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  Chapter one
Ring Seven


The first rule of stewarding is that the posts for your ring have been delivered to the wrong end of the field. 
There are other rules. Never stand between a judge and the sun. Never tell an exhibitor their dog moved well until the judge has finished pointing, because it gives them hope, and hope at a dog show is a thing you will later have to clear up, like the poo. Never, under any circumstances, volunteer for anything Hilary Pryce is carrying a clipboard for. But the first rule is the posts, and I have stewarded for six years in four counties and it has never once let me down, and so I had brought a sack truck.
I wheeled them across the showground in three trips, twelve white posts at a time, through grass already bleached the colour of digestive biscuits. It was half past one on Thursday afternoon and thirty-one degrees by the thermometer on the side of the secretary’s tent. According to the schedule, the Marfield County Championship Show began at eight o’clock the following morning. I know, because I typed the schedule, and I typed it knowing it was a lie. A championship show does not begin at eight o’clock. It begins now, in the heat, with women of fifty-seven knocking posts into ground that rings like a bell under the mallet, and it goes on beginning for eighteen hours, while eight thousand dogs and the people who serve them come over the hill in camper vans and estate cars and horseboxes and, in one case I had passed on the way in, a converted ambulance. I didn't ask about the ambulance. At a dog show you learn not to ask about the ambulance.
Wilf lay in the shade under the steward’s table with his chin on his paws and watched me work. He had the air of a foreman who has seen better, and who is on a very good pension.
“You could help,” I told him.
His left ear, the one that stands up, swivelled towards me. His right ear, the one that doesn’t, stayed where it was, folded over like a dropped glove. Between them they have never agreed on anything.
Wilf is a lurcher, which is to say he is greyhound at one end and something hairy and disreputable at the other, and nobody, including the vet who scanned him for a chip that wasn’t there, has ever been able to tell me what either end is. He is grizzled grey and fawn, with eyebrows like a High Court judge’s, and he came out of a lay-by on the Wrensbury road three years ago with a length of baler twine round his neck and a sore on his hip. If I were judging him, which I would never do to either of us, I would say: head, unremarkable; ears, a matter of opinion; topline, a suggestion; movement, loose, enthusiastic and largely sideways; temperament, sound, except about the gas man. He has no ring manners, no stack, and no ambition, and he regards the whole business of dogs being shown with an expression of profound and personal scepticism.
I know exactly how he feels. I knocked in the last post and stood back to look.
A show ring is a rectangle of rope on a field, and there is no reason why one should be better than another. But there is a difference between a ring that has been put up and a ring that has been laid out, and I have been laying out rings, one way and another, for thirty-five years. The corners were square. The entrance faced the collecting area, not the burger van, because if you face the entrance at the burger van you will spend Sunday afternoon removing a Bichon from a bun. The judge’s table sat where the sun would be behind the judge and not in her eyes. The line along which the dogs would be moved, down and back, ran the length of the flattest strip of ground, which I had walked twice to find, slowly, while a man from the trade stands watched me and clearly thought I had lost a contact lens.
Nobody would notice any of this, which was the point. They would only have noticed if it was wrong. That is the whole art of stewarding, and also, I have come to believe, of marriage, though I only ever passed the stewarding.
I ran the rope through the posts, pulled it taut, and pinned the cardboard sign to the corner. RING 7. Tomorrow it would be hounds: Whippets in the morning, then Salukis, then the Afghans at half past twelve under a Swedish judge flown in specially, as if we didn’t have enough people of our own who could disappoint an Afghan exhibitor. On Sunday it would be toys and utility, and I would be there for both.
Ring steward. I was a ring steward.
I say it to myself sometimes, the way you press on a bruise to see if it still hurts. It mostly doesn’t. A ring steward hands out the numbers, calls the classes, marks the absentees, keeps the judge’s book straight and the exhibitors in order and the ringside out of the ring, which is harder than it sounds, because the ringside at a championship show is made up almost entirely of people who believe the rope is a suggestion. It is a job for the reliable and the patient and the people nobody wants on a committee. It pays expenses, which at Marfield County means forty pence a mile and a voucher for a bacon roll. I was very good at it, and nobody fought me for it, which was why I still had it.
“Flora! Thank God. Thank God.”
There it was. The clipboard.
Hilary Pryce, secretary of the Marfield County Canine Society, was coming across the grass at the brisk, tilting walk of a woman whose feet had resigned an hour ago and whose sense of duty had refused to accept the letter. She was in her sixties, with a sunhat the size of a cartwheel, a lanyard so heavy with keys and passes that it had dragged her blouse a full inch to port, and the clipboard held against her chest like a riot shield. I have known Hilary a long time, and I have never seen her carry a clipboard towards someone for a good reason.
