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One

I've always thought boatyards are magical
places. They are full of hope and dreams and colourful characters,
all looking for an escape from the drudgery of the system. There's
no better place for putting plans into action.

I watched the diesel crane grumble into life
with a cloud of oily smoke. Steel cables wound in, taking up the
slack on two thick webbing straps which supported a newly polished
sailing boat hull.

The crane's engine revved up, causing more
noise and smoke. The boat wobbled, easing out from the support of a
steel cradle to dangle free, an inch off the ground.

"Right-oh. Take her up," the baseball-capped
Gaffer called out.

The engine revved harder, lifting the boat
higher until it hung precariously in the slings, ten feet off the
ground.

A lump gathered in my throat as I watched
two yard guys walk with the boat as it floated past, one leading
and holding a rope attached to the bow, the other following on
behind with the stern line. Off to one side, the sun-bleached
Gaffer kept a careful eye on the flying boat, instructing the crane
driver with a series of precise hand signals.

The boat swayed gently with the motion as it
passed the neat row of yachts stacked side by side on the gravel
yard. Some stood on wood chocks and oil drums, while others with
deeper keels sat higher, supported within steel cradles.

The crane trundled on past other sailors
working on their boats, painting anti-fouling on fibreglass hulls,
varnishing woodwork or climbing ladders propped against the hull,
ten feet above the ground. Most acknowledged me with a friendly
smile or nod and yet, I sensed a shift in mood and perspective.
Mine, probably, but the atmosphere did seem different. Some boat
owners came up to congratulate me on a job well done. Others looked
on with a twinge of sadness, perhaps because their own boat had
long since grown invisible roots, anchoring them to the
boatyard.

I watched my home travel sedately away from
her empty space on the gravel to the water, a distance of less than
one hundred metres, but an emotional leap that spanned a
generation. An old boy who owned a decaying motorboat near the
harbour wall wandered over and began rolling a cigarette.

"Nice to see the old girl get her feet wet
again. Bet you she never thought she would."

I nodded an acknowledgement to the old timer
and walked with funeral feet to the edge of the quay. The yard guys
all faced their Gaffer, adjusting the ropes until the boat hung
over the water parallel to the quay wall. My eyes lingered on the
name 'Jessica' painted in bright yellow on her stern, a smile
twitching through tense muscles.

On the Gaffer's signal, the crane driver
eased a lever, lowering the boat towards the seaweed-green
water.

I watched her triple keels gradually dip
through the glassy water, barely causing a ripple. I'd seen boats
launched like this many times before. It always struck me that it
might just keep going and sink onto the seabed, rather than sit
peacefully on her waterline.

"She floats, always a bonus," said the old
boy, appearing by my side. I watched him light his roll up and puff
it into life.

"Enjoy your adventures on the wet
stuff…"

The old salty seadog shuffled off, back to
his unfinished project. I heard from someone that he'd started
restoring his wooden motor boat twenty years ago, after his wife
left him. I guess sometimes it's the thought of the voyage that
counts, actually setting sail is a scary prospect.

The slings slackened off around Jessica,
allowing her to float freely, seawater caressing her freshly
painted waterline.

"Best check the seacocks, skipper," said the
Gaffer, glancing at me. He held up his palm, indicating to the
crane driver to hold the slings in position, just in case.

I hesitated before stepping aboard, trying
to condense all the hard work, money, decisions, compromises…
everything into this moment. So much commitment.

My stomach lurched as Jessica listed under
my weight. Such a novelty, I thought, a boat that moves…

A ripple of nervous energy tingled deep
inside my chest. I climbed down through the open companionway into
the cosy main cabin and lifted the locker covers, relieved to see a
dry hull around each seacock. I poked my head outside and stuck my
thumb up at the Gaffer.

*

I breathed in the warm afternoon air as I ambled
back to the boat yard from the local shops, holding the oxygen in
my lungs, absorbing a newfound energy. I couldn't help grinning as
I strolled through the entrance, tingling with anticipation.

I walked past the boats stacked side by
side, leaving the marina office and shower block behind. Through
the car park, towards to the foot of the walkway where I paused,
savouring the moment.

This end of the marina is hallowed ground,
Harry, I thought. You've really done it! Lost in my own dreamy
world of adventures and danger on the high seas, I didn't notice
the police car. I descended down the slope to the pontoon berths
and strolled past a line of boats all floating in a neat row.

The pontoon rattled underfoot, swaying
mildly as I sped up, keen to see Jessica tucked into her berth.
Halfway down on the right hand side, if I remembered correctly,
partially hidden between two bigger and more expensive boats.

I slowed as I drew closer, surprised to see
a policeman and a tall, well-built man with a chubby face and ruddy
complexion wearing a suit and tie standing in front of Jessica's
bow. My forehead creased into a frown, heart rate rising as I stole
breath from my constricted lungs.

"Harry Straight?" said the suited man.

"That's me."

"Do you have a brother, Keith?"

I nodded.

"I'm Detective Inspector Randall. We've
arrested Keith for… several offences, one of which is a sensitive
matter."

"Oh, I see."

"We don't normally offer this sort of
service to the criminal fraternity, but frankly sir, I'm a dog
lover."

I switched my gaze between DI Randall and
the uniformed policeman.

"I'm not sure I understand…"

I watched them both lower their heads. I
dropped my eyes onto the pontoon, following a lead dangling from
the policeman's hand.

A pair of large, unblinking chocolate-brown
eyes stared back at me from behind the police officer's legs. Long
black eyelashes framed the dog's small, expressive face. It had
short brown and ginger fur with a white chest, a sausage dog body
and long terrier-length legs. A hint of grey on its paws and nose
suggested a dog rather than a puppy. Next to it lay a plastic bag.
The dog's tail twitched apprehensively as our eyes met.

"Dog pounds are depressing places.
Here…"

The policeman pushed the lead into my
palm.

"Keith will probably make bail in a few
days. Until then, the dog's all yours."

"I can't look after a dog, I'm setting sail
soon. I've got to prepare…" I stammered.

"It's you or the dog's home, sir. Here's a
note from Keith, he said something about a vet's appointment
tomorrow."

The Inspector smirked and handed me a slip
of paper, then patted me on the back and led the policeman away. I
glanced down at the note.

 


Harry,

Been trying to get hold of you.
Debs did a runner with my stash and the rozzers are taking me in.
Do me a favour mate and look after the dog until I get bail. Couple
of days, tops.

Cheers

Keith

PS. I found Dad's boat logbook in
the loft, thought you might like it.

PPS. The dog's got a vet's
appointment at Poorly Paws, midday tomorrow.

 


I frowned and looked over towards the car
park.

"What's its name?" I called out.

"Lacey," shouted the policeman as he climbed
into the squad car. "And it's a he."

"Lacey?" I repeated, noticing the dog's tail
flicker. "Isn't that a girl's name?"

"Apparently he's named after a rock band
from Nottingham. Something to do with their mascot… Check out the
undercarriage if you don't believe us…" shouted the detective
inspector, before he slammed the car door shut.

I stooped down and stared at the dog's
distinctly male genitals.

"Oh, right. I see…"

I caught a bemused expression in the dog's
eyes as he backed away from me, so I reached out to let him sniff
my hand.

"So, Lacey… What on earth am I going to do
with you?"


 


Two

"You got any food, mister?"

I yanked my hand away, startled at the dog's
barking. He wagged his tail, which I'd thought was supposed to be a
good sign.

"It's okay, little one…" I began to say, as
wash from a passing boat jolted the floating walkway.

The dog whimpered and splayed his legs on
the pontoon's wood decking.

"Whoa, the world is
moving! What's occurring?!"

I gently tugged on his lead, but the dog
crouched lower, pushing back on his haunches.

"No way! That's water down
there and this dog don't do the wet stuff!"

I couldn't help laughing, what a ridiculous
situation! I crouched down next to the funny little dog and peered
into his nervous eyes.

"Its okay, Lacey, you're quite safe. It's
only… what the… you can't wee on the pontoon!"

I stood up, glancing around the marina
wide-eyed, watching urine trickle across the teak walkway.

"Hey, don't shout at me,
stranger. It happens when I'm anxious, alright!"

I flinched at yet more barking.

"You sure do make a lot of noise for such a
small dog."

I offered my hand again, slower this
time.

"Keith isn't a very responsible dog owner,
is he?"

The dog allowed me to stroke his head as he
whimpered, but kept a wary eye on me.

"Like you're going to be
any better?"

"A few days, eh? Okay doggy, you'd best come
aboard."

As carefully as I could, I scooped the small
furry animal into my arms, picked up the plastic bag and carried
them both towards Jessica. The dog cocked his ears and peered
nervously at the water beneath the pontoon, whining constantly.

"Whoooaaa! Dogs aren't
meant to fly!"

The dog twisted around, pushing against my
chest, almost spilling out of my arms.

"Where's my proper
owner…?"

"It's okay Lacey, nearly there…"

We lurched onto Jessica as I stepped
awkwardly over the guardrails, the extra weight throwing my balance
off.

"Whoa… don't let me
gooo…!"

I sat down quickly in the cockpit. The dog's
scrabbling paws scratched my arms, forcing me to release him as he
began yapping again.

"What am I doing in a
floating bathtub?!"

"Easy Lacey, it's a boat. A bit smaller than
a house, but nice and snug."

The funny little dog crouched low on the
cockpit seat and shot me an indignant expression. He took a
tentative step, placed a paw on the slippery white gel coat, then
yelped as his paws lost traction and he almost fell onto the
cockpit sole.

"This isn't very dog
friendly, mister."

I repositioned, shuffling over to remove the
washboards and open the main hatch, my movement tipping the boat to
the right. The dog glared at me, about to topple forwards, but
instead he leapt for my lap, making me scrunch my eyes tight and
wince as he trod on my groin. He pawed my clothing until I gave up
trying to push him off my lap.

"Okay, okay. You can stay there, just move
your paw off my…"

"Hey, Captain Nemo, get a
grip or it's another paw in your tinkle-tackle,
capeesh?"

I hunched over the bundle of furry trouble
while I regained my composure. Damn you Keith! I struggle to look
after myself, let alone this… creature.

The dog made a grumbling sound and burrowed
deeper into my lap.

"Keep still, I'm comfy
here."

I twisted my neck down to meet those big
brown eyes.

"You're a pain in the behind!"

I tore myself away from his oddly hypnotic
stare and picked up the plastic bag, emptying the contents onto the
seat beside me:

A beige ceramic bowl with the name 'Rabbit'
pressed into it. An old book with a grubby plastic wrap around its
cover and a brightly coloured check-pattern knitted tea cosy.

