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‘If you want a dog that will love you unconditionally and be loyal till the day it dies, the best breed to get is called a Rescued’

– Ricky Gervais

‘Music has healing power. It has the ability to take people out of themselves for a few hours’
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A New Life . . .

Dog wondered where they were going. The car stank of cigarettes and takeaway food and the woman driving it sang along to the radio in random bursts between deep drags on her roll-up. Dog had formed no attachment to the woman in the short time that he had been with her. But she had at least fed him every day, given him an old blanket to sleep on and even taken him for a walk a few times to the park around the corner from where she lived. It wasn’t much of a park – more a patch of dirt which sprouted only clumps of weeds and threadbare grass strewn with empty cans, broken glass and the odd discarded syringe. A couple of silver birches with torn plastic bags caught in their branches stood like dystopian Christmas trees at either end of a row of vandalized swings. But for Dog, a trip to the park was better than being cooped up all day in the woman’s cramped flat. It was a chance, however fleeting, to engage with the outside world – to sniff and pee and occasionally meet other dogs. In the flat, he had nothing to occupy himself other than barking at footsteps on the walkway that ran past the front door and sleeping. The endless monotony was torturous, and Dog’s frustration had grown to be barely containable. It had become a canker waiting to erupt. He would shut down for hours on end simply to pass the time, like a TV on standby waiting for someone to press the power button. And eventually, somebody had.

Whenever the man came to the flat, Dog was shut in the tiny hallway. The man didn’t like Dog, and Dog didn’t trust the man. He was lairy and unpredictable. But Dog could smell the fear beneath his swagger. The last time the man had been to the flat, Dog had been shut up in the hallway all day. He had heard the man and woman talking and laughing. He had smelled the food and drink, and the smoke – musky and sweet. He had heard the grunting and moaning, and then the silence occasionally broken by snoring. Dog had badly needed to pee. His bladder had been full to bursting and there had been no walk that day. He hadn’t even been allowed outside on the walkway to cock his leg against the concrete wall. So eventually he had peed on the floor – a desperate, hot, yellow stream that had splashed onto the grubby tiles as close to the door as he had been able to manage.

They were driving out of town. Dog could see trees and fields through the open window, and his nose tingled as a tantalizing smorgasbord of scents whizzed past. His whole body grew tense in anticipation. His ears were cocked and his tail up. The car was slowing down now, and the woman pulled over into a wooded lay-by. Leaving the engine running, she got out, walked around the car and opened the passenger door.

‘Out,’ she said, dragging Dog from the car onto the tarmac. She unbuckled his collar and took it off as he sat staring at her impassively with his wide-set eyes.

‘It’s no good looking at me like that,’ she told him. ‘It’s your own fault. You shouldn’t have bit him.’

Dog disagreed. As the man had left the flat, he had slipped in the puddle of urine and fallen. He had yelled blue murder and kicked Dog viciously in his soft underbelly. Before he could land his boot for a second time, Dog had closed his powerful jaws around the man’s ankle and shook it hard, ripping flesh and bruising bone. When Dog released him, the man had fled, yelling threats and obscenities.

The woman reached down and brushed the top of Dog’s head lightly with the back of her hand in a guilty farewell gesture. ‘He thinks I’m having you put down. He said if I didn’t take you to the vet, he’d report me to the police for having a dangerous dog.’ She chewed her lip nervously. ‘As if I could afford the bloody vet bill! At least this way, I’m giving you a chance,’ she said, her tone hardening as she sought to justify herself.

‘It’s your own fault,’ she repeated before slamming the passenger door shut and getting back in the car.

She drove off without a backward glance. Dog sat and watched the car disappear into the distance, and then he stood up and shook himself. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to fend for himself. He had been born on the streets as a stray, picked up by the dog warden when he was a six-month-old puppy and taken to a rescue centre. From there, he had been adopted by a young couple in that strange time when people mainly stayed at home and wore masks when they had to go out. Two years later, they had given him up because the woman was expecting a baby, and they no longer had the time for him. He had then been rehomed with a kind lady and her two cats. But after a few happy years she had died, and Dog went back to the rescue centre. He never knew what happened to the cats. Next, he had lived with a woman who had bought him a fancy collar and lots of toys and made him wear stupid outfits that sometimes matched her own. Dog had hated them. They had made him hot and uncomfortable, and he had rolled in anything he could find to spoil them or had chewed them off, which made the woman shout at him. After that, she had soon grown tired of him and one day, when she opened the door for a delivery, he had slipped out and run off. A few weeks later – tired and hungry – he had been trapped by a man who had lured him with food. The man had made him fight with other dogs and he still had the scars to prove it. But once again Dog had managed to escape. The last woman had found him scavenging for food in the bins at the back of the flats where she lived. She had taken him in, but Dog had known that this wasn’t the life he wanted. And she wasn’t his person. He would have left of his own accord as soon as an opportunity had presented itself. But the man had saved him the trouble, and now he was free.

