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      To Zelda, the fictional dog I wrote about in this short story who has somehow managed to convince me that I need an Alsatian, which is very inconvenient.

    

  


  
    
      If you had told me a year ago what Pat and me would get up to last Christmas, I’d have laughed. Well, it’s one thing to get a pet, but another thing entirely to decide, at the age of eighty-five, to get an Alsatian. 

      I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Tom. I’ve had a life not unlike millions of other men. I was born in 1940 on a night where bombs dropped like rain all over London. It was cold; the kind that comes with a chill that goes deep into your bones, but, as my mother used to say, there were shooting stars that night and anything was possible. How she would know that seeing as she was hidden deep beneath the ground in a shelter somewhere near Bethnal Green, I haven’t the foggiest, but even till her last breath, she believed in the fantastical; in dreams and magic and all the beauty in life, especially where there wasn’t any, and all my life I ran from any idealistic notion like my mother’s thinking, What good did it ever do her, until last Christmas, with Pat and his dog.

      For over fifty years, our friendship was more of an obligation than anything – it was our wives that were close, and every Monday and Friday, Pat and I would sit on the sidelines as they played bingo at some hall or other, and we would occasionally exchange pleasantries or make ‘what’s she done now’ looks at each other when they got too carried away, but nothing more than that. Back then, if Pat suddenly wasn’t a part of my life, nothing would have changed. I simply wouldn’t know that person who was married to my wife’s friend. He’d just be another man called Pat.

      My wife died just over five years ago now, and even though I was always very fond of her, it was only when she was gone that I realised just how dear she was to me.

      I loved her, you know. She was my everything, and I had spent so long thinking she’d always be there by my side – just like the little radio on her bedside table she’d had since she was thirteen – that when she wasn’t, suddenly life felt pointless. In the years after she died, I locked myself away and talked to no one. I simply stared out of my window feeling as if life was slowly trickling out of me and thought, What am I meant to do now?

      We didn’t have any children – the doctors said we couldn’t – so I had no one to spoil, no grandkids to dote on. And I had no friends – she was the only friend I ever needed. I didn’t know how to be a one when I’d spent over fifty years of my life as a two.

      After a few years had passed, I got a letter with no stamp on it from Pat telling me his wife had died, too, and the funeral was being held on Thursday, if I wanted to come. At first, I wasn’t sure what to do, but somehow, only ten minutes later, I found myself standing on his doorstep, carrying a bottle I’d been saving for far too long, and that night, two old men sat by the fire and talked more than they had done in the fifty years they had known each other. In one night we became friends of the truest kind.

      All it took was fifty years.

      After that, every night at six, I found myself knocking on Pat’s door, at first just to check he was doing OK, but before I knew it, we were going to the park together, eating dinner together … times where I’d read and he’d do (and fail) the little crossword in the local paper. One day, we even decided to go and play the bingo we’d only watched before and found that we actually liked it.

      I even started to laugh again.

      Pat and I continued to live in the same houses with the same paper our wives had chosen for the walls, and that ornament I still don’t understand on my mantelpiece of Shirley Temple in a little pink dress.

      I was born in the middle of a war, and a few years ago I remember looking around me and thinking things hadn’t really changed. We may have won The Great War, and the one after that, but, fifty years on, I feared leaving my house, and for the first time I felt small, vulnerable.

      Old.

      I was tired – Pat too – and it was then that we decided to only go out together, like we were two young lads in the army covering each other’s back.

      Last summer, a gang of boys suddenly appeared like weeds at the end of our road, just by the postbox next to the off-licence, and over time, just like weeds, they grew and spread until suddenly, they were a problem. Soon, it was hard to drown out the police sirens every night, and I could see the flashing blue lights through the fabric of my curtains. I remember one day I noticed Pat looking at something behind us, his eyes sad. ‘What is it?’ I asked, but all he did was shake his head and keep walking. I turned my head and saw the gang watching us from their postbox, no doubt weighing up whether we were worth it or not. It’s sad really, but every time I turned the corner, away from that postbox, I’d feel my body relax. Pat’s too.

