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birthday. It hada red nose printed on the front and a huge blue

mouth, and pinned on to the front pocket was a plastic flower

with a bulb at the bottom that filled with water and you asked

people to smell it and then you squeezed the bulb, which was

usually hidden in your pocket, and the flower squirted water

in their face. Except ii didn't have any water in it because I
wasn't expecting a visitor. I would have fllled it if I'd known.

But actually, I don't think I'd have used it anyway because the

girl was too pretty and I didn't want to upset her if she didn't
think it was funny.

'Oh,'I said, trying to sound relaxed. 'It's my clown T:shirt. I
collect everything to do with clowns.' I told her about the circus

that came to the Heath every suflrmer, how it was my favour-

ite time of the year. Then I showed her how the squeezy trick
worked and she smiled and said, 'Cool.'

She told us that she was a gradtate, just flnished her degree

in Music Technology, wanted to be a sound engineer. Daddy

said something about how unusualthatwas, that it was quite a

man's world, and the girl said that wasn't going to put her off,

and Daddy laughed, and Mummy just sort of sighed as if it was

all really boring.

The girl said she could play the guitar and my sister said she

was learning and then the girl and my sister had a conversa-

tion about that for a while, and I spent that time looking at the

girl and feeling things. There was too much blood in my lap

area;I felt hot down there, hot and tingly and like I needed to

be touched.

Then the girl looked ather watch. She said she needed to
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On the eighth day of May 2026, Jane Trevally does something

terriffing.
She invites an estate agent into her home.

Jane's home is a ramshackle Georgian pile called Rose-

bery Hall, left to her by her mother and father, who both died

of alcohol-related illnesses within eight months of each other

when Jane was just nineteen. Her younger brother died ten

years later of a drug-induced stroke and now Jane Trevally is

the sole owner of this sprawling, ridiculous country pile that

needs a million pounds to be spent on it just to keep it from

falling down.

The main house itself has ten bedrooms upstairs, and, down-

stairs, eight huge rooms all linked together so you could, in
theory roller-skate from one end ofthe groundfloorto the other
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of buyers, talks of other, similar places she has sold, talks of
Crittall windows and holiday lets and the perfect spot in the

lawned garden for a swimming pool, and Jane nods and smiles,

is utterly charming, lets the nice girl believe that she really,

really does intend to sell this place, that she really is quite,

quite normal thank you very much, every bit as normal and as

lovely as she looks, a normal woman selling a scruSr house

that is no longer what she wants or needs, when all the while
she is silently screamingl. Leaye, now, please please leave,

and her heart races and her breath hurts and the moment that

Chloe departs the house with more cheery talk of valuations

and emails and I'11-be-in-touches, Jane shuts the door behind

her and cries.

An hour later, once she has pulled herself back together, Jane

takes the dogs for a walk through the last of the spring blue-

bells. Overhead the sun shines crisply through a green canopy

of leaves, and her dogs run on the path ahead of her. Jane has

four dogs, they are allboys, and in the absence of any children

of her own, they are the centre of her universe - though she

suspects they would still have been even if she'd got around

to having children. She has enough stepchildren - five, plus

a grand-stepchild - to be aware of the gulf between the pure,

unconditional love of a dog andthe messy, ever-changing, often

brutal love between a parent and a child.

She pulls her phone out of her pocket and turns it to camera,

wanting to capture the glory of the contrast between the dark

dying bluebells, the black soil, the green leaves, and the rich
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'Hello!' shecalls out. 'Person with small white dog! I have

him here!'

She waits a moment for her calls to reach somebody, but all
around is silent, in the way that this place is always so silent.

It's one ofthe reasons why she is still here, fifty-five years after

she was born in that huge, awful, beautiful, cold house, in her

parents'bed, a private midwife on hand, her birth leaving a

bloodstain on the mattress that is still there to this day. It's this -
this silence. Ard she knows akeady that there is nobody else in
the bluebell woods with her today; she knows that this dog has

not eaten for at least a day, maybe longer; she knows that this

dog is now her responsibility. She sighs and pulls a spare lead

from her pocket and clips it to the dog's collar.

'We11,' she says, leaning down to scratch him behind his ears.

'I guess we need to take you home and get some food in you.'

She enters through the side door into the boot room, where she

takes off all the dogs'harnesses and leads, pulls offher own

wellingtons and puffa coat, pulls on the thick, fur-lined ther-

mal socks she wears around the house, and then lets the dogs

lead her into the kitchen, towards their bowls, which she fills
from vats of incredibly expensive raw sludge she has delivered

every month and stores in the fueezer. She finds a smaller bowl
for the new arrival, fills it with a few biscuits and sets it down

around the corner so that he is not disfurbed.

She watches him eat and she looks at the time. 3.58. Still
time to take him to the vet, flnd out if he's chipped, find out

who is missing him.
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end. 'Ah well,'.she says. 'I guess one of us will be taking him
home tonight.'

'Wait,' says Jane.'My stepson Dexter lives near Hampstead.

Let me take Hugo. I can go and see Dexter while I'm there.'

'We11,'Hester says. 'If you're sure that's OK?'
Jane nods.

Hester writes the address on a piece of paper and hands it to

Jane, who puts it straight into her pocket without looking at it.

'I'11 give him some fluids,'Hester says, 'and then he should be

good to go. Just keep me posted, will you?'

That night Hugo Tucker shares Jane's bed with her. He settles

quickly and neatly, squashed between Reggie and Bluto. It's as

if, Jane thinks, he's always been here, and she decides that if
she can't find Mr Tucker tomorrow in Hampstead, then Hugo

can stay with her forever.
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