Dog was an optimist. He hadn’t yet given up hope of finding the place where he truly belonged. It was out there somewhere, along with the person who was waiting to welcome him home. His person. He raised his head and sniffed the air, his nose twitching, before setting off through the trees at a brisk trot to find his new life.
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Not All Heroes Wear Capes

Desmond Leaks loved his job. Despite the fact that it was gone five o’clock on a Friday afternoon and his arm was thrust up to his elbow in a blocked toilet bend. Desmond could always be relied upon in a household plumbing drama. It said as much on the side of his van.

Leaks – We Fix Them! All Domestic Plumbing Work Undertaken. Emergency Call-Outs – 24 Hour Service

The location of the current emergency was Josephine Jackson’s downstairs cloakroom.

‘Have you got any idea what might be down here – apart from the obvious?’ Desmond asked Mrs Jackson as she hovered anxiously in the doorway, watching him struggle.

She shook her head. ‘But I’m so grateful to you for coming,’ she said. ‘Stephen’s mother is having lunch with us tomorrow and she can’t manage the stairs. It’s her knees. Hardly surprising at her age, though. She is ninety-four.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Desmond reassured her, his face reddening from the effort of his endeavours. ‘I’ll soon have it sorted.’

His own knees were beginning to protest as he adjusted his position to get a better grip on something soft that he could feel slowly shifting in the toilet bend. With a sudden whoosh, his hand flew out clutching a bedraggled pink teddy bear.

‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that!’ he said with a grin. ‘Who’s this?’ He held up the bear at a safe distance, uncertain what to do with it. Mrs Jackson rolled her eyes in exasperation.

‘That is Princess Ivy Sienna Jackson. My youngest granddaughter’s pride and joy.’

‘That’s a very fancy name for a bear,’ Desmond mused.

‘It’s named after Freya’s best friends at school. That bear has had more names than I’ve had hot dinners,’ Mrs Jackson added wryly. ‘Freya’s pretty fickle when it comes to friendships.’

‘But how on earth did it end up in the toilet?’

‘My granddaughters came to me for a couple of hours after school today. When their mother picked them up, Freya was distraught because she couldn’t find Princess Ivy. But now I think of it, her sister Mylie was looking distinctly shifty, and they’d been bickering earlier.’

Desmond raised his eyebrows. ‘Looks like Mylie could be your prime suspect, Miss Marple!’ he joked. ‘The crime has all the hallmarks of a revenge flush if you ask me!’

Mrs Jackson fetched a plastic bag and, wearing a pair of rubber gloves, relieved Desmond of the bear. ‘If Freya wasn’t so devoted to it, I’d put it in the bin,’ she said. ‘But I suppose I’d better wash it.’

‘I’d put it on a hot-wash long cycle if I was you,’ Desmond said with a wink. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

He packed up his things and waved away the ten-pound tip that Mrs Jackson tried to press into his hand. ‘Don’t be daft!’ he told her. ‘I’ve only been here twenty minutes – and you’re one of my oldest customers.’

‘But it’s a Friday afternoon and I’m sure you should have clocked off by now,’ she replied, uncertain whether to insist or accept with grace his kindness.

‘Look – the main thing is that your mother-in-law will be able to enjoy her lunch tomorrow without worrying about her knees or having an “accident”. And I’ll email you my bill on Monday,’ he added with a wink.

He started up his van and headed for home feeling his usual sense of satisfaction at a job well done. This was one of the reasons why he loved being a plumber. When people were having a bad day, he turned up and made things better. Not all heroes wear capes, he thought to himself. Some wear overalls and wield plungers and pliers. His ex-wife, Annabel, had often said that he loved his job more than he loved her. She had grown tired of the times he had arrived home late when they were supposed to be going out because he could never say no to a customer in need. She had complained every time he was called out in the evening or at the weekend. But how could he refuse when his van said 24 Hour Service? he would reason with her.

It had been different when their son, Adam, had been younger. Desmond had always put parents’ evenings and school plays first and had made sure to spend family time with his wife and son at the weekends. But as Adam had grown older, he had, quite naturally, wanted to spend most of his time with his friends, and home had become more of a pit stop to sleep, eat and get his washing done. After uni, he’d never lived at home again, and these days he shared a flat in London where he worked as a stage technician. And it wasn’t as though Annabel hadn’t had her own friends and interests as well as her part-time job in a beauty salon. She had gone out two or three evenings most weeks and left Desmond home alone, which he hadn’t begrudged her in the slightest. And she had never had a problem spending the money that her husband’s hard work had generated. The flashy foreign holidays had never really been Desmond’s choice. He had always longed to tour Scotland by train or spend a couple of weeks on a narrow boat exploring the Kennet and Avon Canal, but for Annabel’s sake he had agreed to Las Vegas and Dubai.

Desmond turned up the volume on the radio to sing along with one of his favourite songs from his teenage years. His radio was always tuned to Classic FM in the mornings to get him off to a gentle start, but after his first couple of calls he changed it to Heart 80s and revelled in the soundtrack to his youth. The song that was playing now was one that he had covered regularly in the heady days when he had been gigging with the band. It was a Dire Straits number with a particularly challenging guitar solo that he had modified slightly back then to get his fingers around. That had been nearly forty years ago, and the band had long since been disbanded. But Desmond still played his beloved Les Paul guitar, and even occasionally jammed with his former bandmate and best friend, Johnny. And tonight was going to be one of those nights. They would have a few beers, play a few tunes and generally put the world to rights.

