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      Marian took stock of her fifty-year-old self when she was only forty-five. It meant wearing support knickers and a suggestive smile. It meant thinking positive, just as she advised her sales colleagues to do every day. Cerise was her positive colour and she let collars or scarves of it peep out from behind her grey coat, navy raincoat or black fleecy. She kept her eyes wide open, wide enough, she thought.

      She met Pete in the park, walking his dog. It was a tattered specimen with a square head and pus-rimmed eyes. She’d never been into dogs, really, but it was a way of meeting people.

      ‘Hello, boy!’ She bent and patted him gingerly. She had wet-wipes in her bag.

      Its owner stood up straighter, and he was tall, quite amenable with no sign of a beer gut or of sustainable reading matter. He tweaked the lead. ‘I think he likes you. He’s smiling.’

      ‘That’s nice. Nice boy.’ She left it at that, no kissy noises.

      ‘I’m Pete.’ He took the lead off and the dog minced a few paces.

      ‘Oh. Hi.’ She smoothed her hair. ‘I’m Marian. I’ll throw his ball if you like.’ She managed to lob it as far as the trees where she hoped he’d find other doggie friends to keep him occupied. The dog ran to it, but not very fast, so she had time to look at the man and smile.

      He wore a North Face sweatshirt with no stains down the front, and its gingery colour matched his eyes. Perhaps once he’d had ginger hair, like she’d had this really fair hair herself when she was little. People would say, ‘What a little angel’. But that was a long time ago, further off than the dog in the woodland patch. ‘He’s run a long way, bless him.’

      ‘He’ll come back.’ He smiled and showed all his teeth, definitely real. ‘I see you like dogs.’

      She nodded and opened her coat a touch.

      He said, ‘It’s good to meet a fellow spirit. I don’t meet enough people who like dogs.’

      ‘No? They should do. I do.’

      ‘Nice one, Mary⁠—’

      ‘Marian!’

      ‘Marian, sure,’ he said, looking at her Nike trainers, and when the dog ran back, they walked round the park together. She’d known that pink-edged footwear was worth the extra money.

      At home on the fourth floor in her studio flat which looked out on to the fourth floor of the next block, Marian made herself an instant cappuccino from a sachet. It tasted metallic. She could meet Pete in a café for cappuccinos if he didn’t have the dog.

      It was cold the next day, but she thought she’d take a turn round the park after work. She could warm up with a hot chocolate and a donut when she got home.

      She recognized the dog even at a distance. It was his run, the way his back paws showed their fluffy bits as they kicked up. His master was wrapped in a maroon and navy scarf. It looked like an old school uniform scarf, but of course it couldn’t be; scarves didn’t last that long. She walked nearer, careful to take no notice, eyes averted.

      In her peripheral vision, the sudden upwards jerk of his hand demonstrated that Pete remembered her. So did the dog, who rushed up willingly. This time, his ball was covered in goo from his mouth so she didn’t offer to throw it. She said casually, ‘Oh. Hallo again. Pete, isn’t it? I’m just walking to the pond.’

      Pete followed her, putting the dog on the lead when they neared the ducks. It was quite a long walk and ended culturally as there was an exhibition in the glass-sided building at the far end. The paintings were abstract, but colourful.

      ‘After all,’ Pete said interestingly, ‘if they were actual pictures, the council would be too scared about theft to exhibit them here.’

      ‘Really? I suppose so, but it would be nice to recognize something— like a cup or a tree. Still,’ she pointed, ‘I like this one, sort of spotty and stripey, with those maroon patches. It reminds me of your scarf.’

      He looked at her with kind eyes. ‘Good of you to notice. They are similar hues, I agree.’

      ‘The dog’s getting restless, should we go?’

      ‘So thoughtful, putting the dog first. He can sense you really care.’

      

      The weeks passed. Even when it rained, Marian went to the park saying, ‘Just on my way home from work.’

      She would see Pete wandering around or sitting in the glass place if it was pouring. He didn’t seem to work. He’d described himself as a man of independent means, so that meant he didn’t have to work, she supposed.

