Hurst)
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Chapter 1 

The Funeral
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The chairs were too small, or maybe their grief was too big.
They were arranged in neat rows, flimsy folding ones with thin cushions that did nothing to soften the hardness. Louise sat between her younger siblings, her coat still damp from the walk from the car. Water clung to the hem of her dress, which itched at the collar—black polyester with faded seams, handed down from a cousin. It didn’t quite fit. Nothing about the day did. Everything felt borrowed. Except the sadness. That was fully theirs.

Rain pressed against the stained-glass windows, a gentle but steady percussion. It had started as a fine mist when they left the house, but by the time they stepped under the stone arch of the chapel, it was falling hard and slantwise, pushed by a wind that smelled of mud and wet leaves. The kind of rain that made you feel cold all the way through.

May fidgeted beside her, pulling at the hem of her cardigan. Her tights were bunched around her knees, and her legs swung off the edge of the pew like a child—except she wasn’t one anymore. Not after today.

And Will. Eight years old. Small, silent, and pale. He sat rigid with both hands cupped around the drawing in his lap, his fingers damp, leaving smudges on the page. He’d worked on it the night before, sitting cross-legged on the floor under the kitchen light, refusing to sleep. It was crumpled now, wrinkled like old wrapping paper. A stick-figure Dad with a too-big smile, arms spread wide. Three little people below him. A crooked blue sky and the words: "See You Soon."

No one had the heart to tell him that wasn’t how this worked.

The chapel was half-full. People had come in twos and threes—neighbours, colleagues, men from the jazz club. Dressed in greys and blacks, many with damp coats that steamed faintly in the warmth of the heaters near the back. A few old school friends had come, nodding awkwardly, unsure where to look. Some clutched hymn sheets. Some had already folded them tightly in their laps, unwilling to sing.

A choir of three sat to one side, pale in their robes, waiting for their moment. In the corner near the organ, a speaker hummed with quiet static. A microphone waited at the lectern, but no one seemed eager to use it.

The smell of lilies, thick and heady, hung in the air. Too many arrangements crowded the front of the chapel—standing sprays, wreaths, and a pair of heart-shaped tributes built from red carnations. One of them sagged slightly to the left. Behind them sat the coffin.

When the vicar spoke Adam’s name, Louise flinched. The sound of it—so definite, so used to being heard in rooms with laughter—now sounded hollow. Like an echo in an abandoned house. She stared at the coffin and tried not to think about what it contained. About how her dad had been zipped into something. Boxed. Carried. Lowered. She imagined the cool stillness inside, the wood pressing in from every side.

She looked away. Out the window. Rain blurred the stained glass into streaks of colour, as if someone had cried on it too hard. Outside, the cemetery was dark with water—moss slicked the headstones, puddles pooled on the gravel paths. The trees stirred in the wind like they were trying to say something and couldn’t find the words.

Inside, Mum sat on the other side of May. She hadn’t cried—not here, not where the kids could see. Her mascara had smudged beneath her eyes, but her cheeks were dry. She sat upright, both hands resting on her knees. Every few minutes, she would reach behind May to squeeze Louise’s shoulder, then Will’s, grounding herself in the rhythm of touch. Like if she let go for even a second, the day might unravel completely.

The vicar droned through the opening blessing. His voice had the low, flat tone of someone who’d done this before, dozens of times. His glasses fogged slightly as he read from a paper Bible, pausing now and then to nod toward the family as if reassurance could be passed along like a handshake.

Then came the hymns.

No one really sang.

The choir’s voices carried the melody while the rest mumbled, mouthing words they barely remembered from school assemblies. “Abide With Me.” “The Lord is My Shepherd.” Hymns that had been sung for centuries, for strangers, for soldiers, for grandparents. Now, for Adam.

Louise held her hymn sheet with both hands but didn’t open her mouth. Her throat felt too tight. Her eyes kept drifting toward the coffin. The grain of the wood. The neat brass handles. The bouquet of white roses laid on top, already starting to droop under their own weight.

She saw the photo propped in front of it—her dad, smiling in the sun, wearing that ridiculous flat cap he thought made him look cool. A jazz man. May had stolen it once and worn it backwards all day until he chased her down the hall, laughing. Will had cried when it flew into a stream during a picnic, and Adam had jumped in after it, shoes and all.

Louise had rolled her eyes that day. She’d pretended not to care. Pretended she was too grown up to laugh at his jokes. But she’d smiled when he came back dripping and triumphant, holding the soggy cap above his head like a trophy.

Now, the photo didn’t move. It just sat there, grinning into a space he no longer filled.

The vicar asked if anyone wanted to speak.

A pause.

Then a cough.

No one stood. The microphone waited in silence.

Louise felt the pressure in her chest build, like something trying to rise. But her legs wouldn’t move. Her hands gripped the seat beneath her. There was too much to say, and no breath to say it.