Great.

I read the note again, then glanced down at
the dog, snuggled into a ball on my lap, his head tucked in beside
his tail. As the dog breathed in and out, he emitted funny
grumbling noises.

"That's better, a
stationary human hot water bottle. Lovely. This'll guilt-trip him
into not moving for a while. It must be dinner time soon… Whooaa!
I'm flying again…"

The dog scrabbled in my arms as I carried
him down into Jessica's cabin.

"Noooo! I can't
swim!"

I set the dog down onto the floor next to
his rabbit bowl. He stared at me, unblinking, then flicked his eyes
around Jessica's small cabin.

"Okay, this is weird. So
we're under the water now. How's that work?"

Glug, glug, glug.

The dog flinched, jumping back as I poured
fresh water into his bowl. He tentatively sniffed around the edge
of the liquid, then turned his nose up and kicked his paws back,
tossing his head.

"Water? Fish fornicate in
water!"

The squawking bark echoed around the cabin.
I glanced at my watch and leant down to show it to him.

"It's not dinner time, look… it's not even
five-thirty."

We stared into each other's eyes.

Be strong Harry. Don't let it win…

"Not a chance mate! No one
outstares a hungry dog!"

Blink.

"Bugger."

"Too right!"

"Okay, message understood. You're hungry.
What have I got on board that's dog friendly…?"

The dog licked his lips as he craned his
neck to watch me rummage in the galley lockers.

"The best I can do for now is a tin of tuna
and some digestive biscuits. That okay?"

The dog barked and plonked his bottom down
on the floor. His eyes followed my every move.

"Come on mister, starving
dog here. Who knows when my next meal will be…"

As soon as I began lowering the food towards
the floor the dog pounced, desperate to poke his nose in and get
scoffing.

I don't think a Dyson could have hoovered up
the food any quicker! He licked the bowl clean in less than ten
seconds.

"Blimey, you're a hungry dog… didn't Keith
or Debs feed you?"

Knock knock.

Bark, bark, bark!

"Harry?" said a doubtful voice.

I poked my head out through the hatch and
smiled at Jim, a chubby chap in his late fifties, another
longstanding tenant of the boatyard following an acrimonious split
from his wife. Lacey jumped at the steep steps below me, barking
furiously.

"I didn't know you had a dog."

"My brother's. Looking after it for a few
days while he's away… on business," I added.

"Splendid, be good company for you. You
ready?"

I frowned.

"Boat launch drinks. It's tradition in the
yard. You're in the chair for the first round and we're all
thirsty."

"Sure thing, just give me a minute…"

I ducked into the heads and glanced in the
small mirror. My grey-blue eyes glanced back, their tiredness
mostly concealed by my normally cheerful expression. I flicked a
brush through my slightly dishevelled black hair flecked with grey
and attempted a cheeky-dimples and sideburns smile, which I almost
pulled off.

"Could do with a second shave today, Harry.
You're looking a bit hitch-hiker-ish, but reasonably presentable…
you'll do," I murmured at my reflection.

I checked my pockets for my wallet and phone
and stepped up into the cockpit, turning to face the barking ball
of fur as I lowered the washboard into place.

"Oy, pal, what's
occurring?"

"I won't be long."

"Don't leave me alone in
here. I get claustro-dog-phobic!"

I turned away from his unblinking eyes and
slid the hatch almost shut, leaving a space for airflow. The
barking recommenced, this time louder with a greater urgency.

"Noooo… don't leave
me…"

I lifted one foot over Jessica's guard rail,
then hesitated. What if the dog wanted a wee, or worse, a number
two? Would it mess on the boat? Perhaps I wasn't being fair to him,
first night on board and all that. I silently cursed Keith and slid
the hatch open.

"Back so soon? Let's learn
that lesson real early!"

"Come on then," I said to the excited dog,
watching it skip around the cabin, bouncing across the opposing
cabin seats.

*

I followed the dog towards the grassy patch in the
corner of the boatyard, watching him stop to sniff around the boat
cradles at regular intervals. Occasionally he'd stop to look
around, see where I'd got to.

"Funny little thing, aren't you?"

I couldn't help chuckling as Lacey sort of
half-squatted with one leg raised an inch off the ground while he
peed and stared at me.

"Oh yeah, Harry. Here's
the spot. Lovely."

Bizarre.

"That better?"

I shook my head as he trotted past making a
strange whining sound, on the trail of some new scent.

"Laugh it up, sailor boy.
Wait until I've been on the curry!"


 


Three

"I didn't know you had a dog. What a cutie,"
said Marion, the wife of Fred, a crusty old sailor who lived on his
boat in the yard. Marion visited Fred at the weekends and he
assured me they had the perfect relationship because Marion had the
run of their comfortable house without 'a grumpy old git making it
look untidy'.

I passed Lacey's lead to Marion and left her
fussing over the dog while I went to the bar to get another
drink.

"When do you set sail?" Jim asked, raising
his glass to mine.

"Sometime soon. Just a few jobs to finish
up, then I'll be off."

"No set departure date?"

I shook my head and took a gulp of beer.

"I tried it once, the big adventure. Got the
boat in the water and onto a mooring buoy in the harbour. Know how
far I got?" he said.

"Across the channel?"

"Poole Quay, then back here. It's not for
everyone… there's no shame in realising that."

I looked away from Jim.

"I'll be okay."

"You don't seem convinced, Harry. What about
the dog, is it going too?"

"No."

I glanced around the bar to make sure Lacey
still held Marion's attention.

"My brother will collect him in a few days,
after his holiday."

"So the plan is to port-hop down to
Falmouth?"

"That's the general idea."

"What's waiting for you there?"

I paused to take a long slow pull on my
pint.

"My father… and a long overdue visit."

"Oh, right. Sounds ominous."

"Lots of history and family issues." I
attempted a weak smile then dropped my eyes back to my pint.

"And after that?" he said.

"I've not thought that far ahead…"

Jim sipped his drink, studying me.

"I'll be back in a jiffy, going to check on
the dog," I said, scanning the room for Marion.

*

I sat back in Jessica's snug cabin and swirled a
generous measure of brandy around the plastic tumbler. Lacey lifted
his head from licking his paw and stared at me, his eyes following
the glass, which I raised in a silent toast to him.

I looked around the cabin. Such a cosy home.
My eyes rested on Lacey's plastic bag lying on the chart table.
Something about it bothered me. I reached over and rummaged through
the contents, pulling out the original log book for Jessica, which
my father had recycled from work. The old Midland Bank ledger had a
distinctive wraparound front cover with an overlapping tongue that
secured it into a slot. I'd not seen it in years.

I flicked open the black, blue and red
vertical column pages, fanning through them in my hands. So much
history… mostly bad.

I tightened my hands to stop them trembling
and backtracked to the opening page, casting my eyes over the first
entry, made in long swoopy handwriting:

 


9th day of April, Nineteen
Seventy-Seven

Launch Day. This sloop is named
'Jessica' by Elizabeth, the name she'd chosen for our daughter who
surprised us by being born our second son. Champagne over the bow,
good wishes and fair winds blessed. Baby Harry will start his
sailing life early at barely two years old. Young Keith took the
helm to bring us alongside the jetty, nicely done for a seven year
old. He has a great sailing career ahead of him, I'm sure. Now the
adventure begins!

 


My eyes rested on the date of the entry:
thirty-seven years ago. How did I value the time, had I made the
most of it?

I lowered the logbook and panned around the
cabin again, this time picking out different elements of the many
months of my hard work. Freshly sanded and varnished woodwork, new
headlining, rewiring… the list went on.

I downed the rest of the brandy and replaced
the logbook on the chart table.

"That's an emotional time bomb right there,
Lacey."

The dog grumbled, his head slipping off my
lap as I stood up and stretched.

"Oy, human pillow, come
back…"

"Right-oh doggy, I'd better sort your bed
out."

I found an old fleece which I used for
painting, laid it out on the cabin floor beneath the companionway
hatch and lifted him onto it.

"There, your bed, okay? Here's your water.
Sleep well, little one."

I smiled at the dog, who stood there staring
at me, his expressive little face looking oddly puzzled.

"You are joking,
right?"

"Vocal little thing, aren't you?"

I turned away from the dog and made my way
forwards to clean my teeth in the heads, then ducked into the
compact bow cabin. I made a neat pile of my clothes on the opposite
vee berth and then swung my legs up and into my sleeping bag. I lay
there for a few seconds pondering. You're thirty-nine years old, I
thought, there's no point dwelling on what happened…

I turned out the light, wriggled my feet
deep into the sleeping bag and pulled it up around my hips and
chest.

"What the hell…?!"

I yanked my toes away from warm fur and
contrasting cold wet nose, my heart pounding, a cold sweat seeping
through my pores. How did a rat get into my sleeping bag?!

The rat sneezed cold mist onto my toes, then
scampered up towards me. I raced to get out of the sleeping bag,
but the rat-dog stretched out and crawled up to meet me, its tail
swooshing dangerously close to my midriff. I fumbled for the zip
and whizzed it down just as the dog spilled out and made a lunge
for my face, burying his cold wet nose into my eye socket and
licking my cheek. I prised him away, spluttering as the little
devil's tongue made contact with my mouth.

"Oy! This is my bed!" I yelled.

"What's yours is mine,
amigo. It's first rule of human-pet ownership. Haven't you read the
doggy rule book?"

"Lacey!"

I managed to grab the wriggling monster and
carried him back into the main cabin.

"Right-oh, my hairy friend. This is your
bed, okay? Through there, is my space. There's no room for both of
us. Sleep well and I'll see you in the morning."

I pulled the bow cabin door shut, plumped up
my pillow and climbed back into the sleeping bag, zipping it up to
my chin. I settled into a snug position, closed my eyes and began
to drift off.

Tip, tip, tip.

Scratch.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch…

"What the…? Damn you, Lacey!"

I ducked my head into the sleeping bag,
wrapped the end around my ears and squeezed my eyes tightly
shut.

"There's no way you're coming in…" I
mumbled.

Then it started barking.

"I'm lonely, so
lonellllyyyyy…"

I gave in and opened the door.

"Hi Harry, what took you
so long? You look bleary eyed… bad night's sleep? A hop, skip and
little jump… there, that's better."

I shut the door behind the dog and banged my
head on the roof as he jumped up onto the bunk while I tried to
avoid his hot tongue.

"Waggy tail and licky face
time?"

"Ugh! You've got to be joking…"

I tried to close access to the sleeping bag,
but Lacey ducked his head down and flicked it over his head as he
wriggled down my chest and tunnelled towards my feet. I rotated my
body just in time to avoid a scrabbling paw in my delicate area and
felt him spin round to get comfy beside my toes.