As Dire Straits segued into Rick Astley, Desmond pulled in to the driveway of the end-of-terrace cottage where he had been living for the past ten months. When he and Annabel had first separated (her call, not his) he had hoped that they might be able to repair their marriage. But Annabel had moved swiftly and seamlessly on to divorce, division of their assets and a dentist called Julian. Desmond had been blindsided and heartbroken at the premeditation that had clearly facilitated the speed and finality of her actions. He had had no idea that their marriage was destined to implode. After numerous nights of too many beers and crying on Johnny’s shoulder, his friend had confessed that the signs had been there.

‘And you should definitely have sussed that something was up when she came home with that full set of glow-in-the-dark veneers on her teeth,’ Johnny had joked.

Desmond had laughed in spite of himself – and had realized that it was time to move on and buy his own place.

The cottage was finally beginning to feel like home, even though the spare bedroom was still crammed with boxes that Desmond had yet to unpack. He had a quick shower, dressed and then came downstairs and set cutlery, salt, vinegar and tomato ketchup on the table. Johnny owned and ran The Swish Fish, the local chippy, with his partner, Mike, and always brought fish suppers with him when he came round for the evening. They didn’t bother with plates. The food always tasted better eaten straight from the wrapping. During those early months when Desmond had been on his own, he had practically lived on free fish and chips from Johnny that he would bring round most nights to soak up the beer with which Desmond had dulled his pain.

An hour later, Desmond and Johnny sat at the table with flushed cheeks and full stomachs, sipping from bottles of beer.

‘What do you fancy playing tonight?’ Desmond asked his friend, nodding towards the Fender Telecaster Plus and the StingRay, both of which Johnny had brought with him and were now propped in a corner of the room inside their well-worn cases. ‘Dire Straits was on the radio as I was coming home. I thought we might have a crack at that.’

Johnny sipped his beer and replied with a slow smile. ‘You never could get that break in the middle right. You always used to fudge it and hope no one noticed.’

Desmond shook his head. ‘And you’ve never let me forget it!’

‘Well, at least I didn’t yell at you like Darcus did.’

Desmond grinned. ‘Darcus used to yell at everyone. I never took offence.’

Johnny snorted. ‘Apart from the time when you threw a punch at him for saying you had “fucking sausage fingers” and were “butchering” Bowie’s “Rebel Rebel”. You missed and ended up falling into Joe’s drum kit.’

‘Okay – well, maybe that time. But in my defence, I had been drinking sambuca and I don’t think it agreed with me.’

‘Was that your defence for your godawful guitar playing or almost decking Darcus?’

‘Both!’

‘You’d been drinking Slippery Nipples,’ Johnny continued, referring to a sickly cocktail of sambuca and Irish cream liqueur. ‘We all had. They tasted bloody awful, but they were all the rage back then. You knocked back three or four – and that’s why it didn’t agree with you!’

Desmond grimaced at the memory and then laughed. ‘They were good times, though – weren’t they? Strutting around on stage while the girls screamed and swooned in the audience and the guys all wished they were us!’

Johnny swigged his beer. ‘I think your memory’s doing a little airbrushing there. Darcus was the only one of us who did any real strutting – and it was mainly at him that the girls were throwing their knickers, so to speak. Not that that would have done much for me anyway,’ he added. ‘But you’re right – we had some amazing nights.’

‘I do miss it sometimes,’ Desmond confessed. ‘Even after all these years.’

‘The bright lights, the adoring crowd, the almost getting a record deal?’ Johnny mused.

The Wild Boys had formed when Desmond, Johnny, Darcus and Joe had all been at college together. The band had been a big success locally and had attracted quite a following. But as the boys became men, hard choices had been made between dreams and domesticity. Darcus and Johnny, footloose and fancy-free, had been keen to continue, but Joe and Desmond had both met their wives-to-be, and marriages and mortgages beckoned. Band practices became increasingly sporadic, the gigs dried up and their goal of playing Wembley Arena was gradually forgotten.

‘I miss the camaraderie,’ Desmond began. ‘The adrenalin rush before we went on stage, and the buzz when we started playing . . . Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I just miss my youth.’

Johnny shrugged. ‘Well, I don’t miss mine! Being young, gay and Irish in the eighties was fairly shite, to be honest – and it didn’t get much better when we moved over here and I was the “new boy” in town. But the band was great, I’ll give you that. Anyway, at least we still play together.’

‘I wonder if Joe kept up with the drums,’ Desmond pondered, going to the fridge to get them more beers.

Their former bandmate lived locally, but over the years they had lost touch, and any news of him usually reached them second-hand.

‘Ha! I doubt it! That woman he married – Janet, wasn’t it? The one with a face like a constipated chihuahua? She was a bit of a stuck-up sort. Remember, she wouldn’t even let the band play at their wedding. She’d have put his drum kit on eBay as soon as they got back from honeymoon.’

Desmond laughed. ‘Except eBay wasn’t even invented then.’

‘Well, whatever the analogue equivalent was – small ads in the local paper, I guess,’ Johnny conceded.