The rain intensified. It rattled the windows. The wind crept under the chapel doors, curling around ankles, brushing the backs of necks.

Will leaned into Louise. His voice barely above a breath. “Can I put this with him?”

She nodded. Swallowed hard.

After the service, the family rose first. The others stayed seated, watching quietly as the three children stepped forward. Their shoes squeaked against the flagstone floor. The coffin loomed close now—closer than it had ever been. Up close, Louise could see a small scratch near the bottom. Imperfect, even now.

Will approached alone, his drawing shaking slightly in his hands. He laid it down gently, tucking it under the flowers. His fingers hovered, touching the polished surface. Then he stepped back, eyes wide, searching for Mum.

May didn’t cry. But she stared—stared so hard Louise thought she might burn the shape of it into her mind. As if memorising the wood grain, the golden fixtures, the way the roses curled at the edges, could somehow keep him near.

Louise stepped forward last. The wood was cold under her palm. She didn’t cry. Not yet. Not here.

But she leaned forward and whispered something only the dead could hear:
“Please... don’t be gone all the way.”
They walked out into the rain.

The mourners followed behind like a slow tide, umbrellas unfurling like black blossoms. Raindrops hit Louise’s face and mingled with the warmth behind her eyes. The cemetery path was slick, the gravel washed into little rivers along the edges. The hole had already been dug. The ropes were in place. The earth waited, wet and dark.

A gust of wind stirred the leaves. One of the floral wreaths toppled sideways. Someone righted it, murmuring.

And just for a moment—just a heartbeat—Louise thought she heard a familiar bark. Not loud. Just faint. Carried on the wind like a memory that hadn’t quite let go.

She turned quickly.

The path was empty. Just puddles and stone and the sound of rain falling like it meant to wash the whole world clean.
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Chapter 2

The Silence After
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The house was different now. It wasn’t just quieter—though it was, painfully so—but the walls seemed to have shrunk overnight, pressing in with an emptiness no one wanted to fill. Even the air felt heavier, as if the rooms themselves were holding their breath. The scent of Dad lingered faintly, stubborn and stubbornly real: old cologne, the faint musk of worn leather from his jacket hanging in the hallway. But it was a ghost smell, a memory clinging to the edges of things, fading and fragile.

Louise moved through the spaces like a shadow, a ghost herself. The daily routines that had once anchored her—breakfast, school, homework, dinner—now felt like wading through thick water. Each step heavier than the last, each breath deeper to catch. She’d wake each morning with a hollow ache, the bed beside her cold and empty. Her fingers itched for something to hold on to, but the guitar stayed propped against her bedpost, untouched.

It was Dad who’d given it to her on her twelfth birthday, an old acoustic he’d found in a second-hand shop and lovingly restored. The strings were a little rusty, the tuning imperfect, but it was special. That night, he pulled her close and whispered, “Music’s for when words aren’t enough.” Louise had smiled then, the warmth still glowing. But now, the guitar was a silent reminder. She traced the strings absently, but the music wouldn’t come. Not yet.

At school, Louise drifted through halls lined with lockers and laughter that didn’t reach her ears. She sat alone at lunch, watching groups of kids with their easy smiles and loud jokes. She felt like an invisible observer—present but apart, exposed and shut away all at once. When asked about Dad, she said nothing, her mouth dry. Words didn’t seem to carry what she wanted to say.

May was different. Restless, like a tightly wound spring about to snap. She couldn’t sit still for long, her fingers always busy, moving fast. She spent hours straightening her room—lining up books and toys just so, folding clothes with exacting care. The corners of her desk were wiped clean until they gleamed. She reorganised shelves, stacking Dad’s books by colour and size. Sometimes she rearranged the living room cushions, flattening each crease and fluffing pillows as if perfect order might quiet the storm inside.

May insisted on doing small chores—setting the table with perfect symmetry before dinner, wiping down counters again and again, even though Mum was exhausted and had told her not to worry so much. She labelled boxes of Dad’s belongings—photos, letters, the odd ticket stub—placing everything in neat piles, as if by cataloguing the past she could control it, tame it, make it less real.

One afternoon, May stood in front of the hallway mirror, brushing her hair with a frantic energy that left it tangled and wild. She paused and stared, her tired eyes meeting her reflection’s. For a moment, she looked like she might break. But then she shook her head and turned away, diving back into her sorting and tidying, relentless and exact.