“Are you done? You’re done. Can you do the camping? Brian’s gone home with his angina and the list’s a disaster and there are people at the gate saying they’ve booked hook-ups we don’t have.”
What I thought was: the third rule.
“I can do the camping,” I said.
“You’re an angel. You’re an absolute angel.” She pressed the clipboard into my hands the way people pass you a baby at a christening, quickly, before you can think of a reason not to take it, and then stepped back as if it might be handed back. “Secretary’s tent. There’s a fan. Sort of.”

There was a fan, and it did turn, in the manner of a civil servant two weeks from retirement. It pushed the hot air of the secretary’s tent from one end of the trestle table to the other, considered the matter, and pushed it back. I sat beneath it with the camping list, a highlighter, the booking forms in a shoebox that had once held a pair of size-nine wellingtons, and Wilf, who had followed me with the patient air of a dog who knows where the biscuits are kept.
He does. Left pocket. It has been the left pocket for three years. I have tried the right pocket, purely as a training exercise, and he simply sat and stared at the left one until I felt I had been rude.
I like this kind of work. People find that hard to believe of me, because for most of my life I was the person in the middle of the big ring, the one who pointed, and nobody imagines that the person who points enjoys a shoebox. But a judge’s work is mostly paperwork too, if you count the critiques and the schedules and the hundreds of entries, and I have always found something restful in a list that comes out right. You take a muddle and you make it straight. A list does not care who you used to be, or what the letters page of Dog World said about you. I find this a very attractive quality in a list, and a rare one in a person.
The camping field ran along the eastern side of the showground in three sections. The main field held the big motorhomes and caravans on numbered pitches, C1 to C140, and it held them in the strict social order of a cathedral close, with the American RVs at the top and the tents at the bottom and nobody, ever, saying so. The overspill field beyond it, rough grass and thistles, was first come, first served, and in practice mostly served people who had come last. And along the far boundary, under the only trees on the whole showground, a line of old copper beeches that had once marked the edge of somebody’s park, ran twenty pitches with electric hook-ups, H1 to H20.
You will not understand the hook-ups unless you have tried to dry an Afghan Hound. I have. It is like drying a pair of curtains that is trying to get away. The hook-ups were worth their weight in gold to anyone with a coated breed and a dryer the size of a vacuum cleaner, and they opened at six o’clock on Thursday evening and not a minute before, because the electrician had said so. Nobody argues with the electrician at Marfield. Brian argued with him once. I am not saying that is why Brian has angina, but I am not saying it isn’t.
I worked down the hook-ups first. Two had been double-booked. I found the later form and wrote on the earlier one Please see secretary, which would make it Hilary’s problem tomorrow, which was only fair, because Hilary invented the system. One had been booked by somebody who had also booked a pitch in the main field, which happens, because some people like to have a kennel and a house, as it were, and the money to pay for both.
Wilkshire Kennels: motorhome at C4, and H17 with hook-up, for kennel assistant S. Doak, arriving after 6 p.m., dryer.
Graham Wilks. I knew the name, of course. Everyone knew the name. He handled Celia Harrow’s Afghans, and one of them in particular, and a man who handled that dog could afford two pitches. I highlighted it and moved on.
By three o’clock the list came out right. I clipped it together and made a copy for my own steward’s folder on Hilary’s photocopier, which has to be spoken to kindly and then hit, in that order, never the other way round. The stewards are always the ones the exhibitors ask. Where’s the toilet, where’s Ring Four, where’s my hook-up, why has that woman got my hook-up, and, about once a show, who do I complain to about the judge. (The answer to the last is the secretary, and I give it with a straight face, and Hilary has never forgiven me.)
Then I went out into the heat in search of tea.

Banks’s Brushes & Bows had been parked in the same spot at Marfield County for eleven years: where the trade stand avenue meets the path to the grooming tents, so that everybody, sooner or later, has to pass it. It was a converted ice-cream van, pink once and now a sort of weathered coral, like a seaside postcard left too long in a window. From its shelves Rosie Banks sold everything a dog show could need and several things nobody has ever needed at all. Slip leads, show leads, chalk blocks, coat sprays, combs, pin brushes, slicker brushes, scissors, liver treats, tripe sticks, poo bags, ring clips, collapsible water bowls, and a great many bows, because some breeds require bows and some exhibitors require them whether their breed does or not. I have seen a bow on a Rottweiler. The Rottweiler and I exchanged a look I will carry with me always.
She also sold tea from an urn the size of a pillar box, at fifty pence, in mugs you were trusted to bring back. Because she sold tea, everybody stopped. Because everybody stopped, Rosie knew everything. MI5 could learn a great deal from Rosie Banks, and would have to pay fifty pence for the privilege.