"You can't stay there, you'll overheat."

I unzipped the bag and shifted my feet to
encourage him to vacate my bed.

Grrrrrrrrrrrr!

"Lacey, please. Come on, out."

"Not a chance, monkey
chops."

We held eye contact.

Grrrrrrrrrrr. Ruf. RUF!

I lay there for a moment thinking,
accompanied by Lacey's low throaty growl. After a few minutes
contemplating, I drew the bottom zip up six inches, allowing the
dog some air so he wouldn't suffocate. I tried to hunch my feet
away from the odd sensation of his warm furry body, but he shifted
position, taking up even more valuable space. I relented and eased
my toes back down. How could one little dog be so demanding? Keith
had better make bail, or else his bundle of trouble would be going
to the dogs home…

*

I woke up to the sound of my own snoring, which
seemed weird, because I felt awake.

I opened my eyes and glanced around the dim
cabin, expecting the snoring to stop. But the steady rhythm
continued. I frowned, my eyes drawn to the bottom of my sleeping
bag, where a snout and small furry head poked out.

I nudged the dog with my toe, waking him
with a discontented grumble. Lacey opened a sleepy eye and looked
up at me. I felt his tail swish across the sleeping bag fabric. He
stretched and pulled his elongated body out, then shook himself,
hind legs wiggling comically.

"Watch out little one, you're a bit close to
the…"

Plonk!

Lacey lost his footing on the narrow edge
and toppled onto the floor.

"Whoa, who moved the
bed?"

I burst out laughing, jerking my head up,
banging it on the cabin roof again.

"Yeeoww!"

I swung my legs over the side of the berth
and nearly tripped over the yapping, prancing dog.

"Ha! Sore head, Captain?
What you need is some wake-up noise!"

I wandered in to the main cabin and flicked
the kettle switch on. The damn dog hadn't stopped barking.

"What?" I demanded.

"Food. Food. More food,
then a walk. Chop chop, Captain."

I sat down on the cabin seat, blinking and
stretching and yawning simultaneously, all while trying to fend off
Lacey who stood on his hind legs on the seat, determined to paw my
bare arms and lick my face. Silly me, thinking pets helped to
relieve stress.

*

Something nagged at the back of my mind. I watched
Lacey lay on his back on the opposite saloon seat, eyes closed, his
head tipped to one side, paws dangling in mid-air. I'd already fed
him and had taken him for a walk around the boatyard and into the
adjacent park. So what had I forgotten?

I glanced at my watch: 11:46am.

Lacey suddenly twitched and leapt up. He
jumped down off the seat and used his front paws to drag his bottom
across the floor.

"What's the matter, doggy? You'll get
splinters."

I couldn't help sniggering. The dog had a
look of intense concentration, or was it discomfort as he scooted
past my feet.

I reached down and picked him up, tipping
him over in my arms. He looked a bit red under his tail.

"It's okay Lacey," I said, cradling him
gently as he whimpered.

"That's alright for you to
say, mister, you don't have chilli powder stinging your
bum!"

"Oh bugger, that's it."

Holding Lacey close to me with one hand, I
leant over towards the chart table and rummaged in the plastic bag
for Keith's note.

"Midday vet's appointment. Damn! We're going
to be late. Come on doggy, we've got to go…"

I carried Lacey off the boat and hurried
along the pontoon.

"Hi Sheryl, have you seen Jim?" I blurted
out.

"He's just popped out to the chandlers in
town, probably be a while knowing him."

I thanked her and hurried away, mentally
running through a list of options. I doubted the bus would get me
to the vet's in time and no one else I knew with a car seemed to be
in the yard. My gaze settled on my old Honda motorbike, a crazy
thought occurring to me.

"Lacey, what are you like as a pillion
passenger?"

Back on the boat, I rummaged through
lockers, searching for my bike stuff and a small backpack.

"What do you reckon, Lacey, think you'll
fit?"

I scooped Lacey up and tucked his body into
the backpack, bottom first, then zipped him in. He looked at me
with an indignant expression as I clipped the side straps under his
front paws.

"So now I'm a Hell's
Angel… interesting."

Lacey looked happy enough, so I lifted the
pack onto my shoulders and craned my neck around so I could just
see his nose out of the corner of my eye. Probably not one of my
better ideas. What if…

I glanced at my watch as I picked up my
safety helmet. The hell with it.

*

"Whooo-hooo! Faster!"

I couldn't feel the dog wriggling and only
heard the occasional yelp over the engine, so I pressed on, careful
to keep my speed down.

"This is fun, Harry! I can
see so much better up here. Fan-dog-tastic! But where are we going?
Through the traffic lights… past the library… over the lifting
bridge… whoa there Captain, you're slowing down. Which means this
is looking suspiciously like that place… no Harry, you wouldn't.
We've only just met…"

I'd heard the location of the vet's
mentioned in the boatyard because one of the others had to rush
their dog there two weeks ago. I slowed down, indicating right.

I felt the backpack move. Tentatively at
first, then paws pressed into my back accompanied by more urgent
wriggling and loud insistent barking.

"Easy Lacey, we're nearly there."

I pulled up in a space outside the surgery,
kicked out the side-stand and threw my leg off the bike.

"Harry you sneaky human!
You can't bring me here, it's not playing fair!"

I wrestled the unstable backpack off my
shoulders and lowered it to the ground, just in time to grab
Lacey's collar to stop him wriggling out and legging it.

"It's okay Lacey. There's nothing to worry
about…" I said in a soothing voice from beneath my helmet visor,
but he'd become a frantic, yelping ball of energy.

"Nothing to worry about?
This is the doggy death doctor!"

Lacey's claws scratched at the pavement as
he desperately tried to run away. He gasped noisy elongated breaths
as he strained against his collar.

"It's okay Lacey, they won't hurt you."

"That's easy for you to
say, spaceman!"

I removed my helmet, shouldered the backpack
and tried to coax Lacey towards the vet's entrance door. But no
amount of gentle tugging on the lead would persuade him to come
with me. I tried more pressure, but he sat back, crouched low and
braced his front legs, almost pulling the collar over his head.

"No chance
mister!"

I practically dragged the dog towards the
vet's surgery, but soon gave up due to the disapproving looks from
other pet owners. With a clenched-teeth sigh, I conceded and
scooped him up. I held him tight to my chest, stroking behind his
ears and talking softly to try and calm him down.

"Dogs don't come outta
here… they don't come out!"

I carried Lacey into the reception, still
whimpering and wriggling in my arms.

"Hi, this is Lacey. He's a bit nervous," I
said to the receptionist, who nodded and smiled at Lacey, now a
trembling bundle of fur.

"That's an unusual name for a male dog," she
said sympathetically.

"Yeah, my human had a
stutter, he couldn't say Lass… ss .. ss .. ey!"

I carried Lacey to a seat and placed him
gently on the floor, but he wouldn't sit still. He ran on the
slippery lino floor, paws skidding comically, straining against his
lead as his collar bit into his neck.

Whooaarr! Whooaarr!

I couldn't handle his deep-throated gasps
any longer and lifted him up onto my lap. I hooked two fingers
under his collar, just in case.

"Gotta get out… gotta get
out…"

Lacey began whining and trembling again in a
ten second burst that built in intensity, then died off, the cycle
repeated a few seconds later.

"He knows. They all do," said a woman next
to me with a plastic cat basket perched on her lap.

"Knows what?" I replied, frowning.

The woman leant towards me, lowered her
voice.

"What goes on here. Being put to sleep."

I studied the woman's sad expression as the
realisation sunk in.

"They can't possibly know that?"

The woman flicked her eyes down at Lacey,
then back to me and raised her eyebrows.

I felt another wave of trembling in my lap,
so I leaned over the dog, gently hugging him.

"It's okay Lacey, it's just a routine
check-up," said a soft voice from the edge of the room.

I sat up straight and looked over at the
voice. The dog seized his opportunity and leapt off my lap, making
a paw-spinning dash for freedom. The lead slipped out of my hand,
trailing behind Lacey, whipping past the vet's slender legs. Lacey
almost made it out the door, stopped short by the vet's well-timed
foot stepping on the end of the lead. Lacey jerked to a halt, his
hind legs pivoting out behind him. He lay there on the floor
panting heavily, eyeballing the vet.

"Lacey, you know me. I'm not that bad."

"That's what you say,
Doctor Death. I never saw Archie again!"

The vet crouched down and offered her hand,
which Lacey sniffed suspiciously. Lacey seemed to sigh with a sort
of acceptance as the vet stroked him.

The vet stood up and turned to face me. She
looked to be around five feet five or six tall, a wisp of a girl in
her late twenties or early thirties with mousey brown shoulder
length hair, pulled back into a ponytail. She wore a light blue
veterinary smock, brown trousers and a relaxed warm smile which
accentuated her pixie-like cheeks and lit up her face without
detracting from a professional business-like demeanour.

"Hello. Are you looking after Lacey?" she
said.

"Yes, I'm Harry, Keith's brother. He's away…
on business."

The vet nodded, the hint of a smile
flickering on her lips.

"I'm Alice, Lacey's regular vet. Please
follow me."

*

"How long is Keith away for this time?"

I glanced away from Lacey, stood trembling
on the examination table. "Um, just a couple of days. In the short
term."

"I see. Right, Lacey, let's take a look at
you."

The vet gently lifted Lacey's eyelids, then
felt behind his neck and front leg joints.

"And how has Lacey been?"

"Okay, I think. I've only been looking after
him since yesterday."

I watched the dog flinch and make low
throaty grumbling noises as the vet felt her way over his
joints.

"He's in pretty good shape, considering his
age."

I frowned. "How old is he?"

"Seven, according to his records. But that's
misleading."

"How so?"

"Pet plan insurance premiums favour a lower
age. Sometimes owners forget a few doggy birthdays. In Lacey's
case, he's probably nearer to ten or eleven."

"Hence the saying, 'you can't teach an old
dog new tricks'…?'" I muttered.

The vet glanced up at me and smiled.

"Yes, stubbornness or character… it's a fine
line sometimes. Has Debbie left Keith again?"

I shrugged, watching the vet lift Lacey's
tail, prompting him to growl and edge away.

"Whoa, easy Doc! You don't
wanna go rooting around down there…"

"Okay Lacey, one more slightly unpleasant
examination, then you're done."

The vet turned away and plucked a pair of
disposable latex gloves from a box on her desk. The dog peered
around me, following the vet's movements.

"Uh oh. Rubber gloves.
Brace yourself!"

"Has he been dragging his bottom on the
ground?" said the vet.