      ‘It’s nice that you’re always here when I am.’

      ‘Dogs have to be walked, so I’m always here.’

      There was a refreshment stall at the western gate that was sometimes open. ‘Could you do with a coffee?’ he asked, after they had met on sufficient occasions. He wasn’t too forward.

      The stall didn’t sell cappuccinos and the cups were cardboard with an extra cardboard ring to stop you burning your hands. Pete paid, so she knew he was a decent sort of guy even if he took three sugars and put one sachet in his pocket.

      ‘Oh, thank you,’ she said, perching on a nearby litter bin. ‘This is very welcome. I do love a coffee.’

      The dog sniffed at her legs, which was annoying.

      ‘He can’t leave you alone.’

      ‘No,’ and she gave out a giggle. He was probably too shy to admit it was Pete himself who couldn’t leave her alone.

      It turned out that this wasn’t to be the only time he treated her to a coffee at the stall. Soon the dog made a bee-line for it, showing an expectation that they would all be hovering there for deliciously smelly moments. If it had been a cafe, they’d have been able to sit down.

      She told him about her responsible job. ‘Where do you work, Pete?’

      ‘I’m of independent means.’

      ‘Really?’ She took his arm.

      Eventually, Marian put it to Pete that they met so often they were going out together.

      ‘Hooking up?’  Pete seemed taken aback. Not shocked, surely?

      ‘Yes. Me, you and the dog.’

      ‘We’re park regulars. He’s getting dependent on seeing you.’

      She took this as a metaphor for his own feelings, and later that week bought herself a cerise jumper in mohair. The time would come when they went out without the dog, perhaps the cinema. She could tell night-clubs would not be his style. What would be his choice of restaurants? Japanese? Italian? A man of independent means would have good taste.

      ‘You don’t like take-aways?’, she said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Nor me.’ There’d come a time when she wouldn’t be cooking her own meals or buying her own jumpers.

      She learned later, Pete wasn’t the kind of boy-friend who gave endearments or gifts. So Marian told him what to do and he followed her guidance. ‘Right, Pete. Now we’re regular, you know, on my birthday it would be nice to send me a card. “With all my love, Pete.” That sort of thing.’

      ‘Oh. Right.’ And on her birthday he gave her a card. “To Marian, all my love, Pete.” It had a parrot on it, and a jungle scene behind it.

      ‘You remembered! Thank you, Pete.’

      ‘I have to know what’s expected,’ he explained, but he didn’t put the expected hand in his inside pocket. It was because there was nothing to draw out. For a man of independent means, he seemed mean.

      She shoved her hands around her own waist. ‘Look. It’s no good you just meeting me in the park with that raggedy dog.’ She had shocked him, she could see, but she went on, ‘We can’t walk round forever, talking about not very much, can we? And it’s me doing the talking, because you don’t talk much, do you, Pete?’

      ‘If I’ve got anything interesting to say, I do.’

      ‘Go on then.’ She hoped he’d opt for entertainment rather than conversation, but he was aiming to please. He talked about things he knew: cylinder valves, UFOs, micro- organisms and sprockets. ‘There’s a lot of variety in my life-style.’

      She shouldn’t have pressed him. She tried to elevate the conversation, to find his taste in colors, his take one natural disasters, television personalities, and finally, dog breeds. He didn’t even know many of those, which surprised her.

      They went out together for the rest of the year. The dog too.

      On Valentine’s Day, Pete bought Marian four red roses, a card saying “All my love, Pete,” and a bargain pack of Mars bars. It was more or less what she’d asked for the week before, and the week before that. A box of chocolates was what she’d actually said, hoping for one with a bow, Belgian perhaps. But she hadn’t stated that categorically.

      ‘I should do something for you,’ she said, hoping to jerk his conscience. ‘I don’t want you thinking I’m one of those women who take, take, take.’

      ‘No,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘No. Well, you could make me a promise.’ She drew in her breath sharply and her left hand from its mitten.

      ‘Yes, Pete?’

      ‘There’s something I want you to look after for me…’

      ‘Oh. Okay then. When?’