“There she is,” Rosie said. “Queen of the clipboard. You want tea?”
“I want tea.”
“You look like you want a hose.” Rosie was forty-one, small and quick and freckled, with her hair tied up in a scarf and reading glasses pushed up on top of it, and a voice that could carry across three rings without appearing to rise. She ran the van on her own most weekends and brought up a ten-year-old called Mia on her own the rest of the time, and she didn't seem to find either of these things remarkable, which is the most remarkable thing about her. “I’ve got help this weekend, look. Jax. This is Flora. Flora used to be a judge.”
The girl at the urn looked round. She was sixteen or so, tall and narrow, with dark hair scraped back into a high puff and a Banks’s Brushes & Bows T-shirt three sizes too big for her, knotted at the hip. She had the expression of someone who had been told a great many things about a great many people since breakfast and was filing them in order of usefulness.
I assessed her before I could stop myself. I always do; it’s a judge’s disease, like a dentist looking at your teeth at a funeral. Alert. Good head carriage. A slight defensive set to the shoulders. Quick. wouldn't stand for being stacked. Would, I suspected, bite if handled roughly, and be right to.
“Used to be?” she said.
“Still am, technically,” I said. “I’m suspended.”
“For what?”
“Jax,” said Rosie.
“It’s all right,” I said. “It’s a fair question. For giving Best in Show to a dog that had been drugged. It’s a long story, and people tell it in different ways.”
Most of them tell it better than I do. They have had more practice, and they are not hampered by having been there. I have never found a way to tell it that doesn’t sound like an excuse, and so I have stopped trying, and now I give the facts in a single sentence and let people make whichever face they were always going to make. There are four faces. I have a private name for each of them.
Jax made none of them. She looked at me a moment longer, then put a mug of tea in front of me.
“Fifty p.”
“Jax! It’s Flora.”
“Fifty p’s fine,” I said, and paid it, and approved of her a great deal more than I let show. In six years, she was the first person to hear that story and then charge me the full price for something. It was oddly restful. “You’re showing this weekend?”
“Might be.”
“She’s got a lovely Border Collie,” Rosie said. “Well. Alun’s lovely Border Collie. Alun Price, from up Pen-y-Bryn? She handles for him. They’ve been going like a train this year.”
“He’s off colour,” Jax said, quickly. “Moss. He’s been off. I’m not entering the Junior Handling Saturday.”
“Oh, that’s a shame, love,” Rosie said, and turned away to a woman who wanted a pin brush and wanted to tell her about it.
I sipped my tea and said nothing. Over Jax’s shoulder, beyond the trade stands, the exercise field shimmered in the heat, and at the near end of it, under the eye of an elderly man in a flat cap leaning on two sticks, a black-and-white Border Collie was trotting on a long line in a wide, easy circle. He moved like a clock. His topline was level and firm. He reached well forward and drove well behind. He was neither lame nor sore nor sorry for himself in any way at all, and when the old man said something his ears came up and his head turned and he cut in to him with a speed that made my heart lift, the way it always has and always will when I see a dog moving the way dogs were made to move.
If that dog was off colour, I was the Archbishop of Canterbury.
I watched Jax watching him too, for a second, before she turned back to the urn.
I knew the price of a late entry for Junior Handling at Marfield County. I had helped Hilary type the schedule. It was eight pounds, and some children have eight pounds and some don’t, and the ones who don’t have their own ways of not saying so. He’s off colour is one of them. I have used versions of it myself. I’m not really one for dinners. I’ve got an early start. I don’t do Facebook — though that last one, as it happens, is simply true.
What I wanted to say was: That dog is the soundest thing on this showground, including the electrician, and I will pay your entry and you will win.
What I said was nothing. I put my mug down, because I have been on the receiving end of a great deal of charity in six years and I know exactly how it feels when it is offered in front of other people. It feels like being handed your own coat by someone who has noticed the hole in the lining.
“Who’s in?” I said to Rosie instead. “Anyone I should hide from?”
Rosie leaned on the counter, which is how she begins all her best sentences. You can set your watch by it. If Rosie leans, sit down.
“Well. Everybody. It’s Marfield. Marguerite Gerard’s judging Best in Show on Sunday. Did you know that?”
“I typed the schedule.”
“Course you did. And Celia Harrow’s back. First show since her hip. She came in about an hour ago in that great big camper, and she’s got Fabio’s photos being done tonight, by your Dennis. Stud advert. Fifteen hundred a time he stands at, Fabio, and booked solid. Just as well. Graham’s kennel’s mortgaged to the eyeballs, they say. Lives off that dog.”
“He is not my Dennis.”