"Erm, yes, this morning," I replied,
dropping my eyes.

The vet nodded, pulled some paper towels
from a dispenser.

"Sometimes they need help with expressing
their anal sacs."

"Oh, right."

I felt my cheeks flush, aware of the vet
gauging my response.

"There are two glands, one each side of a
dog's rectum. They contain a foul-smelling sticky liquid that's
normally secreted to mark the animal's territory each time they
excrete. It's the same stuff a skunk sprays as a defence against
predators. Sometimes, if the dog's stools aren't firm enough to
allow regular self-draining, the glands fill up and get
uncomfortable. Hence the bum dragging."

The vet looked up at me. I nodded my head
vacantly.

"So I need to manually drain the fluid. If
you can hold Lacey firmly, please. As you can imagine, fingers
prodding in that area isn't very pleasant. Ready?"

I repositioned to hold Lacey's front
shoulders, his shuddering whimpers resonating through my hands.

"Oy, Doctor Death. Your
fingers are not supposed to be poking my bottom!"

I held the dog tightly as he tensed and
growled. The vet dipped her head behind Lacey's raised tail and
homed in with her latex fingers.

"You're gonna get it, Doc,
you're really gonna get it…"

"It's okay Lacey, its okay boy…" I said
softly.

Lacey's body flinched again.

"Target
acquired."

"We just need to apply a bit of pressure
each side of the anus and…"

"Get ready to
squeeeezzze!"

The sound of a muted machine gun fired a
three-second burst.

Pop, pop. Pop, pop. Pop, pop…

The vet leapt back from Lacey's posterior, a
look of absolute horror frozen on
her crimson face.

"Bullseye!"

A foul, gut-wrenching stench drifted across
the examination table. The vet recoiled, her hand clamped over her
mouth, red cheeks flushed with a hint of green. As she straightened
up, I noticed blobs of grey gunk polka-dotted up her tunic, over
her chest, shoulder, cheek, nose, ear and hair. Behind her, the
spray pattern continued in regular dot intervals up the wall and
onto the ceiling. Lacey shook himself and sat down on the
table.

"Actually, that does feel
better. Thanks Doc!"

The vet blinked rapidly, pulled a retching
face, clearly struggling not to gag. Without a word, she hurried
out of the examination room. The door swung shut behind her. I
glanced down at Lacey, who turned his head around towards the
gunk-splattered wall, as if to survey his handiwork.

"Good grouping. Give
yourself a paw-pat on the back."

A sharp cold spike of nausea jabbed at the
back of my throat as the disgusting smell drifted up to my
nostrils.

I stood there at a loss what do. Lacey
seemed unconcerned and lay down to nibble his paw. A few minutes
later the door opened and the vet breezed back in. She wore a
different colour tunic and it looked like she'd scrubbed her face
and rinsed her hair.

The vet did her best to banish a frosty
grimace as Lacey looked up from chewing his paw. His tail twitched
tentatively with an adorable puppy dog 'who,
me?' expression. It was almost as if he knew he'd done
something wrong.

"Right Lacey, that's you done," said the
vet, reaching out to roughly fondle him behind the ears.

"Um… I'm sorry about what just happened… I
wasn't expecting…"

"It happens sometimes. One of the downsides
of the job," she replied quickly.

I took my cue and lifted Lacey off the
table, then followed his wagging tail to the door where he whined
to be let out.

"See ya, Doc. Thanks for
the target practice."

"Thanks again," I mumbled.

"Please stop by reception on your way out,
to settle up."

"Of course," I replied, unable to meet her
eyes.


 


Four

I lifted up my laptop screen and opened a tin
of lager.

"That has to go down as one of the oddest
days I've ever had. Cheers for that, Lacey."

I glanced over my shoulder and raised the
beer tin towards Lacey, who licked his lips.

"Not a chance," I said.

I took a long swig of lager and began typing
my password, unable to stifle a dark chuckle as the image of the
vet's mortified fluid-splattered face flashed through my mind. Poor
girl.

I felt something dig my side, heard a soft
whine. Lacey sat beside me looking up. His paw jabbed me again.

"I'm thirsty."

"This isn't for you. There's your water,
down there."

I eased Lacey's nose away.

"Come on, spoilsport. Just
a snifter."

He pawed me again just as I took another
swig, jolting my arm and causing beer to dribble down my chin.

"This is mine, understand? If you continue to be a pest
I'll be forced to…"

Footsteps scuffed on the pontoon outside the
boat. Low voices and bursts of radio static floated across my
subconscious, all unthreatening background marina noises. Until
Lacey began barking.

"Who's there? You'd better
be dog friendly cos this canine don't take no crap!"

"Harry Straight?" a forceful sounding voice
called out.

I slid the hatch open and poked my head
out.

Half a dozen guns pointed at me from the
pontoon, the weapons clenched purposefully in black-gloves.

"Hands! Show us your hands!" shouted the
voice.

I stared at the gun-toting figures and
froze. Down in the cabin, Lacey leapt at my feet, yapping.

"Hands, now!"

I slowly lifted my arms.

"Drop it, drop the weapon. NOW!"

I opened both hands, allowing the near-full
beer can to slip from my fingers. The blue-clad figures visibly
stiffened, straining to point their weapons closer to me, their
eyes bulging and fixated.

The tin thudded on the deck, spraying frothy
beer all over the cockpit. The figure nearest to me rapidly closed
in, his machine gun clasped tightly into his shoulder, trigger
finger poised.

"Don't move!" he shouted, stepping onto the
side of the boat without using his hands to hold on.

Before I could open my mouth to say 'be
careful', I felt the boat tip under
his weight. He lost his footing with the motion, made a valiant
attempt at yanking his other foot over Jessica's low guard wire,
but the inertia tumbled him forwards. His first foot slipped away
and he fell face-first onto the cabin roof, then bounced backwards
off the guard wire. His machine gun clattered onto the deck beside
me, his legs kicking up water as he dangled precariously between
the pontoon and the boat, immersed up to his waist in seawater.

"Get down! Get down on the floor!" other
high-pitched voices shouted at me.

I stepped awkwardly down into the cabin and
inadvertently stood on Lacey, who yelped and nipped my ankle. The
pain collapsed my leg, sending me crashing down the steps onto the
cabin floor. The bloody dog pranced around barking, echoing around
my throbbing head.

"What the hell…?"

I felt the boat rock again as several heavy
bodies climbed aboard, accompanied by more shouting. The washboards
slid up. Shards of sunlight pierced through the gloom, making me
wince and cover my eyes.

I felt a boot push onto my neck.

"Stay down!" the voice shouted.

Something leapt over my head.

"Incoming…!"

I heard a screech, coinciding with the
pressure on my neck easing.

Coughing, I clutched my sore neck and
squinted up into the sunlight to see Lacey's jaw clamped around the
policeman's groin. The little dog dangled in mid-air, his legs
kicking and body twisting as the policeman thrashed around trying
to wrench Lacey off his manhood.

"Aaaahhhrrr!"

Panic rushed through me - what if they shot
the dog, or worse, me? I threw my hands out to try and prise
Lacey's jaws open, at the same moment as the policeman bashed his
head into the teak hatch surround, crumpling him into a heap over
the chart table.

I gathered the salivating, wriggling dog
into my arms, pulled him tightly into my chest and sat back on the
floor, scooting backwards as far away from the unconscious
policeman as possible. My hand closed around Lacey's nose, muffling
his barking, my heart pounding with adrenalin. I snatched short
gasps of air and stared at the red dot hovering on Lacey's head. I
glanced up at the open hatch into the barrel of a machine gun and a
pair of cold, hard eyes.

"Don't move a muscle," said the
machine-gun-toting policeman, his voice firm but less aggressive
than his colleague.

I held my breath.

"Are you alone on the boat?"

I nodded.

"Have you seen your brother today?"

I gasped for breath, shook my head.

"Do you have any weapons, other than that
dog?"

Another shake of my head, pulsating now with
a machine-gun-quick cadence.

The policeman slumped over the chart table
groaned and moved his head.

"Okay. Very slowly, I want you to stand up
and come outside without letting go of the dog. Do you understand?"
said the policemen crouched in the cockpit.

I nodded again and rolled forwards onto my
knees. The gun barrel eased back to allow me to slowly step up into
the cockpit. I glanced around at several other weapons, adding to
the collection of red dots dancing in a tight cluster on my chest.
My legs began to wobble and shake, threatening to give way as
nausea tugged at the back of my throat.

"Sit down there. Hold onto the dog. Do it
now."

I sat down in the cockpit opposite the
policeman, my whole body shaking. Lacey continued to try and
wriggle free, growling through my hand clenched around his
snout.

"Let me at 'em, Harry,
it's playtime!"

"Identify yourself," said the policeman sat
opposite me.

"Harry Straight."

"Keith's brother?"

I nodded.

"Have you seen him today?"

"No. Are you here because of the vet?" I
blurted out.

I glanced between several pairs of eyes and
noticed the grip on their weapons relaxing.

"We're here because your brother has done a
runner."

"Oh."

"Feisty dog you've got there, sir," said the
policeman, a stern edge to his voice.

"Yeah, I should have shot the little sod…"
said a woozy voice from the cabin.

"You very nearly did, Matthew. Fortunately
you saved both of us a ream of paperwork. Get yourself to the
medic."

The first policeman hobbled up into the
cockpit, rubbing his head. He threw me a filthy look.

"Not bad for an unarmed pet-loving
civilian," said the policeman crouched down opposite me. He removed
his official looking baseball cap and clear wraparound glasses and
sat down, the machine gun at his side clanking on the deck.

"Is that a compliment or a warning,
officer?" I said, making a show of stroking Lacey.

The policeman's chiselled features relaxed
into a tight lipped smile. He removed a glove and offered his hand
for Lacey to sniff, but quickly withdrew it when Lacey growled
through bared teeth, still clamped shut under my hand.

"Got yourself a real Jekyll and Hyde there.
Unpredictable. Dangerous."

"It's not my dog, it's… it's… unfortunate.
I'm looking after him for a friend. You can't blame him for trying
to protect me. It's not every day we get ambushed by commandos
brandishing automatic weapons…"

The policeman held eye contact for long
time, then glanced over his shoulder, tipped his head at his
colleagues. The other gun-toting figures lowered their machine
guns.

"Semi-automatic weapons. Cuts down on accidental
discharges and collateral damage," he said, leaning forwards,
elbows resting on his knees. "We'll be keeping an eye on you, Harry
Straight. If you see Keith, or have any contact from him, you call
us. Before we have to call on you. Because next time, it might not
be the same congenial outcome. Do you understand?"