‘Funnily enough, I fitted a new boiler for one of his neighbours the other week and I was hoping I might see Joe, but he was at work. According to his neighbour, he’s about to take early retirement.’

‘Lucky Joe! I can’t see me or Mike retiring any time soon. Still, at least we’re our own bosses.’

‘Well, Darcus beat us all to it. I wonder what he’s up to now?’

Johnny shook his head. ‘God only knows. That man always was a law unto himself. Ironic, considering what he did for a living.’

Darcus McGuire, the band’s charismatic former frontman, had chosen a career in the police, where he had finished up as a detective chief inspector. Johnny’s partner, Mike, had a cousin who worked in the same force, and through him, they had heard that Darcus had retired suddenly and unexpectedly the previous year.

‘It was a strange business, the way he suddenly upped and left like that,’ Johnny continued. ‘I shouldn’t wonder if someone pissed him off so badly that he simply decided to walk. He was never one to hold back if he thought you’d crossed a line with him.’

‘I don’t think he ever forgave me and Joe for splitting up the band,’ said Desmond thoughtfully. ‘He was a born performer.’

‘He was a born lunatic – sure enough, that’s what he was! The original wild boy! How the hell he ended up in the police is as much a mystery to me as most of the questions on University Challenge. The man was a maniac off-stage as well as on it.’ Johnny’s tone betrayed admiration rather than censure.

‘Well, to be fair, that may have helped him nicking the bad guys. He could be pretty intimidating if you got on his bad side.’

‘He was pretty intimidating when you were on his good side,’ Johnny replied. ‘If you got on his bad side the safest thing to do was run! But he was the best frontman a band could ever hope for.’

The pair sat lost in memories for a moment until Desmond broke the silence. ‘I didn’t know you watched University Challenge.’

Johnny laughed. ‘I only do because Mike loves it. But I can hardly understand the questions, let alone answer them. It’s more like Universally Challenged in my case!’

He stood up and retrieved his StingRay guitar from the corner. ‘Let’s give Dire Straits a crack, then.’

——

That night in bed, Desmond lay awake wondering how he was going to fill his weekend. At least tomorrow morning he had an emergency call-out to occupy his time. His services were urgently required at Vera’s Vanity Box, one of the small market town’s two hairdressing salons. It was the most traditional, least fashionable of the two, but it had a healthy clientele of loyal regulars, and Desmond had known Vera since they had both been at college. He often popped in for a cup of coffee and a natter if he was passing. Vera had been especially kind to him when Annabel had left, telling him that his ungrateful wife didn’t know when she was well off and that there would be plenty of women falling over themselves to snap him up. Desmond had yet to come across any of these tumbling females so far, but he lived in hope. Saturday was Vera’s busiest day and there was a problem with the hot-water pressure at the salon. Desmond had promised her that he would be there first thing to try to sort it out.

He loved his job, but all that talk with Johnny about their days in the band had stirred something up inside him. For years, his existence had been comfortable. Predictable. Safe. A bit like his name. Desmond had often wished that he was called something a bit more exciting. At school, amongst the Garys and Jasons, his name had felt too old for him. Both his dad and granddad had been called Desmond – his dad always known as Des. It was apparently a family tradition, but one that Desmond had never understood and had, as a schoolboy, sorely resented considering the huge choice that had been available to his parents when their son had been born. Now that he was in his fifties, he supposed that he had grown into it. And he’d been happy enough. Hadn’t he? But now his marriage was over, what had he truly got to show for himself after all these years? His own successful business, enough money, a roof over his head, some good friends and a son whom he adored. These were all gifts to be thankful for and cherish, he knew that. Why then did he suddenly feel just a little disappointed with his life – as though he had been promised sherry trifle with a cherry on top, but had been served tinned fruit salad with evaporated milk instead? What if the band had stayed together and followed their dream of a career in the music industry? What kind of life might he have had then? Was he just being daft hankering after a bit of excitement?

Desmond rolled over, popped an indigestion tablet from the foil packet on the bedside cabinet, swallowed it and switched out the light. It was too late for all that now. He was just being ungrateful and ridiculous. A foolish middle-aged man who’d had one too many beers. His thoughts turned to work again and something that Johnny had mentioned earlier. Applejack Farm had finally been sold. Johnny had seen a sign in the front garden. The property was more of a smallholding now, as most of the land had been sold off over the years, and the house itself would require a fair bit of work to return it to a reasonable state. The new owners would definitely need a plumber, Desmond thought, and he made a mental note to post one of his cards through the letterbox when he drove past the next day.




Chapter 2
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The Thing About Wednesdays

The two salons stood facing one another across the green that gave the town its name like opponents squaring up for a duel. The neatly kept rectangle of grass that separated them seemed a fitting no man’s land, home as it was to the white stone cross that commemorated Fiddlers Green’s fallen in both world wars. Glitterati Glamour’s brash and bright pink neon sign glared its challenge to Vera’s Vanity Box with its A-board outside and its slightly faded black-and-white-striped awning. In reality, there wasn’t much crossover of their clientele, and so little real competition between them. Glitterati Glamour’s customers sought face freezers and fillers. They came for hair extensions, false lashes, gel nails and fake tans. Brow plucking and blading, Botox and balayage. Bikini, Brazilian and Hollywood-style waxing. And when Desmond had heard about the ‘back, sack and crack’ option, he’d almost choked on his cheese sandwich. He had learnt about such things when Annabel had worked there, before moving to Norwich with Julian, but he had never understood their popularity. Desmond was amazed that anyone would spend so much time and money fastidiously removing hair from one part of their body only to stick extra somewhere else.