“He’s somebody’s Dennis, and he’s not anybody else’s.”
There is no answer to this. I have looked for one, on and off, for twenty years.
“And Lydia Crane’s camped in the next lane to her,” Rosie went on, “which after what was on Facebook I’d not have done, but she’s got a thick skin, Lydia.”
“What was on Facebook?”
Rosie looked at me with real pity, the way you’d look at someone who had just admitted they’d never had a bacon sandwich, or a television. “You don’t do Facebook.”
“I do not.”
“Celia put up a post. About a month ago. Said it was a shame when people fiddled their pedigrees to make a dog sound grander than it was, and everybody knew who she meant, because Lydia’s got that young dog by the American import, and Celia’s been saying since the litter was born that the colours were all wrong. Lydia’s solicitor sent a letter. Celia put up the letter.”
“Of course she did.”
“Of course she did,” Rosie agreed, with the deep contentment of a woman who has just watched the weather forecast promise a storm. “It’s going to be a good weekend.”
I looked down. Wilf, who had been lying at my feet in the strip of shade under the awning, was not.
Of course he wasn’t. That’s the fourth rule.

A dog show is a city of canvas with a thousand ways under it, and Wilf knows them all. He goes under tent flaps the way water goes under doors, and with about as much sense of property. At a show in Shropshire he once went in under the back of the Golden Retriever club’s hospitality tent and came out at the front, between the legs of the club president, with half a Victoria sponge. He has never seen anything wrong in it. Neither, to be fair, did the Golden Retrievers, who watched him go with naked envy and, I think, a certain amount of respect.
I followed him by the sound of complaint. A grooming tent, a yelp, a man shouting “Oi!” A row of crates, and a woman saying “Was that a lurcher?” in the tone of someone who had discovered a rat in the soup and was not yet sure whose soup it was. I went through the grooming lanes at a fast walk, a woman of fifty-seven in a sunhat with a steward’s folder under one arm and an empty lead in her hand, and nobody looked at me at all, because I was nobody.
That is the other great secret of stewarding, and I give it away free. You can walk anywhere. People look straight through you, the way they look through the man who empties the bins, and they say things in front of you that they wouldn't say in front of their own mothers. I have heard more confessions at ringside than most vicars. Very few of them were about dogs.
He had come out on the far side of the main camping field, by the gate into the overspill. The overspill was still mostly empty: a scatter of vans and tents on the dry grass; a couple putting up a gazebo and arguing about it in the particular way that tells you the gazebo is not the real subject; and, alone near the far hedge, an old cream camper van, the high-topped kind with a ladder at the back, a cracked rear window mended with parcel tape and all its curtains drawn. A small fan whirred somewhere inside. I could hear it from twenty yards.
Wilf was standing beside the van with his nose pressed to the sliding door, the way he stands at the kitchen door when there is liver cooking. From inside the van a dog was whining: a high, thin, worried sound.
“Wilf,” I said. “Come here.”
He didn't come here. Wilf regards come here as an opening position in a negotiation, and he has never yet accepted a first offer.
The sliding door crashed open and a young man jumped down. He was in his late twenties, perhaps, wiry and sunburnt, with a gingery ponytail, a vest, and an expression of enormous alarm, and in his hand was a yard broom, which he swung at Wilf with a great deal more enthusiasm than aim.
“Get away! Go on! Get!”
Wilf got. He came past me with his ears flat (both of them, which takes some doing) and his tail clamped, and stopped behind my legs, where he leaned, trembling slightly, and looked out at the young man with an expression I had seen on his face only once before: at a man who had come to read the gas meter and kicked the step.
“There’s no need for that,” I said. “He’s a nuisance, but he doesn’t bite.”
“He’s not coming near my van.”
“He won’t. I’m sorry he bothered you. I’m sorry he bothered your dog.”
Something passed across the young man’s face. “There’s no dog,” he said. “Just go on. Go on, will you.”
Inside the van, as if it had been listening, the whining rose a little, and stopped.
I looked at him. I did it without meaning to, the way I used to look at dogs on the table, taking in the whole and then the parts. It’s a habit I cannot break and have stopped apologising for. The whole said: frightened. Not of Wilf; nobody has ever been frightened of Wilf for longer than it takes to see his ears. The parts said the same thing in more detail. He held the broom across his body with both hands, the way a nervous handler holds a lead too short. His weight was on his back foot. And his eyes went once, quickly, past me to the main camping field and back, as if checking where somebody might be.
What I thought was: There is very clearly a dog, young man, and you are a very bad liar, and someone has frightened you a great deal more than a lurcher could.
“Of course,” I said, and clipped the lead on Wilf, and went.