I felt a shiver tremble through my neck. I
nodded meekly, my throat dry, making it difficult to swallow. He
leant in closer. I could smell tobacco on his breath.

"Otherwise…"

He pointed his first finger at Lacey, cocked
his thumb and mimed a gun shooting him in the head. I watched
slack-jawed as the policeman mouthed blowing smoke away from his
imaginary finger gun.

"Enjoy your boat sir, lovely hobby," he
said, twirling his finger in a small mid-air circular motion.

I sat there watching the policemen leave,
one of them supported between two colleagues as he stumbled along
the pontoon. I released Lacey from my death grip, ensuring that I
kept two fingers hooked under his collar as he pranced around the
cockpit, barking.

"Come on you gutless
pussies, I'll take you all on! This dog is just gettin' warmed
up!"

Oh brother, what have you got me into?


 


Five

"Beer, lovely!"

I lifted my head from my hands and turned to
stare at Lacey's wagging tail as he slurped at the froth seeping
from my dropped tinnie.

"Thirsty boy, eh Lacey? Hold up, I'll get
you some water…"

But I couldn't move, my limbs had stuck
rigid. Lacey yelped as he pawed at the can, trying to reposition it
onto its side so more frothy liquid trickled out. He held one of
his front paws off the ground at an odd angle as he chased the
beer, trying to lap it up before it disappeared down the cockpit
drain.

"Ouch! Beer. Ouch! Lager.
Doggy dangles… I prefer ale, Harry. The bubbles in lager make me
fart. Ouch, damn paw!"

Some kind of sixth sense snapped my stare
away from Lacey as I became aware of marina curtain twitch
syndrome. Vague movements from other boats drew my gaze. Fellow
sailors made a poor show of finding excuses to be on deck. Some
stood tall making exaggerated stretches, others began washing their
boat deck, all snatching glances in my direction. I looked back at
Lacey, nudging the empty beer can around my feet, his limping more
pronounced now.

I sighed, hung my head and fished my wallet
out of my pocket, rooting around for the vet's bill. I pulled my
mobile phone from the other pocket and began to dial.

"Here we go again."

*

"Whoa yeah! Faster, faster! Ears,
we have lift off! Oooowwweeelll!"

I heard Lacey howl, muffled though my safety
helmet, but I didn't feel him struggling to get out, so I twisted
the throttle further and weaved through the traffic.

I prepared myself for the same tug of war
outside the vet's front door, but to my surprise Lacey trotted
along beside me, limping in a sort of Mexican body wave rhythm. He
actually looked enthusiastic as I opened the door to the
surgery.

Lacey tried to hop up over the step, but he
misjudged the height, yelping as he hit the side and sat down,
holding his paw up.

"Arrhh, elephant arse!
Thanks a bunch of bazoobies, Harry."

I reached down to pick Lacey up, nudged the
door open with my elbow and shuffled inside. Alice the vet and Rose
the receptionist glanced up from leaning over the reception
desk.

"Hello again," said the vet, folding her
arms as she straightened up.

"Hi. We had a bit of, um… an accident."

Lacey whined and lifted his paw, right on
cue.

"Poorly
poochy…"

The vet raised her eyebrows at Rose, then
disappeared through the door behind reception and reappeared by my
side.

"Can you pop him gently down, please."

Lacey stood on three paws, his tail
twitching, looking at the vet who crouched down, studying him.
Lacey took a step forwards, overbalanced, head-butted the vet's
knee and fell over.

"Is that alcohol I can smell?"

"Um… well, it's kind of a long story…"

Lacey's little paws waggled in the air as he
rolled onto his side, tongue lolling from his mouth.

"Oops."

"Your dog is drunk again."

"Like I said, it's a long… what do you mean,
again?"

"Follow me," said the vet, gathering Lacey
up in her arms, cradling him like a baby.

The vet closed the treatment room door,
still holding Lacey.

"Exactly how many hours have you been looking after your brother's
dog?"

I felt my cheeks flush. I looked away from
her piercing eyes.

"Erm, maybe twelve…"

"Twelve hours."

She shook her head, passed Lacey to me.

"Here. You'd better hold him, he's not
capable of standing on his own."

Lacey grumbled as I held him against my
chest. I thought I caught a mischievous glint in his eye.

"Uh oh. Lager
fart."

The vet leaned in to examine Lacey's limp
leg. My nose twitched. An evil smell enveloped us.

"Silent but
deadly…"

"Ugh, not again! You are such a wicked dog!
Or was that your irresponsible owner?"

The vet recoiled, pinching her nose.

"Ha, good one!"

I could have sworn the pesky dog sniggered
at me. The rank smell hung there between the vet and me. After a
long pause, I chuckled.

"Got yourself a real handful there…" said
the vet, trying not to giggle. "I'm not sure I want to know, but
what happened?"

"My brother… has a lot to answer for."

The vet nodded, observing me carefully as
her features iced over.

"We'll need an X-ray to confirm, but I think
it's broken. I'll take him to get it checked out. You can wait in
reception."

*

I sat jigging my leg, arms folded, head hanging over
my chest, trying to avoid the scrutiny of Rose from behind the
reception desk. Twelve hours of trouble. Nice one Keith. But then I
relented, as I always did when I thought about my wayward elder
brother, recalling the reason I could never think badly of him for
long. I lifted my head as someone sat down beside me. I glanced at
the vet, minus the dog.

"You see Rose, our lovely receptionist?" she
said.

I looked over at Rose, who smiled sweetly at
me, one elbow propped on the counter, palm under her chin. She
waggled the reception telephone in her other hand.

The vet leaned towards me, her voice low but
firm.

"The first speed dial number is the local
police station. The second is the RSPCA."

I swallowed, my mouth like sandpaper.

"I think I'll be okay, thanks. You're not
that scary."

"Nice try, buster. What happened to Lacey's
leg? And don't even think about bullshitting me."

I held her gaze, fighting off the now
familiar apprehensive twinging deep inside my chest.

"Honestly, I doubt you'll believe me."

She raised her eyebrows, turned to face
Rose.

"Okay, okay. The police dumped the dog on me
yesterday because Debs has left Keith, who's been taken into
custody. I didn't want to look after Lacey, I'm off on a sailing
trip in a few days. But there was nowhere else for the dog to go.
So I agreed to help because it's only for a day or two and we
settled down on the boat. Next thing, I have a squad of SWAT police
surround the boat, yelling and pointing machine guns at me. Fifteen
stones of aggressive heavily armed policeman and a tippy boat don't
mix, resulting in one of them falling into the harbour. In a state
of shock, I dropped my afternoon treat, a very tasty tin of
European lager and fell backwards into the cabin, whereupon I
accidently stood on the dog, which bit me on the ankle. A second
angry policeman stood on my neck and crushed my windpipe into the
floor because he was convinced I had another concealed beer can
weapon. Unfortunately for him,
Lacey locked his jaws around his testicles. In the confusion -
there were lots of aggressive voices shouting and more guns
pointing at me - the police officer on the boat banged his head and
I had to prise Lacey off his groin in order to save Lacey - and
probably me - from being shot. When the situation calmed down,
Lacey lapped up the remains of my beer which was swilling around on
the cockpit floor."

I pulled up my trouser leg and rolled my
sock down.

"Here's Lacey's teeth marks, see? Do you
really think someone could make up something that implausible?"

I searched her features for some
compassion.

"Do you?" I asked again.

"No."

I breathed a sigh of relief and sank back
into the chair.

"But you're a Straight man, I'd expect
nothing less."

She stood up, walked to the reception door
and locked it. Then she turned to face me, her arms crossed.

I alternated my gaze between her and Rose,
who held the telephone to her ear, speaking into the
mouthpiece.

"Oh come on, is that really necessary?"

*

Detective Inspector Randall unfolded his arms,
stretched them above his head, then clasped his hands behind his
neck. His professional fixed stare bored into me.

"We heard about you, Mister Straight. News
travels fast around here, especially when it involves an SO 19 cock
up. Elite squad of armed police disabled by an eccentric sailor and
his feisty rat-dog. You can't make this stuff up."

DI Randall placed his palms on the table and
leaned forwards with an earnest expression.

"Two of them needed medical attention."

He began counting off his fingers.

"Elite wild west copper number one: bruised
knee, dislocated shoulder, cut lip and a change of clothes due to
an impromptu swim in the harbour. Hot-shot-shooter number two:
concussion, grazed cheek and…"

 

The detective's mouth twitched as he
struggled to contain his amusement.

"…partial tear to the scrotum due to around
ten kilos of dog dangling from his balls."

He erupted into a deep belly laugh. I sat
there patiently, waiting for the right moment.

"Yes, well I'm sorry about all that, most
unfortunate and not really my fault… but, um, do you mind me
asking… what are you going to charge me with?"

The detective managed to squeeze out a few
more words before he became completely incapacitated with
hysterical laughter and had to wipe tears from his eyes.

"Charge you? I'm bloody congratulating
you!"

*

Double déjà vu.

I sat down in a corner of the Poorly Paws
reception and glanced around at the other pet owners, then flicked
my eyes towards the desk. Rose viewed me with mild amusement. Other
animal nurses and vets peered around the reception door, eyeing the
curiosity that I'd become.

I heard the patter of claws on the vinyl
floor and looked up to see Lacey being led in by Alice, the vet.
Lacey wore a plaster cast on his front right leg and a clear
plastic loudhailer-shaped cone on his head, all of which gave him a
comical straight-legged hobble and lampshade-head judder every
third step. He wagged his tail and scurried over to me. I made a
show of welcoming him with enthusiastic stroking and smiled at the
frosty looking vet.

"He still seems pleased to see you, despite
having sobered up."

The vet handed me Lacey's lead, then folded
her arms.

"I had to give a character reference so
Lacey wasn't taken away."

"Oh right. Thanks."

"She means put
down," said Rose. "Alice fought Lacey's corner. You owe
her a big thank you."

"Yeah Harry, that's the
long sleep death potion hocus-pocus. I'd never have forgiven
you."

I turned to face Rose, who stared at me from
behind the reception desk without any warmth whatsoever. I felt the
colour drain from my cheeks. A cold bead of sweat trickled down
between my shoulder blades.

"I see. Thank you, I… I do appreciate
your…"

"We're thinking dinner and a bottle of wine
ought to cover it," said Rose, a wicked glint in her eye.

I glanced at the vet, sensed her
stiffen.

"There's no need for that. I hate having to
put down a healthy animal, so I persuaded the police that Lacey
wasn't a danger to the public. What all this means is because I
vouched for Lacey and indirectly you, Mister Straight, you have to
convince me that today will never
happen again. If you can't, I won't release Lacey to you."