      Life followed a pattern, as if we were part of a simple design on a piece of fabric, with each stitch repeated over and over following the ebb and flow of life’s needle; the thread never ending – the same colour, the same stiches … until last November, when suddenly that thread had run out and Pat turned to me and said, ‘I’m going to get a dog.’

      ‘Why do you want to do a thing like that?’

      He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Thought it would be nice.’

      ‘S’pose.’

      And so, two days later, there’s me and Pat walking into our local rescue centre.

      Now I’m not sure what had changed in my friend exactly, but from the moment Pat decided he was going to do this, he was different – not bad different, not good different, just … different. Determined maybe. I noticed he stood straighter, too (well, as straight as he could, at least). He was more confident as well and, you’ve got to laugh, we had barely reached the reception of the rescue centre when Pat almost shouted to the girl behind the desk, ‘I want to get a dog.’

      To this day, I don’t really know why that lovely girl – Suzy – decided to let my friend, who probably sounded half mad, anywhere near the animals. But I’m so glad she did.

      We were taken into a long, thin room with cages on either side, which we started to walk through, turning towards every bark, every growl. There were so many dogs: some small, some big, some overgrown, some hairless. I remember looking at a particularly sweet little fella the centre had called Harry. He was a long-haired Jack Russell Terrier, and he barked at me, almost as if he wanted to have a conversation, and it tickled me pink. I remember saying, ‘Pat, look at this chap down here,’ but there was only silence from my friend. So I said again, ‘What about this guy?’ When there was still no reply from Pat, I turned towards him and he was staring at a cage further up on the other side of the room, my view of the dog inside blocked by the body of my friend. ‘Pat?’ I asked, slowly making my way towards him.

      As I drew level, he looked at me and he was smiling. ‘Here he is.’

      Confused, I looked inside the cage to find the biggest Alsatian I had ever seen in my life. ‘Yes. And?’

      As if it were the most obvious thing in the world, he told me, ‘Well I want him, Tom.’

      I burst out laughing, thinking it was a joke – well, hoping it was at least. ‘But Pat, it’s an Alsatian.’

      He repeated my words. ‘Yes. And?’

      ‘An Alsatian Pat. How the devil are you going to look after a dog like that?! I thought you were thinking of getting a … well, I don’t know really, er … a poodle or something.’

      He looked at me and his brows shot up, horrified. ‘A poodle?!’

      ‘Yes Pat, a poodle.’

      ‘Well, I’m not interested in a poodle.’ He looked over my shoulder at the girl and said, ‘Suzy love, I’ve made my choice. It’s him I want.’

      When Suzy approached us, she stared first at Pat in disbelief, then at the canine in the cage, as if she’d never seen a dog before in her life. ‘You-you want the Alsatian?! Are you sure you don’t want to see all the dogs first? We’ve got a sweet poodle called Gerda who’s looking for a very loving home …’

      Pat threw his arms out. ‘Why does everyone think I want a bloody poodle all of a sudden?! I want the Alsatian.’

      Suzy stuttered. ‘Erm … OK.’ She paused, coming closer to Pat. ‘Just so you know, it’s not a he, but a she.’

      Pat walked up to the cage, looking down at her. ‘Well I want her anyway. I don’t care about anything like that.’

      I was so stunned by everything that had happened that I barely had a chance to look at the dog, let alone come to terms with the fact that my friend wanted it, so I turned to look at her properly and … I don’t think I’ll ever forget how she was sitting there.

      Oddly, it was her tail that I noticed first, and the way it was tucked so perfectly around her feet. She sat so still that she could have been a statue, and when she looked up at Pat, she never broke eye contact once. Pat and this dog – who I found out was called Zelda, of all names – just looked
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