At the gate I looked back. He was still standing there with his broom, watching me. Then he climbed back into the van and slid the door shut, and the curtains stayed closed, and the little fan went on whirring in the heat.
“That,” I told Wilf, “was rude of both of you.”
Wilf leaned harder against my knee. He was still shaking, very slightly. I gave him a biscuit from the left pocket, which was bad training and good manners, and if there’s a rule against it I’ve never stewarded under it.

I walked him back the long way, round the outside of the grooming lanes, and let him drink from the standpipe by the toilet block, and by the time we got back to Ring Seven it was nearly four and the showground was filling up. Cars nosed along the tracks with their windows down and dogs’ heads poking out of them, ears blown inside out. Somebody was playing a radio. A man was hammering in a tent peg with the heel of his shoe, very badly and with total confidence, which is how men do most things at dog shows, including, in my experience, judge. Down on the trade stand avenue a burger van was hissing into life, and the air smelled of cut grass, hot tyres, frying onions and the faint, unmistakable chemical sweetness of coat spray. That is the smell of every dog show I have ever been to. I expect to smell it on my deathbed, and if I don’t, I shall ask why not.
Marguerite Gerard went by in a golf buggy.
She didn't see me. Or rather, as I have come to understand it over six years, she saw me perfectly well and arranged her face so that I didn't register on it. It is a skill. I have watched her do it at forty paces, across a crowded marquee, while holding a glass of Prosecco and a conversation about hip scores. She was sixty-six and silver-haired and beautifully cut, and she sat beside the show chairman with a Pekingese on her lap like a judgemental cushion, laughing at something he had said. Her laugh has always carried. It went on carrying, over the rings and the tents, as the buggy bumped away towards the hospitality marquee.
The Pekingese saw me. I am certain of it. It had the decency to look embarrassed.
I realised I had stopped walking. I started again.
There was a time, not so long ago, when I would have been in that buggy. I sat on the committee Marguerite now sits on, in the chair Marguerite now sits in, and judged at shows where Marguerite stewarded for me. She was very good at it, too. I will give her that, though I would rather give her almost anything else. I didn't want the buggy, particularly. I have never liked buggies. They are for people who don’t want to see a showground properly, and they always seem to be driven by a man in a club blazer. But I had liked being looked at as somebody who was there.
“Water off a duck’s back,” I said aloud.
Wilf looked up at me, unconvinced. He has met ducks. He knows what they’re like.
Ring Seven was where I had left it, square and taut, the rope bright white against the faded grass. I checked the judge’s table, the chair, the box of ring numbers, the rosettes in their carrier bag, the catalogue. Everything was right. Everything was always right, in my ring. I sat down on the steward’s chair in the shade of the gazebo and let myself, for one minute, do nothing at all. It is harder than it sounds. I am out of practice.
From there I could see right along the photographers’ row, where the official show photographers were putting up their awnings and print displays. A big old horsebox was reversing into the end pitch, badly, with a great deal of revving: a Bedford, painted dark green, with gold lettering along the side that I didn't need to read, because I had paid for the original lettering on his first van, twenty-three years ago, out of a judging fee, and he has had it copied letter for letter onto every vehicle since. I used to find that touching. Then annoying. Now I mostly find it a reliable way of spotting him across a car park, which has its uses, chiefly as an early warning.
DONAHUE RINGSIDE.
It stalled. It started again. It went back eighteen inches and stopped, at an angle to every other vehicle on the row, like a full stop someone had dropped in the middle of a sentence. The driver’s door opened and a long, untidy man in a battered straw hat climbed down and stood looking at it with his hands on his hips and the air of a man who considered the job done.
If I were judging him, which I did for twenty-two years and then stopped, I would say: tall, rangy, a little out at the elbow; coat in poor condition; movement unhurried to the point of sedation; temperament, unfortunately, excellent. wouldn't be told. Never could be.
Of course he was here. Where else would he be?
I looked at him for a while. Then I looked away, at my ring, at my rope, at my list that came out right, and drank the last cold inch of my tea.






  
  Chapter two
Golden Hour


“Flo! Flo. Don’t walk away from me, I can see you walking away from me.” 
I was not walking away from him. I was walking towards the secretary’s tent with the steward’s folder, which is a different direction altogether, and if it happened to take me past the end of the photographers’ row at a slightly increased speed, that was the heat.
“I need a pair of hands,” Dennis said, catching me up. It was gone five. He was carrying a silver reflector the size of a dustbin lid and a camera bag over each shoulder, and he had the slightly hunted look he has always worn before a shoot, as if light were a thing that might get out of the field if somebody left the gate open. “Five minutes. Ten at most. Celia’s got me doing Fabio for the stud advert, and the light’s going to be glorious, look at it, absolutely glorious, and my boy’s let me down.”