"You have that authority?"

"I do. So think very carefully about what
you say next."

I looked down at Lacey, stretched out on the
floor, trying to poke his mouth around the plastic cone to nibble
the plaster cast. He flicked an eye up at me.

"Don't make a dog's dinner
of it, Harry, comprende?"

I looked away from Lacey. Several thoughts
flashed through my mind:

 


1. Problem solved. Leave the dog
with the vet. She'll find him a nice home.

2. What would Keith think if I
abandoned his dog? I still owe him.

3. I haven't thought about that
other thing in the last few hours, so maybe the dog is the
distraction I need.

4. The vet is actually quite an
attractive lady…

 


I swallowed and scanned through my imaginary
list again.

"It's fair to say that life hasn't been
boring since Lacey was, erm… entrusted to me. It's my duty to look
after him, which of course I will, and…"

Rose cut in, mimicking my voice. "And I
think it's only fair that I take you out to dinner, Alice, to repay
you for your kindness. During the course of a pleasant dinner and a
bottle of decent wine, I will demonstrate my competence in the care
of Lacey. Would that be acceptable?"

I opened my mouth to intervene, but Rose
switched voices to impersonate the vet.

"That indeed would be acceptable, Mister
Straight. I'll see you outside this building at eight o'clock
tonight. Please ensure the pub is dog friendly so you can
demonstrate your intention to consider Lacey in everything you do
from now on."

Rose clapped her hands and stepped around
the reception counter, ushering the vet back into the building and
me and Lacey out of the front door.

"Good, that's all sorted. Off you both go. I
don't want you cluttering up my waiting room - there's not enough
room left for a police squad. Go on, shoo. And Harry, change your
shirt, okay petal?"

I stole a glance over my shoulder at the
vet, caught her bemused and embarrassed expression as Rose shut the
door between us.


 


Six

"You do realise, Harry, that if it rains really, really hard,
this lampshade is going to fill up with water and I'll drown in my
own private goldfish bowl."

I squeezed the grumbling dog into the
backpack, trying not to make eye contact with him. The clear
plastic loudhailer pushed his ears up and forwards, so they looked
like devil horns.

I zipped up the backpack sides and clipped
him in, the plaster cast poking straight out, parallel with his
nose.

"Okay, we're all set. Nice salute, Lacey.
All hail the Nazi-lampshade-dog."

It must have been the tension of the
morning, an adrenalin overdose perhaps, but I couldn't stop
giggling.

"Oy, space cadet, it's
Superdog to you, all right sunshine? I fly through the air, paw
outstretched to save humankind, again…"

I lifted the rucksack onto my back, fastened
my helmet strap and fired up the motorbike, still grinning at the
stupid dog.

*

"Mister Straight. Can you step into the office
please," said Barbara, the boatyard owner's wife. I noticed her
nostrils flare as she waited for me to lock up the bike; warning
sign number one.

"Of course, just a jiffy."

Lacey trotted behind me on the lead, not
entirely successfully. He coped with the plaster cast pretty well,
adopting a stiff-legged body-roll trot, but every time he stopped
to sniff anything, the edge of the plastic lampshade caught the
gravel, threatening to pivot him into head-butting the ground.
Passing close to boat support cradles and other objects also caused
spatial awareness issues, as the side of the plastic cone banged
into everything he passed too close to.

The steps up to the first floor office
caused Lacey similar problems, forcing me to carry him. Barbara
started on me as soon as I entered the office, before I had a
chance to participate in the usual small talk pleasantries; warning
sign number two.

"Never in the sixty-three years my family
has owned this boatyard have we ever, ever had armed police stake out a yacht, wave guns
around and intimidate the other berth holders. It's totally
unacceptable. We have our reputation to think of."

I stood there holding Lacey, knowing better
than to try reasoning with Barbara until she'd finished her
rant.

"You need to leave. Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow? I need another week to stock up
and finish my boat jobs. Please Barbara, it wasn't my fault. My
brother…"

"Your brother. Your dog. Your responsibility."

"But I'm paid up until the end of the
week."

"We'll reimburse you in the morning, when
you leave."

My shoulders sagged and I trudged out of the
office with Lacey still cradled in my arms.

*

"You need a proper drink. Come on, I'm buying," said
Jim, over a fortifying cup of tea in the boatyard café.

"I'd love to mate, but I need to use the
bike later."

"One won't hurt."

I shook my head, sorely tempted, almost able
to taste a cool mouthful of beer. I glanced down at Lacey, sat by
my feet, staring up at me, licking his lips. I smiled at him and
offered my open, empty palms. He sniffed them optimistically.

"I'm hungry."

"Sorry little one, I've got nothing for
you."

"Come on
stingy."

"Ooh Harry, he's so lovely. I've cooked a
spare bit of bacon, would he like it?" said Cathy, the café owner.
Lacey wagged his tail and whined.

"Would I like some bacon…
do cats throw hissy fits?!"

"Sometimes I wonder how much he understands.
Looks like a 'yes please' from Lacey. Thanks Cathy," I said.

"Come on Harry, what about that pint?"

I watched Cathy tear the bacon into several
pieces which Lacey accepted enthusiastically.

"Thanks Jim, but I have to sweet talk the
vet into letting me keep the dog."

I stood to leave, waiting for Lacey to eat
the last piece of bacon.

"I thought you didn't want the hassle of
taking the mutt with you?"

"I know mate, but I owe it to Keith to look
after him," I said, tugging gently on Lacey's lead.

"After all the trouble he's got you
into?"

I hesitated, wondering if I should explain.
Maybe some other time. I shrugged at Jim and led Lacey out of the
café.

*

"I'm not sure this is really me."

I peered down at the bouffant lilac flowers
on the shirt held up to my chest.

"Chicks love bright, pastel colours. It's a
reflection of a gentleman's creativity and broadmindedness in the
bedroom," said Jim, winking at me.

"It's not that sort of date. We were both
ambushed by the receptionist."

"You get both of them? Fantastic, this gets
better and better!"

I shook my head in dismay.

"This is the only shirt you've got?"

"The only clean, mildly inoffensive one. You
know how it is with boat work…"

I glanced down at the shirt again and
sighed.

*

The vet didn't see me at first. She stood outside
the surgery looking a bit self-conscious. I nearly didn't recognise
her, dressed in normal clothes. She'd styled her hair, applied a
small amount of makeup and wore a simple yet elegant summer
dress.

"Phwoar, Harry, the devil
dog doctor is a hottie! I'd wolf-whistle if my paw wasn't in
plaster."

I parked up the bike and lifted Lacey off my
back, then turned to face the vet and removed my crash helmet.

"You've got to be kidding…" she said.

"Um, yeah. Bit of a dilemma. Bring the doggy
and risk a telling off because of the bike, or leave him with a
friend and get accused of abandonment. This felt like the honest
way to play it."

"I see."

The vet crouched down to stroke Lacey.

"You look different, with proper clothes
on…" I began to say, then stopped myself.

"Ouch Harry! Not exactly a
smooth operator, are you?"

The vet glanced up from tickling Lacey's
tummy.

"Today has been the most surreal day ever,"
she said, standing up and smoothing her dress down. "And this is…
unexpected. Rose is so naughty, setting this up."

"It's the least I can do."

An uncomfortable silence crept up on us. I
tried to think of something to say, but she beat me to it.

"Nice shirt."

I unzipped the rest of my bike jacket and
peered down at the flamboyant design.

"I borrowed it from a mate. Most of my
clothes are covered in anti-foul paint."

"Let me guess. Your friend is mid-to-late
forties, short, tubby and recently divorced."

I nodded.

"Figures. Shall we go?"

I locked my bike helmet to the front wheel
and pocketed the keys, then patted the fuel tank, my hand resting
there for a moment.

I caught an amused look from the vet.

"Irene is an old friend. Do you mind if I
leave her here tonight? A mate will collect her tomorrow."

"Of course," said the vet, a hint of caution
in her voice.

"I'll take Lacey home on the bus later," I
added quickly.

We walked in silence towards the local pub,
which apparently had a dog friendly garden.

"The detective said you live on a boat."

"I do. Called Jessica. She's a Falmouth
Gypsy, which is a small sailing sloop, twenty-four feet long. I've
been restoring her for the last eighteen months."

"That sounds like a lot of work. How old is
the boat?"

"She was built in the Nineteen Seventies.
Around the time…"

I checked myself. This wasn't a conversation
I wanted to get into.

"…I was born. How's Lacey doing, do you
think I should pick him up?"

We both looked down at Lacey, hobbling along
on his fractured leg.

"He looks happy enough. Have you owned a dog
before?"

"No."

"So your brother has dropped you in it,
living on the boat and all."

"Yup, a bit."

We crossed the road to the pub and made our
way through the car park to the beer garden.

"Red or white?" I asked, tying Lacey's lead
to the picnic table leg.

"Red, please. And don't forget a bowl of
water for Lacey."

I nodded and walked off to find the bar,
returning with two menus, a bottle of mid-priced red and two
glasses.

"I thought Lacey could share mine," I said,
maintaining a poker face.

"I wouldn't recommend that…"

"No. I'm kidding. Be right back."

I left the vet stroking the grumbling dog
and headed for the bar.

"Red wine's for Chi Wawas.
Beer is a proper dog's drink… bring me a half-pint of Old Thumper,
Captain."

I returned a few minutes later with a large
salad bowl full of fresh water. I think the barmaid assumed I had a
full size dog, maybe like a Rottweiler. It must have been Jim's
loud shirt.

"You expect me to swim in
that? I had a bath last year."

"Tell me about your plans for the boat,"
said the vet.

"I'm heading west for the summer, port
hopping. Final destination, Falmouth."

"That sounds lovely. It's a very pretty
coastline."

The vet raised her glass.

"To summer sailing and man's best friend.
That's you, Lacey."

We chinked glasses. The vet dropped her eyes
to Lacey, who lay by her feet, watching us with one raised
eyebrow.

I sipped the wine, enjoying the warm
sensation as the alcohol began working its woozy magic.

"What's waiting for you in Falmouth?" she
asked.

"I'm taking Jessica home to see my father.
Our first meeting for over twenty years."

I swilled the remainder of the wine in my
glass, watching it slowly drift down the sides.

"Oh. Did you fall out?"

"Something like that. How am I doing so far,
doggy doc… do I get to keep the pooch?"

The vet took her time replying.

"Jury's still out, Harry," she said in a
neutral tone.

*

"Is Lacey a regular visitor to the surgery?" I asked
after my second glass of wine.

"Every few months. He's not in bad
shape…"

We both glanced down at Lacey's whining, his
paw pressed onto my leg.