Vera’s customers were mostly happy with a shampoo and set, cut and blow-dry or the occasional perm. A cup of tea or coffee, a rich tea biscuit (or cake if it was someone’s birthday), the chance to browse a few magazines and to catch up on any local gossip. The bell rang as Desmond pushed open the door, and even though it wasn’t yet nine o’clock, one of the chairs in the salon was already occupied.

‘Desmond!’ Vera greeted him, coming out from behind the reception desk. ‘Bless your heart for coming so early – and on a Saturday too. Would you like a cup of coffee before you start?’

‘If you insist!’ he replied with a wink.

‘Izzy, love – pop the kettle on and make Desmond a coffee, would you?’ Vera addressed a young girl who was arranging bottles of shampoo on a shelf in a desultory manner. ‘Is it still milk and one sugar?’

Desmond nodded.

‘Mrs Mulligan – would you like one too?’

Mrs Mulligan was a substantial woman in her seventies with ruddy cheeks, a dome of thick grey hair and eyebrows that had clearly never encountered a pair of tweezers. She was sitting very upright in a chair, swathed in a grey nylon gown, still clutching her sturdy navy handbag in her lap.

‘Tea would be lovely,’ she replied. ‘You make such good tea here.’

‘It must be something in the water,’ Izzy muttered as she disappeared into the salon’s tiny kitchen.

Vera laughed good-naturedly and came and stood behind Mrs Mulligan, running her fingers appraisingly through her client’s hair. ‘Are you having your usual?’ she asked.

‘It’s nothing to do with the water,’ Mrs Mulligan continued, ignoring Vera’s question. ‘It’s because you use proper tea leaves and a pot instead of those terrible teabags. But it’s not just that. It’s the company too. I really look forward to coming here to get my hair done. Especially since my Frank died. There’s such a nice atmosphere and everyone’s very friendly.’

‘Well, Izzy’s usually quite friendly,’ replied Vera, glancing towards the kitchen and lowering her voice. ‘But she’s having man trouble. Her boyfriend broke up with her – by WhatsApp, no less – last Wednesday.’

Mrs Mulligan nodded conspiratorially. ‘Poor thing!’ she whispered. ‘That’s the last thing you need on a Wednesday.’

Desmond rummaged in his tool bag in an attempt to dispel the feeling that he was eavesdropping, but Vera clearly didn’t want him to feel left out.

‘Frank was Mrs Mulligan’s husband,’ she explained, rewinding the conversation to bring him up to speed.

‘We’d been married fifty-three years, and he was the nicest man who ever stood in shoe leather,’ Mrs Mulligan told him. ‘He died of a stroke. And that was on a Wednesday too.’

‘But at least he died in his own bed,’ Vera added consolingly. ‘It could have been worse.’

‘Now, I know what you’re saying,’ Mrs Mulligan replied. ‘And you’re absolutely right. It’s only been six months since my Frank went, but it must be nearly a year now since poor Mrs Sitwell left us.’

The doorbell tinkled and another woman walked in – brisk and smiling – and began taking off her coat. ‘Good morning! I’m not late, am I, Vera? The bus got held up at the roadworks on Haycocks Lane. Good morning, Mrs Mulligan! How are you?’

‘No, you’re not late, Nansi,’ Vera reassured her senior stylist. She called out in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Another cup for Nansi, please.’

There was a clatter of crockery but no reply.

‘I’m grand, thank you – and yourself?’ Mrs Mulligan asked Nansi. ‘We were only just saying that it must be nearly a year now since Mrs Sitwell . . .’ She inclined her head respectfully.

Having hung up her coat, Nansi slipped into her work overall and glanced over the open pages of the appointments diary on the reception desk. ‘Is it really that long? I suppose it must be. But it was my day off, so I missed it all.’

‘I was here. Wasn’t I, Vera?’ Mrs Mulligan continued. ‘It was a terrible thing to happen.’

Desmond wondered if they’d all forgotten that he was there, but by now he was desperate to find out what had happened to Mrs Sitwell. Luckily, Vera obliged.

‘She died on our toilet,’ Vera explained, turning to include him in the conversation. ‘We noticed that she’d been gone a little while and so I went and knocked on the door to see if she was all right and that’s when I found her. I called an ambulance, but there was nothing they could do. It was a heart attack, apparently.’

‘Sure, it was lucky that she wasn’t made like me,’ said Mrs Mulligan. ‘Or they would have had a terrible job trying to get her out of there. But then she was a tiny little thing.’

‘And it was a good thing that she’d already had her hair done,’ Vera added. ‘So she looked nice and smart when they came for her. I’m always thankful that she hadn’t settled up before she went. I would have felt terrible if she’d already paid.’