“Your boy?”
“Kyle. From the camera club. He’s got a girlfriend.” Dennis said this the way you might say he’s got shingles. “Hold a reflector. You can hold a reflector.”
“I’m a ring steward, Dennis. Not your assistant.”
“You were my assistant for twenty-two years.”
“I was your wife for twenty-two years. I don’t recall the assistant part.”
“That was the problem,” Dennis said cheerfully, and put the reflector into my arms.
There is a kind of man who will hand you something heavy while he is still talking, so that by the time you have thought of your reply you are already carrying it. I married one. I wouldn't recommend it, but I will say that it saves a great deal of time.
He was sixty, a year younger than I always tell people when they ask, and he looked exactly as he had looked at thirty, only paler and longer and more creased, like a good linen jacket that has been left in a suitcase. He had the same straw hat. I am fairly sure it is the same straw hat. I have seen it survive a gale at Builth Wells and a Bernese Mountain Dog at Bakewell, and I expect it will see us both out. He had the same eyes, a sort of washed blue, permanently narrowed against a brightness that is usually not there, and the same habit of looking at you, when you speak, as if he is working out where to put you in the frame. I have never liked where he puts me. Slightly to the left, I always feel, and out of focus.
We had been divorced for twelve years. It had been, as these things go, a civilised divorce, conducted mostly by post, because we both found it easier to be sharp with each other on paper. Nobody had been unfaithful. Nobody had thrown anything; not even the Royal Doulton Bearded Collie his mother gave us, which deserved it. I was away judging most weekends and he was away photographing most weekends, and when we were both at the same show we were in different rings, and when we were both at home, which was not often, we noticed we had nothing to say to each other that was not about dogs. One day I realised that I was relieved when his van pulled out of the drive, and I felt so ashamed of it that I asked him for a divorce the same evening, mostly as a way of never having to feel it again.
He said, “Are you sure?” and I said, “Yes,” and he said, “All right, Flo,” and that was more or less the whole of it. It didn't occur to me until much later that I might have been expected to say something else.
And then, six years ago, after Oakbridge, when everyone who had ever bought me a drink at a show suddenly found something urgent to look at on the other side of the hall, Dennis wrote a letter to The Show Dog Gazette. A long one. I had not asked him to. I have never thanked him for it. Neither of us has mentioned it since. It lies between us like a dog asleep across a doorway, and we both step over it with great care, and occasionally one of us treads on its tail.
“Where do you want this?” I said.
“By the oak. Come on, come on, the light.”
Wilf trotted after us with his tail up. He has always liked Dennis, which I consider a serious flaw in an otherwise discerning dog. They have a great deal in common. Neither of them comes when he’s called, and both of them think it’s charming.
The oak stands at the head of the main ring, a vast spreading tree, older than the showground and probably older than the county, with its lower branches propped here and there on iron crutches, like a duke at a garden party. At that hour, in that heat, the sun came in long and slanting under it and lit the parched grass beyond to a deep, burning gold. And in that gold, at the foot of a small trailer ramp, stood a woman, a man and a dog.
I had not seen Celia Harrow for nearly two years. She looked older and thinner, and she leaned slightly, from the hip, on a silver-topped stick that she clearly regarded as an accessory rather than a necessity, in the way some women regard a husband. But she was still magnificent. She was sixty-three, tall and big-boned, with hair the colour of brass, set in waves that didn't move in the faint evening breeze and wouldn't have moved in a hurricane, and full make-up, with a scarlet lipstick that made no concessions whatever to the heat. She wore a silk shirt in jade green and linen trousers and a great many gold bangles, and she was brushing out the coat of the most beautiful Afghan Hound in England.
If I were judging Celia, and many people have wished they could, I would have said: an imposing exhibit of the old type; carries herself with presence; plenty of bone; expression, hard; wouldn't be handled by anyone she had not personally chosen. Excellent showmanship. Has bitten, and will bite again.
Champion Harrowgate Fabio Fitzroy stood on the grass beside the ramp like something out of a painting. He was a big dog, a deep red-gold, with a black mask that made his eyes look painted in, and his coat fell from his saddle in long silken curtains to the ground and moved, as he breathed, like wheat. His head was long and fine, his eye dark and almond-shaped and remote, and his tail went up over his back and finished, as an Afghan’s should, in a perfect ring. He was five years old and at the height of his glory. He had won, I knew from the catalogues, thirty-one Challenge Certificates and two Groups and been Reserve Best in Show at two championship shows, and he had sired, at the last count, more champions than any Afghan of his generation.