"What's up, little one?"

"You're stuffing your face
with sausage and mash and my stomach is rumbling. So take a wild
guess, Romeo."

"Food probably. When did you last feed him?"
the vet asked.

"Before we came out. I made a special trip
to the shops for proper dog food."

"Maybe he could have a small treat, to help
him bond with you."

I eased the last forkful of sausage away
from my mouth and glanced down at Lacey's large tongue lapping at
his jaws.

"Yeah, don't be selfish,
Harry."

Lacey pawed me again, whining even louder. I
reluctantly picked the sausage off my fork and offered it to
him.

"There, friends for life. Or at least the
next few minutes… So, Harry, twenty years is a long absence. What
happened?"

I finished off the last of my wine and
glanced at the empty bottle.

"He was… difficult, back then. We had a disagreement,
properly fell out."

She nodded, waiting for me to continue.

"It's tricky… lots of things were said in
anger, by both of us. Things that can't be taken back, or easily
forgiven."

I took a deep breath and glanced away, not
focussing on anything in particular.

"The first of August is his seventieth
birthday. So I'm going to sail down there."

"To wish him a happy birthday?"

"To try. He has dementia. The last time
Keith visited, my father barely recognised him."

"Sounds like it's going to be an emotional
journey…"

"Yes. Yes, it will be. Would you like
another drink? I could really use one."

I got up, barely waiting for a positive
reply before I hurried away, a familiar sick sensation rising from
the pit of my stomach.

*

I lifted my head from the toilet and flushed away an
unpleasant reminder of the past and the future. I splashed cold
water over my face and cupped a handful to rinse away the acidic
taste in my mouth. I turned away from the mirror, unable to look
myself in the eye.

"Large brandy please and another bottle of
the Chilean red," I said to the barman, flapping the front of my
shirt to try and cool down.

*

"Sorry about that. Families, eh? Tell me about
yours."

I plonked myself back down in front of her
and opened the bottle of wine.

"I'm an only child. Mum and Dad live in
Dartmouth, all pretty normal really."

I nodded, topping up her glass.

"No testicle-munching pets?"

She laughed.

"Me, or my folks?"

"You. Being a vet, you must like
animals."

She sipped her wine, holding eye contact
with me.

"I have a golden retriever called Holly. She
formed part of the break-up deal with my ex."

"Oh, right. Sorry to hear that."

"Don't be. He was a lazy, long-haired
animal. The ex, not Holly. Are you sailing on your own?"

"No."

"Oh. Someone going with you?" she asked in a
conversational tone.

"Sort of. Four-legged variety. If the doggy
doc signs me off as sane."

"So you can sail Jessica single-handed?"

"We'll find out tomorrow…"

"I can't tell if you're joking."

I took another glug of the wine, floating in
woozy happiness.

"Nor can I."

I started to chuckle.

"What?"

"Earlier today… Lacey, swinging his legs in
mid-air, teeth clamped around the policeman's scrotum. Man's best
friend!"

My laughter became hysterical, forcing a
giggle from the vet.

"Sorry, private joke. You had to be there,
eh Lacey?"

The vet smiled politely and waited for me to
regain my composure.

"Thank you for a lovely dinner, Harry. I
should probably head back soon. I have an early start in the
morning."

"Of course."

*

We ambled back towards the surgery, stopping
occasionally to release Lacey's lampshade from catching on the
footpath paving stones.

"So… what happens now?"

"I thank you for a pleasant evening and
point you in the direction of the nearest bus stop."

"Yes, of course. But I was referring to this
little monster," I said, jangling Lacey's lead.

"Oh. Well, I am a bit concerned about you
taking him on the boat. What if he falls in?"

"Don't worry Doc, they have pet
lifejackets."

"They do? Okay. Good."

"You humans are so bad at
this… find out if there's any jiggy-jiggy on offer!"

"Lacey's getting impatient."

"Yes, little bugger. Thank you, Alice. It's
been a nice way to finish off a bizarre day," I said, offering my
hand, which she shook in a business-like manner.

I smiled and turned to walk away.

"Harry."

"Yes, hello."

"The bus stop is the other way."

"Right-oh."

I turned around and led Lacey past the vet,
who stood with folded arms, the hint of a smile twitching on her
lips.

"Alternatively, I have a couch. If you
like…"

"Game on, Harry! The couch
is a hop, skip and a jiggy-jump away from her bedroom!"

I looked down at Lacey's nasal noises, then
I smiled at Alice.

"Um… thank you, that's a lovely offer. But
it's probably best I make my way home. In case the boat's been
impounded…"

"I whip up a mean scrambled egg
breakfast."

"Harry! We're talking
fifty shades of fun time here, buddy! What are you waiting
for?!"

"Ordinarily that would be fantastic… but I
couldn't possibly inflict a dawn armed police raid on you. What
would the neighbours say?"

"Suit yourself."

I hesitated for a moment, then dropped my
eyes and walked on.


 


Seven

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The noise echoed around the tiny bow cabin,
piercing my skull. I groaned, peeled my parched tongue off the roof
of my mouth with a 'cluck' sound and forced an eyelid open,
recoiling from the shards of sunlight filtering in through the
overhead hatch.

"Harry Straight. This is your marina wake-up
call!" shouted Barbara, her shrill voice stabbing the back of my
eyes. I buried my head under the pillow.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

"Bugger off!"

"I heard that! You've got half an hour
before the bridge opens. I'll see you in the office in ten minutes,
or else Bruce will cut your lines and cast you adrift."

I rubbed sleep from my eyes and squinted at
my watch. Something furry wriggled and stretched by my feet. The
warm bulge climbed up my body inside the sleeping bag, its paws
tickling. I fumbled for the zip, still in a daze.

"Wakey wakey, hung-over
human!"

"Ugh, dog breath kisses!" I spluttered,
trying to squirm away from Lacey's enthusiastic greeting.

"Speak for yourself,
dustbin lips. It's a gooooood mooooorning! Feed me. Feed me. Feed
me!"

The dog jumped onto the floor, head-butted
the cabin door open and hobbled to his empty bowl.

"Harry, really. What would
the vet say? Need a reminder… time to GO LOUD!"

"Arrrrrrr, Lacey, shush!"

"Won't! Food! Food!
Food!"

"How can a small dog make so much damn
noise? Okay, okay. Message understood."

I squeezed out of my sleeping bag and
stumbled into the saloon to fill up Lacey's water bowl. That done,
I opened a tin of dog food.

"What sort of day is it, my four-legged
fiend?" I said as I slid the main hatch open and recoiled from
Barbara's face, looming two feet in front of me.

"Six minutes! Then it's chop chop, bye bye,"
she yelled.

"Morning Barbara," I muttered, enjoying her
appalled reaction at my appearance.

"Strong coffee. Then my office, pronto. And
clean your bloody teeth first!"

*

I stood at the reception desk, fidgeting like a
naughty schoolboy as I watched Barbara count out a hundred pounds
in notes. I felt Lacey paw my leg and reached down to pick him
up.

"You do realise that you're making this poor
injured dog homeless, don't you? I thought you were an animal
lover, Barbara…"

She pushed a selection of coins across the
counter and laid a receipt in front of me.

"Sign and date here."

I transferred Lacey onto my left arm, leant
over the desk and scribbled my signature.

"They do say there's no such thing as bad
publicity. I'd have thought you'd welcome the extra exposure," I
said.

"Armed police are not good publicity."

I pocketed the cash and turned to leave,
cradling Lacey in my arms.

"Good luck with your Dad," she said.

I half-turned.

"It's nice to see Jessica back on the water
where she belongs. You've done a good job restoring her. You should
be proud of yourself."

I felt my jaw slacken as the hint of a smile
threatened to turn up the corner of her thin lips.

"Cheers," I stammered as I opened the door
and shuffled out, my stomach sending queasy ripples up my
spine.

*

"This isn't the send-off you deserve, Harry. We had
something planned… it's not right to leave like this," said
Jim.

"She's probably done me a favour, I've got
to push off at some point. You know what everyone says about this
place… it has some sort of Death Star magnetic power."

Jim glanced around the other boats moored up
and nodded, a wry smile on his lips.

"Will the dog be okay?"

"I've just promoted him to first mate, with
extra rum rations. He'll be fine."

I finished preparing the mooring lines, made
my way to the stern and knelt down by the engine instruments.

"Here we go. Fingers crossed."

I closed my trembling fingers around the key
and turned it.

Neeeerrrr ver-room!

The engine clattered into life with a cloud
of oily black smoke. Seawater spat out from the exhaust, making
Lacey sneeze and bark simultaneously.

"Where are you? I'll take
you, sea monster… come on and show yourself!"

I stroked Lacey, easing him away from the
stern cleat, then took a deep breath to try and calm my racing
heart.

"Ready to cast off?" said Jim, untying the
bow line.

"Go for it."

I slipped the stern line and coiled it up by
my feet. Lacey sniffed the rope suspiciously, wobbling on his feet
as Jessica began to reverse away from the berth.

"Whoa… bathtubs don't
move, Harry!"

"Nearly forgot, Jim. Here…"

I passed the motorbike keys across the three
foot gap.

"For Irene. She's at the vet's, with the
helmet. She's all yours."

Jim stared at the keys in his hand.

"The vet?"

"The motorbike!"

Jim grinned, pocketed the keys and raised
his hand.

I glanced anxiously around me to make sure
we'd cleared the other boats, then swung the rudder over and eased
the throttle forwards, steering away from the marina.

"I'll post your shirt back," I said to
Jim.

"It's yours, for luck. Cheers for the bike,
Harry, I'll look after it. Don't forget… all the girls love a
sailor!"

I glanced over my shoulder, waved one last
time to Jim, then dropped my eyes to follow Lacey's fixated stare
at the water rippling away in our wake.

"Now the adventure really begins, eh
shipmate?"

I took a deep breath, my dry lips stretching
as I forced a smile, exaggerating the sensation of wind on my face
as the boat chugged along beneath me.

Two hundred metres ahead of us, the Twin
Sails lifting bridge began to gracefully rise, allowing us enough
time to tag on behind a motor boat and follow it into the holding
area to wait for the lifting of the second bridge. I eased the
throttle back, an uneasy thought occurring to me: what now?


 


Eight

I dunked a ginger biscuit in my tea and
sucked the liquid from the pulp, crunching the remaining dry
quarter, luxuriating in the flavour and texture.

"Ouch!"

Lacey pawed my arm, his cheeks puffing as he
whined and licked his lips.

"Oy, gobble guts. Where's
mine?"