‘And at least she died amongst friends,’ Mrs Mulligan added kindly. ‘But I shouldn’t be surprised if that was a Wednesday too.’

‘Well, that’s easy enough to check,’ said Vera, returning to the reception desk and opening a drawer. ‘We can have a look in the book.’ She waved a small notebook with a red cover.

Seeing Desmond’s bemused expression, Vera was once again quick to enlighten him. ‘We keep a record of our regular clients’ important dates – birthdays, marriages, wedding anniversaries. And divorces and deaths. So that we can celebrate with them if they come in – although not the last two, obviously. But if it’s their birthday, for example, we sometimes get a cake or chocolates and hand them round. And it’s useful to keep a note of deaths too, in case anyone asks. Like today.’

She flicked through the pages for a moment before stabbing at one with her finger triumphantly. ‘Here it is! It’ll be one year exactly next week. And it was a Wednesday!’

Mrs Mulligan nodded sagely. ‘I knew it would be.’

Vera returned the book to its place in the drawer. ‘Where on earth is that Izzy with the coffee?’

——

It took less than half an hour for Desmond to sort out the plumbing problem, and by the time he’d packed up his tools, all the chairs in the salon were occupied and there was a constant buzz of chatter above the splashing of water and the drone of hairdryers. As he made his way over to Vera to take his leave, he heard something that caught his attention.

‘According to Mr Preston in the newsagents, the new owners of Applejack Farm are moving in next week. Apparently, they’re going to start an alpaca trekking business.’

This pronouncement came from the woman with her hair in rollers sitting next to Mrs Mulligan.

Vera, who was snipping away at Mrs Mulligan’s hair, frowned doubtfully. ‘No – I don’t think that’s right. The wife of the estate agent who’s selling it is one of my regular ladies, and she told me that a couple with alpacas did view the property but decided it needed too much doing to it for them to make an offer. It’s a shame, really, because I quite like alpacas. They’ve got beautiful eyelashes. Anyway, the last thing I heard from my lady was that a woman and her life-partner – I say that because I’m not sure if they’re married, but they’re definitely more than just business partners and you have to be so careful these days, especially as they are both women and I’d hate to offend anyone – were interested in buying it to turn into a B & B.’

Mrs Mulligan grinned slyly and shook her head. ‘Well now, you’re both wrong. I read the leaves after my first cup of tea this morning, and they showed me that the new owner is definitely a single woman. A single woman with red hair. I just hope she doesn’t move in on a Wednesday!’




Chapter 3
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Leona Lennox Is Leaving the Building

Leo could hear her next patient causing havoc in the waiting room. Lola the labradoodle was one of the many dogs bought as puppies during the various Covid lockdowns by owners who had no previous experience of dogs and hadn’t bothered to prepare themselves with any research. Leo wouldn’t be at all surprised if Lola’s owners, one of whom was a social media influencer, had chosen her because she matched the interior colour scheme of their home. Like so many others, they had bought a cute puppy as an entertainment and distraction from the daily horrors of a world turned alien and hostile by a rampant deadly virus. But they had given little thought to Lola’s needs and well-being. Unable to meet other dogs and learn how to navigate her way in society, she had been totally reliant on Tyler and Madison Lowe, who were, as Leo had discovered, completely clueless. And now that Lola had metamorphosized from an adorable bundle of fluff, content to snooze, snuggle and occasionally chase a squeaky toy, into a fifty-pound maelstrom of uncontrollable and completely unchannelled energy, Madison and Tyler were both bewildered and exhausted. Their once immaculately taupe-and-cream-decorated four-bedroom detached with two en suites was under constant attack from their bored witless canine. Deprived of sufficient physical exercise, mental stimulation and company of her own kind, Lola entertained herself by destroying whatever she could get her paws – or teeth – on.

There was a sudden yelp, a cacophony of barking and the frantic scabbling of claws on floor tiles, before a stern voice cut through the racket like a whistle in a playground. ‘I suggest that Lola Lowe might be better waiting outside.’

Leo recognized the voice of her senior veterinary nurse, Amy, who took no prisoners, human or canine, at the best of times. And now was clearly not a good time, judging by the tone of Amy’s voice.

Leo opened the door of her consulting room and, with some effort, stretched her mouth into a tight smile. ‘Thank you, Amy, but I’m ready for Lola now.’ She turned to the corner where the Lowes were both cowering, Tyler clinging white-knuckled onto Lola’s lead whilst she spun in frenetic circles. ‘Would you like to bring her this way?’

As her owners made to stand, Lola launched herself across the waiting room, dragging Tyler behind her. Leo made a grab for her collar and managed to herd them all into her room. As soon as she closed the door, Madison dissolved into great hiccupping sobs.

‘Why does she hate us?’ she wailed, waving her hand weakly in Lola’s direction. Leo was momentarily distracted by Madison’s ridiculously elaborate manicure. Her long, presumably fake, nails were filed into alarming spikes, which were metallic pink with glitter tips. How on earth does she do anything with her hands other than wave them about? Leo thought, before remembering that she was supposed to be doing her vet thing. Lola had flopped down on the floor at Leo’s feet and was gently panting and batting her long eyelashes in a winsome fashion at the three of them.