There are dogs you admire and dogs you covet, and I have never coveted an Afghan; I’d as soon keep a chandelier. But I stood there with Dennis’s reflector in my arms and admired that dog with my whole heart.
“Flora Donahue,” Celia said. She didn't stop brushing. “Well, well. Are you holding that thing for Dennis? How the mighty.”
“How the mighty,” I agreed.
“I always thought it was a bloody stupid business,” Celia said, in the same tone, still brushing. “Oakbridge. I said so at the time. Nobody listened. They never do.” She looked up, briefly. Her eyes were a pale, hard, intelligent green. “You look thin.”
“It’s the heat.”
“It’s the stewarding. No food on a steward’s table. You want to bring sandwiches. Graham. Lift his tail, darling, I’ve missed a knot.”
I was so surprised to hear somebody say bloody stupid business about Oakbridge out loud, in daylight, without lowering her voice, that I nearly dropped the reflector. Six years. Six years, and the first person to say it was Celia Harrow, who had once described a judge’s choice of Best of Breed, in his hearing, as “the work of a man who has never seen a dog and has only had one described to him by letter.” I didn't know whether to be grateful or worried. With Celia it was usually both.
Graham Wilks came round from the far side of the dog. He was in his late fifties, of medium height, neat and spare, with short grey hair and the slightly weather-dried look of a man who has spent his life outdoors in all seasons without once enjoying it. He wore a pale blue short-sleeved shirt and cream trousers that had been pressed, and he moved quietly. He had a pleasant, unremarkable face that seemed designed to be forgotten, and it smiled at me now with exactly the correct amount of warmth, as if he had measured it out in a jug.
“Mrs Donahue.”
“Mr Wilks.”
He lifted the dog’s tail for Celia, gently, with his left hand.
“Right,” said Dennis, crouching in the grass with a camera at his eye. “Right. Lovely. Flo, can you angle that up? Up. Up. That’s it. Now hold it.”
I held it. For twenty-two years I was told to angle things up, and it has never once been the right amount the first time, and I am now convinced that it never will be, and that up is not a direction to Dennis but a state of mind.
The reflector threw a pool of soft golden light up under the dog’s chin and along his chest, and he stood in it, tall and still, gazing away over the showground at nothing at all with that look of noble boredom that is, if you know the breed, the closest an Afghan comes to contentment. An Afghan Hound who looks interested in you is either ill or about to steal your lunch.
Dennis took perhaps forty frames. Then he lowered the camera and said, “Now. The money shot. Graham, walk him off the ramp, would you? Down and towards me, nice and slow, I want him stepping down into the light.”
Graham took the dog up the ramp onto the trailer, turned him, and brought him back down it.
And there was something.
I couldn't have told you, at the time, what it was. The dog came down the ramp slowly, as asked, but with his head a fraction lower than it should have been, and he placed his forefeet on the slats with a care that was almost delicate, lifting each one a little higher than he needed to and setting it down as if the wood might not be there. At the bottom he paused, very slightly, at the line where the sunlight ended and the shade of the oak began, and put one foot forward into the shadow, and then drew it back, before Graham’s gentle pressure on the lead took him on.
I have been watching dogs move for most of my life. I could no more stop than I could stop reading a sign written in English. And what I was reading then, without knowing what it said, was wrong.
“He’s not keen on the heat,” Graham said.
“No,” I said. “Nerves, perhaps. It’s very bright.”
“He’s never been nervy in his life,” said Celia sharply. She had stopped brushing. She was looking at the dog with an odd, intent stillness.
“Once more,” said Dennis, who had seen none of it, because he had been looking at the light. Dennis would photograph the Second Coming and tell you afterwards that the backlighting was very nice. “Lovely. Once more and then the head turn and we’re done.”
They did it once more. The dog came down the ramp again, a fraction more confidently, and stood in the gold.
“Now,” Dennis said. “Watch this, Flo. Watch this. Fitz!”
The dog’s head snapped round towards him with the speed and precision of a weathervane in a squall. His ears came forward. His dark eyes, which had been on nothing, spotted Dennis and fixed there, and the whole proud, remote, bored aristocrat of a dog became for an instant entirely alert and entirely interested, and Dennis’s shutter went like a sewing machine.
“Does it every time,” Celia said. Her voice was suddenly soft. “Every single time. He knows his name better than his own breeder’s.” She said it lightly, as if it were an old joke, but she was still looking at the dog. “Fitz,” she said quietly, and the head turned again, and the dog came to her and put his long nose into her hand.
The wind moved over the field, very slightly. Holding the reflector, I saw the dog’s chest coat lift and part and fall back, like a curtain in an open window. Then a long bank of haze slid across the sun, and the gold went out of everything all at once, and Dennis said, “That’s it. That’s the light gone. That’s a wrap.”