      ‘Sometime. Will you promise?’

      ‘I promise,’ she said in sincere mode, her left hand resting lightly on the back of the park bench. His grandmother had died not long ago. He’d mentioned an inheritance. Perhaps it was his grandmother’s ring he wanted her to care for, an antique of great sentimental value. Not something to entrust with just any old friend. She wondered about his house that she’d never been invited to. It was difficult to take him up to her flat. The sofa took most of the room. She slept on it. With a man sitting there as well as herself, there’d be no floor room for a dog. Anyway, it was for him to ask her home first. He hadn’t got round to that yet.

      As the weeks drew emptily by, she thought the reason he’d kept her waiting, her Pete, for such a long time, was to be sure, really sure. He was a careful man of independent means. Maybe he was saving up for that special moment. Christmas had been expensive, after all. He’d bought her a food mixer, a silky camisole and a personalized card, all according to her precise suggestion.

      She bought him a new dog lead and collar in lavender blue. She couldn’t think what else would appeal to him.

      It wasn’t until the end of January, the wind so bitter and the ground so lethal with ice that she wouldn’t risk the walk with the mangy dog, and Pete agreeing the weather was too terrible for walking a dog and how he hated it, that talk of the Caribbean occurred.

      Without the park contact, she had to telephone, She asked how he was and he said he wished he was in the Caribbean, and she said that would be idyllic (lovely word). Was he planning a wonderful surprise, that man of few words?

      She let him know she had her passport up to date. She had been to Marbella the summer before she met him, but got horribly sun-burned.

      As February began, the weather was even worse, so cold and miserable they hadn’t seen each other for ten days. They hadn’t even telephoned, but Marian knew they’d get together as soon as the park had lost its frost. She had a bad cold, so didn’t push herself to go to work. There was an omnibus edition of Emmerdale, so she was all right. She planned to explore the sales when the weather eventually improved. Royal blue could prove a faster-moving colour than cerise. But the weather stayed as irresolute as a padlock. She watched repeat programs, wrapped in a blanket.

      Then an email arrived with a photograph attachment; an azure scene from the Caribbean.

      Much better here, Marian, glad to say! I’m as bronze as a gas boiler. The Caribbean’s definitely for me. I’m staying put. I’ve given up the tenancy of my flat from the end of the month.

      Remember that promise you gave me? I’m really grateful to you. Just look after the dog, that’s all. It’s been a real burden to me, Gran’s inheritance.

      I left my keys with Will, next door. He’s been holding the fort, but I told him you’d given me a promise. The dog will be glad to see you for his walks and pats. Now I’ve seen how it is here, best let him move in with you, permanently, don’t you think? I know how lucky I am to have found someone who will really care for him.

      Have fun,

      All my love,

      Pete.

      

      When she’d finished screaming silently to herself and growling at the computer screen which still displayed the vivid sea and tropical plant life, Marian checked her appearance in the mirror. Was she only worth nurturing as a dog walker? Was cerise really her colour? She  had better dress for the weather. Checking the map for Pete’s address, now at last revealed,  she saw it was really not far away. How annoying that this would be the first time she’d seen where he lived. She tore off the little spotted scarf softening the neckline of her navy twinset, and donned a thick scarf, her sensible mac and lace-up shoes. No point dressing up for a dog.

      The house had a To Let sign on its fence. It was neat but dingy. Who would they get to live there? She knocked at the house next door. It was true, the dog did appear delighted to see her, and Will, relieved. He met her with a wide-open door and lifted eyebrows, as well as a smile. At least she counted for something.

      ‘Pete thought a lot of you, Marian, you know.’ This implied he was dead, at least to her. ‘Really considerate and reliable he said you were.’

      ‘Mm. Right.’

      ‘Dog’s nearly out of dog biscuits, but here’s a couple of his tins. Go easy on them, he really pongs after he’s eaten meat.’

      Her eyes dropped to the dog’s rear parts and then to Heaven. ‘I know.’ She swallowed, remembering their walks. ‘Thanks.’