‘She doesn’t hate you,’ Leo replied, trying to keep exasperation from seeping into her voice.

‘We’ve had her for four years now, and we’ve always given her everything,’ Madison continued sadly. ‘She’s got toys and outfits and two beds – not that she uses them because she’s always on the couch or in our bed. What more could she want?’

Where do I start? thought Leo. But then looking at the tears streaming down Madison’s cheeks, the dejection on Tyler’s face and the hopeful anticipation in Lola’s eyes she relented. The one positive in this whole mess was the fact Leo genuinely believed that these two hapless humans actually loved their dog. She resolved to be patient with them.

‘I think it would help if you looked at things from Lola’s point of view. You’re giving her things that you think she would like instead of what she needs.’

Madison looked a little surprised. ‘Are you saying that we’re not looking after her properly?’ she said with a sniff.

Her defensive tone irritated Leo. She had intended to be diplomatic but suddenly she just thought, Sod it! She had seen too many of these lockdown dogs end up in shelters when working from home reverted to going out to work. Once early morning walks, or indeed any walks at all, became not just an option but a necessity, it was amazing how many people realized that dog ownership was not for them after all. And then there were those who couldn’t understand why, when they did venture out into the world for ‘walkies’, their dogs, who had been raised in splendid isolation, had no clue how to behave in the company of other canines. What in God’s name did they expect? And then there were the other dogs, the most unfortunate, whose stress and frustration at their empty, monotonous lives and their treatment at the hands of ignorant owners had resulted in behaviour deemed unacceptable. Leo didn’t want to dwell on what happened to them.

‘Well, yes, actually – I am,’ she replied. Leo took a deep breath. ‘Look, I know you love Lola and I’m sure you only want what’s best for her, but she’s a dog. She doesn’t need fancy outfits or a toy for every day of the week.’

‘But one of her beds had a Burberry blanket to match her lead and she even chewed that to pieces,’ Madison whined.

‘It cost a bloody fortune!’ Tyler muttered under his breath.

Leo had had enough. ‘Just listen to yourselves! Lola is a dog – not a model for designer clothes and accessories. She wouldn’t care if her bloody blanket was Burberry or bargain basement! And Lola is not your accessory – she’s a member of your family!’

Madison and Tyler stood in stunned silence while Leo paused to let her words sink in. Lola lay on the floor, nibbling contentedly on her check Burberry lead.

‘What Lola needs,’ Leo continued in a steely tone, ‘is regular exercise – and by that I mean at least twice a day. She needs to socialize in a controlled way with other dogs, and she needs something to occupy her brain. But the first thing you have to do is get her listening to you. She needs someone to follow, or else she’ll just keep on calling the shots. She has to believe that you’re in charge.’

Tyler snorted. ‘Fat chance!’ he said. ‘You’ve seen what she’s like.’

Leo wanted to slap him. But instead, she took a treat from the glass jar that she kept on the countertop. Lola immediately leapt to her feet and started wagging her tail furiously and pawing at Leo’s legs. Leo held up one hand with her palm facing towards Lola and said in a quiet but very firm voice, ‘Sit!’

The stand-off between them lasted almost a minute before Lola capitulated into a sit and Leo gave her the treat. She repeated the exercise twice more, and each time Lola’s sit was almost immediate.

Leo looked up at Madison and Tyler and raised her eyebrows. ‘She’s a clever dog – and she wants to learn. I’ll give you the contact details for a local dog trainer who runs classes, which would be an ideal way for Lola to learn obedience and how to mix with other dogs. The trainer also holds agility sessions, which I’m sure Lola would love once you’ve got her basic training sorted.’

Madison’s face brightened. ‘I’ve seen that on TV and I’ve always fancied giving it a go. Do you really think that Lola could do it?’

‘I think she’d be brilliant,’ Leo replied. ‘Now, let’s get her vaccination done and then I’ll give you the details for the trainer.’

——

Leo sipped her tea, trying to quell the feeling of dread that was churning in her stomach. She was hopeful that Lola would be fine. She could picture Madison, dressed up to the nines, tripping around an agility arena with Lola in a collar and lead that matched her own outfit. Still, at least Lola would be having fun. Leo had spent the rest of the afternoon seeing some of her favourite clients. She had clipped the nails of an elderly black-and-white cat called Domino, vaccinated a pair of lop-eared rabbits called Bunny and Clive and emptied the anal glands of an extremely lovable lurcher called Flash. These were the ones that she would miss. For today was her last day – this, her final shift. Leona Lennox MRCVS was leaving the building.

Leo had been that child cliché – the little girl who loved animals and wanted to be a vet. And she had succeeded. All those years of studying and sacrifice had eventually paid off, and having worked for a while as a rural vet when she had first qualified, she had ended up as a partner in a busy and successful practice in Milton Keynes. But not for much longer. Leo checked her watch – an hour, maybe two at the most. Her name, Leona, came from the Latin for lioness, but everyone called her Leo. And she had always felt that it had suited her – described her. A strong, fierce, independent and, yes, sometimes stubborn woman, she had rarely doubted her own grit and conviction until recently. Her job no longer brought her the satisfaction that it once had. More often these days it distressed her. The hours were punishing, but that was nothing new. It was the type of work that had changed – and the clients. Covid hadn’t helped – with all the pets bought on impulse and then regretted and neglected – but it was more than that. She had lost her roar and was running on empty. Something had to change. And so, she had sold her house and her share in the practice and resigned. Tomorrow another life would begin. But first she had to get through today.