He says that’s a wrap about photographs of Pugs at village fêtes. He has said it, in my hearing, about a wedding. Our wedding. I have never let him forget it, and he has never understood why.
Celia’s grooming tent stood in the second lane of the hound grooming area, one of a row of square white gazebo tents with their sides zipped down against the dust. It was a superior kind of tent, with a groundsheet and two grooming tables and a camping chair with a footrest, and a battery lantern hanging from the centre pole. Behind it, nose to tail, was Celia’s camper, a great white thing with HARROWGATE AFGHANS painted along its side in gold, in case anybody was still in doubt.
I had not meant to go into the tent. But Celia said, “Bring that thing in here, Dennis’ll have it back later,” meaning the reflector, and then, “Sit down, Flora, for God’s sake, you’ve been on your feet since dawn, I watched you lugging those posts about,” and so I sat, in the camping chair, while Celia busied herself with the dog’s coat. Graham, saying he would see to the motorhome, took himself off with a pleasant nod, measured, no doubt, from the same jug.
The tent was as orderly as an operating theatre. Brushes and combs were laid out in graded rows on the grooming table. The sprays were lined up by height, like a family photograph. A notepad, a pen and a pair of reading glasses sat at one end beside a mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST GRANDMA, which struck me as so unlike Celia that I looked at it twice. Celia is not an okayest anything. Somewhere, I thought, there is a grandchild with a very dry sense of humour, and I should like to meet it.
Above the table, from a hook screwed into the tent pole, hung a braided leather show lead, very fine, the colour of conkers, and beside it, from another hook, a broad red leather armband with a brass buckle. Through the clear plastic window of the armband showed a white ring card with the number 214 printed on it in black.
“You’ve got your number already,” I said.
“They posted them out with the passes. Hilary’s new system.”
Hilary has a new system every year. Last year’s system involved coloured stickers, and a Whippet ended up in the Gundog Group.
Celia glanced up at the armband. “That’s Fitz’s lucky band. It was my band when I handled his great-grandsire, and I’ve buckled it on whoever’s handled for me every show day for thirty years. Now it’s Graham. Show morning, first thing, I buckle it on him. Right arm. He’s cack-handed like me.” She held up her brush, in her left hand, to prove it. “Two left-handers in a right-handed world. We get on like a house on fire.”
“Mm,” I said.
It’s a useful noise, mm. It commits you to nothing, and people fill the silence after it with all sorts. I learned it from a Clumber Spaniel judge who used it on exhibitors, and I’ve never found anything better, except, very occasionally, saying nothing at all.
“He’s a good handler,” Celia said. “Graham. A very good handler. Lovely hands. Never been much of a breeder, he hasn’t the eye, but I’ve got the eye, so it doesn’t matter.” She was quiet for a moment. “Did you see the dog on that ramp?”
I considered. A judge learns to say exactly as much as she has seen and not a word more, and I have been out of the habit of being asked for six years, and now I realised the habit had waited for me.
“He was careful,” I said.
“Careful.” Celia put the brush down. She sat back on the edge of the grooming table and looked at me the way I used to be looked at, once, by people who wanted my opinion and meant to take it. It had been a long time. I had forgotten how it felt; something like having a coat put round your shoulders. “Yes. That’s the word. Careful.”
“It’s very bright,” I said again. “And very hot. And he’d been travelling.”
“He has never in his life been careful.”
Outside, a woman went past the tent leading a long-coated dog, slate grey with a silver mask and silver feet, a strikingly unusual colour. The woman was in her late forties, sharp-featured, with her hair tucked into a baseball cap, and she slowed as she passed the open front of the tent and looked in, and then looked away, and then, as if she couldn't help herself, looked in again, the way you look twice at a car crash, or at your ex-husband’s new hat.
“Lydia,” Celia said, raising her voice, without getting up. “How lovely. Is that the famous Zephyr?”
The woman stopped. “Celia.”
“He’s a very striking colour.”
“Thank you.”
“Very striking. So unusual, by that sire.” Celia smiled. It was a smile you could have used to open tins. “I’d love to see his DNA profile some time. Just for interest. A swab never lied, Lydia. That’s all I’ve ever said. A swab never lied.”
Lydia Crane looked at her for a moment with an expression of pure, clean dislike, and walked on without a word. The grey dog padded beside her on silent feet, and didn't look in at all, which I thought showed great breeding on one side of the lead at least.
“You’ll get yourself sued,” I said.
“I’ve already been sued. Well, written to.” Celia waved a hand, and the bangles went down her arm like a xylophone. “Her solicitor writes a very poor letter. I’d be ashamed.” She picked up the brush again, and then put it down again, and I saw, with a small shock
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