      She took the lead and plastic carrier with the tins and small remains of biscuit. Obviously, a trip to the supermarket was to be her first stop. She set off.

      ‘Wait!’ he called.

      She stopped, a germ of hope fluttering somewhere under her coat and layers. This Will wasn’t a bad-looking guy, if a bit casual in his Diggers Do It T-shirt.

      He proffered a hand. ‘Tut, tut, you haven’t taken a little black bag for the whoopsies.’

      She took one and shoved it fiercely in her pocket with a nod. It was hard not to seem bad-tempered.

      The dog was very well-behaved along the High Street. Perhaps he didn’t want to chance his luck. She caught sight of herself in a shop window. Not smart, not even attractive, given the mac and shoes, but purposeful somehow. It wouldn’t take much to improve her image, would it?

      The dress in the window was a vibrant blue, a gentian shade. Gentian. What a civilised name. She tied the dog to a lamp-post and cast him a threatening look. The dress was too ridiculously expensive but there was a rack of scarves, one of them the same colour. She held it to her face opposite the mirror.

      ‘Just your colour!’ exclaimed the assistant.

      ‘I’ll take it. Thank you.’

      Next morning, after his early walk, the dog promised with his eyes to behave while Marian was at work. She lined up the dog food tins on the sofa so he’d have to remain on the floor, and arranged her new scarf under her coat.

      In the office, she arranged her training pack about dealing with difficult customers. ‘The priority is, to keep calm,’ she stated. ‘However irritated you feel, whatever the provocation, keep a small smile on your face. Groups of three, please.’

      There were four exercises. A routine she knew well. Trainee performances were predictable. ‘Right. We’ll take a short comfort break now.’

      Filtering back into the room, her trainees told her there was something new in her appearance. They admired the blue.

      ‘Gentian,’ she said. ‘A gentle colour, but a bite to it. It’s positive, a definitive statement. In management, everyone, we have to take action but we don’t have to be overly aggressive. Now, let’s try that presentation again.’

      She had to dash home in her lunch break to take the dog out briefly, just to be on the safe side. The dog had hardly moved from where she had left him, except a foot nearer the sofa.

      Early evening in the park, she was nodded to by several other dog owners and approached, via the dog, by a man with a briefcase.

      ‘What a well-mannered dog,’ he said, having finished patting him. ‘Doesn’t jump up. All credit to you.’

      His trousers were well creased and his shoes highly polished. Praise from a guy in a suit!

      It made something to look forward to after work, the walk. And there were other parks she could take the dog to.

      The new scarf had been a success. She bought a gentian blouse with pointed collars which poked invitingly out of her coat lapels.

      You never know. With a dog, life is full of possibilities.
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      I’m just finishing this ironing. Me? Ironing? I hate it, I really hate it, but, like, my brother Nick had fixed me up with this Mark.

      ‘You’ll love him,’ he said. ‘Just your type.’

      ‘No I shan’t, not if you’ve chosen him.’ But fact was, no-one fanciable was trending on my scene at the moment even though my tatts are awesome (vampire, dragon lily) and I’m at my peak: sixteen-and-a-half. I couldn’t fake that I was getting off with anyone and I needed a date or two or my street cred would go down the pan. I have the reputation of being well choosy. Didn’t want to lose it.

      So this Mark rang me.

      I played it cool. ‘Sorry? You’re who?’

      He told me, with a flash of charm. Then he said, ‘Where shall we meet?’

      ‘Haven’t said I would.’

      ‘What’s the harm? Your brother’s okayed me, hasn’t he? He showed me your selfie on his iPhone. You’ll do for me.’

      ‘Yeah? I’m supposed to be flattered?’

      He chuckled, (quite a nice sound, not squeaky, not guttural). ‘So give it a go. Why not? This Friday night?’

      ‘P’raps. I don’t know what you look like, remember. You might be dead geeky.’

      ‘Cheeky.’

      I smiled. I couldn’t quite stop myself. He couldn’t see me smiling, after all. Let him sweat.

      His voice went deep brown. ‘How should I look then?’

      I melted. If
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