According to the notes on her screen, her final appointment was for the euthanasia of an eleven-month-old male collie called Bob. She checked the scant information on his record. There was no reference to ill-health of any kind and his vaccinations were up to date. It must be a mistake. Please God, let it be a mistake. She opened the door to the waiting room. ‘Bob Nicholson please.’

A big man with a buzz cut and neatly trimmed stubble slowly rose to his feet and walked towards her. A beautiful black-and-white collie followed him with obvious reluctance, creeping low to the ground, his tail tucked and his ears down. Once they were all inside her consulting room, Leo closed the door and turned to face the man, her heart banging and her mouth dry. Still, she lifted her head and met his gaze unflinchingly.

‘And what can I do for you today?’ she asked, her voice a little colder than she had intended.

The man nodded towards his dog. ‘I’m afraid he’s got to be put down.’ His tone was pragmatic without a trace of sadness or regret. The dog had crept under the examination table and was staring out with anxious eyes.

Leo checked the screen of her computer again, playing for time. ‘I’ve got no record of any medical issues with Bob. He looks very healthy. So why on earth would you want him euthanized?’

‘He’s turned nasty. He was all right when he was a puppy – good as gold. But now – well, he’s not safe. He’s bitten me a couple of times, and yesterday he bit the wife. I’ve got kids and I’m not prepared to take any risks. He’s a dangerous dog, so this is the only choice.’

Leo frowned. ‘Well, there may be other options, Mr Nicholson. Can I ask why it was you think he bit you?’

The man sighed. He seemed bored by her question. ‘The first time because I chucked him off the sofa. He knows he’s not supposed to be on there.’

‘When you say “chucked” . . .?’

‘Yes. I threw him off. I was showing him who’s the boss.’

‘And the second time?’

‘I was trying to get him into his crate after I got him off the sofa.’

Leo was beginning to get a picture of the sorry life that Bob had been living. ‘Does Bob spend much time in his crate?’

The man shrugged. ‘He’s in there while we’re at work and the kids are at school. The wife doesn’t want him messing up the house and climbing on the furniture.’

‘And when he bit your wife?’

‘It was totally unprovoked. She tried to push him over a bit while he was asleep. He was lying in front of a cupboard that she needed to get in to.’

Leo nodded. ‘She probably startled him. Many dogs would do the same thing if they were woken suddenly. It’s just a reflex reaction. That’s why it’s always best not to touch them when they’re deeply asleep.’

‘Look’ – he peered at her name badge – ‘Leona.’ He pronounced each syllable deliberately, as though he was teaching a child a new word. ‘It’s my dog, so it’s my decision,’ he said evenly. ‘The damn thing’s more trouble than it’s worth – and now it’s started biting, that’s the final straw.’

Leo noted the use of ‘it’ instead of ‘he’. This beautiful, sensitive, intelligent and sentient creature had been reduced to an object to be disposed of. She couldn’t let it happen. She glanced at Bob, still cowering under the table, his brown eyes darting fearfully around the room. ‘Have you considered taking him to a rescue shelter or trying to rehome him in some other way? He’s still very young, and with the right training—’

‘Of course not!’ the man interrupted her, sounding agitated for the first time. But then he seemed to catch himself and resumed in a cool and reasonable tone. ‘How could I do that? What if he bit someone else?’

‘How much exercise does Bob get?’ Leo knew she was clutching at straws now, but she had to try.

‘Why? What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘Collies need a lot of exercise – physical and mental – otherwise they get bored and frustrated. Sometimes biting is a way of redirecting the stress.’

The man rolled his eyes. ‘If you must know, he got a walk most days and the kids used to play with him for at least half an hour when they got in from school. But none of that matters now. Please just get on with it, or I’ll go out there’ – he pointed to the door – ‘and ask at reception if they’ve got another vet who’ll do it!’

There was nothing else Leo could do. This despicable man was Bob’s legal owner, and as such he could have his dog ‘humanely’ killed and Leo was powerless to stop him.

‘Would you like to leave Bob with me then, and I can get one of the nurses to help me?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m not squeamish. And anyway, I need to satisfy myself that he won’t ever bite anyone again.’

Leo left the room to get everything she needed, and when she returned the man was reading a poster on the wall about flea and tick treatments. She knelt on the floor and reached under the table to slip a muzzle over Bob’s nose. ‘Good lad,’ she murmured to him. ‘It’s okay.’

His tail gave a gentle wag, and he exhaled a whine that was barely audible. The man continued to read the poster. Leo shaved Bob’s leg in preparation, and he trembled slightly. Again, she spoke in a soothing voice to reassure him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered, as she slipped the needle into his vein. Bob looked up at her and she held his gaze as the light faded from his soft brown eyes and his warm body went limp.
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