Will was the youngest, and in many ways, the most fragile. His small hands clung to the remnants of Dad in the most quiet, desperate ways—a worn baseball cap left on the hallway hook, the faint scent of Dad’s aftershave on a shirt folded in the laundry basket. He didn’t have words to explain the ache inside, so it spilled out in other ways. At night, when the world went dark and the silence pressed in too close, Will would wander the house in his sleep. His soft footsteps echoed down the hallway as he searched, his whispered calls of “Dad?” barely more than a breath. Sometimes Mum would catch him just in time, pulling him back into bed with a whispered promise that he wasn’t alone, even if the truth felt unbearably different. During the day, he clutched tight to his drawing—the crooked stick figures and the hopeful words “See You Soon” scrawled beneath—a fragile bridge between what was lost and what he longed to hold on to.

But at school, the weight pressed down on Will in different ways. 

One afternoon, during quiet reading time, a classmate had asked if Dad was coming to his birthday party. The words hit him like a cold splash of water. Will’s hands trembled, and suddenly the room felt too loud, too bright. His chest tightened, and the tears came unbidden. He buried his face in his arms, trying to muffle the sobs. The teacher knelt beside him, gentle but unsure, while the other kids exchanged uneasy glances. Will didn’t want to talk—didn’t want to explain that Dad wouldn’t be there ever again. Instead, he just wished he could disappear, like he sometimes did at home, when the sadness was too much to carry.

One evening, Louise saw him in the living room, eyes glazed and distant, clutching his crumpled stick-figure drawing close like a talisman. His whispered voice cracked: “I want to see him again.”

Louise didn’t know what to say. Instead, she sat beside him quietly until the tears came.

That night, lying awake, Louise’s thoughts floated to a day last summer—the day the world had felt full of possibility. They had gone to the park, Dad pushing Will to race him across the grass, arms pumping, laughter spilling out like a fountain. Will, breathless and triumphant, had finally given up the chase and been hoisted onto Dad’s broad shoulders, his small hands clutching tightly. Nearby, May had twirled in circles, pulling Louise into an impromptu dance party, their clumsy hands linked, spinning and laughing under the warm sun.

Louise’s fingers twitched, aching to play her guitar, to recreate that joy in sound. But the silence of the house held her back like a heavy weight. The music felt far away, just out of reach.

She wished, with everything inside her, that she could go back to that day—the sun warm on their skin, the world wide open, and Dad there with them—the steady anchor beneath the chaos.

But now, the house was full of silence. And grief.
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Chapter 3

The Shelter
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It had been just over two weeks since the funeral. The house felt like an empty shell now, its silence weighing on them like something too heavy to carry. The days blurred together, each one colder, quieter, and lonelier than the last.

One dull afternoon, Mum stood in the kitchen, the sky outside a heavy blanket of grey clouds. She cleared her throat softly, searching for the right moment to speak, her eyes meeting each of the children’s in turn. “How about we get out of the house today? Just for a little while.”

Louise barely looked up from the kitchen table, where her fingers tapped restlessly against a book she wasn’t really reading. “I don’t want to go anywhere.”

Mum’s gaze softened, but beneath it was a quiet firmness. “Lou, I know you want to stay here. But you can’t be alone.”

Louise’s eyes flickered, her lip biting nervously. “I’m fine. Really.”

“No,” Mum said, voice gentle but steady. “You’re not. And I’m not letting you stay home alone. Not yet.”

May and Will exchanged a glance—May hopeful, Will uncertain. Mum sighed, pushing herself up from the counter, brushing flour off her hands. “We’re going somewhere. Just to look, okay? No pressure.”

Louise folded her arms, the tight knot of resistance inside her loosening a little. “Fine.”

The drive was quiet. Rain tapped softly against the car windows. Mum glanced at her children, noticing May fidgeting with her bracelet and Will clutching the hem of his jacket.

When they arrived at Dog’s Trust, the air smelled faintly of wet fur, fresh straw, and the sharp tang of cleaning products. The shelter hummed with quiet conversations and the occasional bark or whine echoing down rows of kennels.

“Are we getting a puppy?!” May burst out excitedly.

“Puppy?!” Will echoed in surprise.

“We’re just having a look,” Mum repeated calmly.

“Why are we even here, Mum?” Louise asked, voice flat.

They stepped out of the car, and May and Will took off running toward the entrance.

“Slow down!” Mum called after them.

Louise stayed close by Mum’s side. They reached the shelter, and May and Will darted ahead, eyes wide with excitement. Dogs of all sizes and breeds watched them from behind fences—some eager, some shy, some indifferent. None of them seemed quite at home.

“Look at that one!” May pointed, juggling between half a dozen dogs.

“That one’s scary!” Will replied quickly.

Louise rolled her eyes, uninterested, dismissing their chatter.

Then, as if the air shifted, they saw him.

A Border Collie sat quietly at the back of his kennel, calm and still amid the restless energy around him. His coat was a striking patchwork of black and white, the contrasting colors sharp against the soft straw beneath him. His caramel eyes, deep and steady, caught the gentle shelter light and held it like a small flame. When those eyes locked onto theirs, there
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