I broke a corner off another biscuit for the
dog and attempted to retrace my thoughts, trying not to get
distracted by Lacey's messy open-mouth crunching. So many years
since Jessica had last been on the water. Only one season in
commission when… that night…

I shuddered, my thoughts interrupted by the
continuous ringing of the old bridge bell, indicating an imminent
lift. Several other boats cast off the waiting pontoon, jostling
for position as the green traffic lights flashed and the bridge
slowly began to rise. I wondered how different Poole Quay had
looked the last time Jessica had been here…

I glanced to my right as we passed under the
old lifting bridge, doubting the Sunseeker factory had been there
thirty-seven years ago. The new marina, five hundred metres
straight ahead, certainly hadn't. Visiting yachts back then would
have tied up alongside the quay.

I felt a mild panic attack shudder through
me, overheating my skin, despite the cool breeze.

"Deep breaths, Harry, relax…"

I watched the quay slip by on my left side
and instinctively brushed my hand across my chest. A familiar
angry, adrenalin-fuelled defiance washed over me. The past and
future are set… here and now, that's all that counts, I reminded
myself.

"I think we'll stop here, Lacey. It's an
expensive berth, but it's an important part of the journey. And I'm
guessing you could do with a walk, right?"

I glanced down at his twitching tail.

"Lacey go walkies?" I asked, as much for my
benefit as his.

"What a stupid question,
even for a numpty like you, Harry. Let's go!"

I stroked the excited dog and adjusted
course towards the entrance to Poole Quay Boat Haven.

"Shall we see if they've got space for a
small boat?"

"Forget that Harry, have
you seen how many pubs there are?"

*

I'd walked the quay several times during my life,
trying to get to grips with what happened all those years ago.

"You know Lacey, this is the first time I've
arrived here by boat. It's different somehow… maybe we'll stay here
for a few days."

The second time you've been here, I
corrected myself.

Lacey stopped to sniff around a bollard,
allowing me time to survey the quiet bustle and relaxed holiday
atmosphere. He tugged on his lead, prompting me to amble on,
following Lacey's wagging tail and inquisitive nose.

"Ahh, what a cute puppy. What's that thing
on his head?" said a young-sounding voice.

I turned to see a girl of about seven
walking with her mother.

"I think it's to stop him chewing the
bandage on his leg."

"Can I stroke him, mummy?

The girl let go of her mum's hand and
skipped over to me.

"Kirsty, wait. Remember?"

The girl nodded at her mum and stood still.
"Is your doggy friendly, please?" she asked me.

I smiled at the girl and glanced over at her
mother.

"I'm looking after him for a friend, so I'm
not sure. Shall we see?"

I crouched down and called Lacey. I held my
hand out, mimicked by the young girl.

Lacey hobbled over, wagging his tail. He
sniffed my empty hand and transferred his attention to the girl,
licking her fingers.

"Vanilla, my
favourite!"

The girl giggled and pulled her hand
away.

"The doggy can smell your ice-cream," said
the mum.

"What happened to its paw?" asked the
girl.

"Someone stepped on it… by accident," I said
quickly.

"That would be my
responsible pet owner, eh Harry? Belly rub…"

Lacey rolled onto his back, the plastic
collar scraping on the pavement as he waggled his paws in the air.
Such a floozy!

"He's gorgeous. How old is he?" said the
mum.

"Um, I think about ten."

"Really? He looks like a puppy."

I nodded. "It's his daily Botox regime.
Costs me a fortune."

"What's the writing on his hurt leg?" asked
the girl, pointing to Lacey's plaster cast.

I peered at the underside of the bandage,
then picked up Lacey and cradled him like a baby to get a closer
look.

"That looks like a telephone number," said
the mum, leaning in. "Dog Doc," she read aloud, which preceded the
numerals.

Lacey flicked his eyes between the two of us
and tried to lick our faces. The mum giggled and tickled Lacey's
tummy.

"I'd say you've pulled," murmured the mum as
she pulled away.

"But you didn't get to
nuzzle her muzzle, did you Harry?"

I put the grumbling dog back on the ground.
Lacey shook himself, then wandered off.

"Missed your chance there,
Harry. You need to wise up to womankind…"

"Oh, looks like we're off. Nice to meet you
both… bye," I said, letting Lacey lead me on.

The mum shot me a cheeky wink as she clasped
her daughter's hand.

"There goes your second
sympathy shag right there… you're gonna need some serious help,
fella…"

"You're an impatient little dog, aren't
you," I said in response to Lacey's yapping.

Every few steps I caught a glance of the
phone number written on Lacey's plaster cast, prompting me to
wonder when Alice the vet had written it.

*

We turned around just before the lifting bridge and
began to wander back towards the marina.

"If you're going to be a proper first mate,
we'd better get you a lifejacket," I said, waiting to cross the
road opposite the chandlery.

"We're about to enter an Aladdin's cave for
every sailor, Lacey. There's many a marital argument started in
these places and plenty of credit cards lost for eternity. You're
the money monitor, okay? Make sure I don't spend too much."

Lacey hobbled into the chandlery, his
wagging tail and injured dog routine drawing lots of attention. I
could almost hear the discounts tripping off the sales assistants'
tongues.

"The carry handle on the top would allow you
to fish the dog out of the water by hand or with a boathook. Shall
I demonstrate, sir?"

"Yes please," I said, smiling as the manager
grabbed the carry handle on the pet buoyancy aid and lifted Lacey
off the ground. Oh dear, if looks could kill!

Lacey dangled beneath the red lifejacket
which looked like an old style body warmer. His tail hung limp
between his legs, head down, indignant eyes gazing up at me.

"You're frigging joking,
Harry. This is so Nineteen Eighties."

"Sold to the dog in the funny jacket. Come
on shipmate, back to the boat," I said as I paid up, minus an
adorable doggy discount.

We left the shop, Lacey still sporting his
fashionable lifejacket, lampshade and plaster cast. Actually,
reluctant saunter is a better description of Lacey's doggy
grumbling three-step.

"You humans are soooooo
predictable. What is it about dressing up a furry animal that's so
amusing?"

"You are a vocal little mutt, aren't
you?"

We walked on, Lacey drawing amused glances.
Despite my best intentions to circumnavigate the row of pubs on the
quay until later on in the evening, Lacey had other ideas. We got
as far as the Jolly Sailor on our stroll back to the marina before
he sat down and refused to budge.

"Come on Lacey, this way."

"Nope."

"Are you tired?"

"Tired, thirsty, hungry.
But mostly thirsty. Humiliation is dehydrating."

I tugged on the lead, but he glued himself
to the ground and I couldn't budge him. With a sigh, I squatted
down.

"What's the matter?" I asked, stroking his
head, preparing to pick him up.

"We're going this way.
Follow me."

I watched the crazy dog stand, shake himself
and walk away from the harbour. He took up the slack on the lead
and leant against it, pulling me towards the pub.

"You're not supposed to be encouraging
me…"

"Stop stalling Captain,
it's your round."

The anticipation of a cold pint toyed with
my taste buds, drawing saliva into my parched mouth. Mineral water
would have been more sensible, but…

"Okay, Lacey. Lead the way. Where would you
like to go?"

"To an empty bench outside
the Jolly Sailor. Don't dawdle."

I tied Lacey's lead around the table leg and
ducked inside, leaving him basking in the afternoon sunshine. I'd
probably earned a drink, I reasoned, given the stress of the last
twenty-four hours.

*

"There, fill your boots little one," I said, placing
the water bowl by Lacey's feet. I sat down and raised the glass of
ale to my lips, barely taking a sip before I felt something prod my
leg, accompanied by high-pitched whining.

"And how am I supposed to
drink, Einstein?"

Lacey dipped his head towards the water, his
nose pinged away by the edge of the lampshade catching on the
ground, leaving his tongue air-licking over the top of the
bowl.

"Oh, I see the problem. Here, let me
help."

I tipped the water bowl up inside the
lampshade lip.

Slurp, slurp, slurp.

"Right, I'm done. Let me
at the frothy stuff."

"More, or enough?"

I lifted the bowl higher, but he flicked his
head away and pranced backwards, barking at me.

"Water is for wimps. Let
me at the hops!"

I chuckled at Lacey's yapping, my eye drawn
back to the phone number on his paw.

"When did she write this, Lacey?"

I lifted Lacey up onto my lap to inspect the
handwriting, which seemed to please him. He twisted and shifted
round to sit upright facing forwards in my lap, enjoying his
vantage point.

"Cheers Lacey. And cheers to Alice the
vet."

I lifted the pint to my lips and took a
gulp, aware of Lacey's beady eyes following the glass as I placed
it back on the table.

"Maybe it's an emergency call-out number,
just in case you take a bad turn. What do you think?"

I instinctively reached for my pint, took
another swig and rested the glass on my knee.

"Sooooo cute!" cooed a female voice.

I glanced up, aware of liquid slopping over
my leg. Lacey had his nose buried in the pint glass, the lip
pressed into his forehead. He lapped up the beer and exhaled
through his nose at the same time, causing beery froth to expand up
the glass, over his snout and settled on his eyebrows. I tried to
pull the glass away, but he followed it, determined to drink as
much as he could.

I wrestled the glass away and placed it out
of reach in the centre of the table.

"Harry, you beer-tease!
I'm almost finished."

I pulled the yapping hound back from jumping
up on the table, aware of the attention of several other
drinkers.

"Such a honey! What's his name?" said the
same throaty voice, an octave lower than before.

A woman in her early thirties leaned across
the table to stroke Lacey, revealing a flash of her cleavage. I
hastily averted my eyes, conscious of a muscular tattooed man
drinking with his mates at an adjacent table who kept looking over
at me.

"His name's Lacey," I said, trying to shrink
back into my seat, away from the woman.

"Ahh, such a beautiful name. What happened
to his foot?"

"C'mon Harry, let me
finish!"

"Shh Lacey… do you want to go walkies?"

"It's right there, calling
out… Lacey, drink meeeee… it's not like you're gonna want it now
I've slobbered in the glass…"

"I think he wants your beer, love," said the
woman, reaching over for the glass, which she held up at an angle
to Lacey's nose so he could dip his tongue in and lap up the
rest.

"I'm not sure that's such a good idea…" I
said.

"Aww, he's lovin' it."

"Oh yeah, atta-girl! Keep
this up and you're coming home with us later…"

I watched slack-jawed as Lacey polished off
the dregs of my beer. He didn't even spill too much. And that's
pretty much the last thing I can remember…


 


Nine

The grip tightened around my neck, hands
squeezing air from my windpipe. I stared up at the powerful
tattooed forearms, muscles flexing, cigarette-stained teeth
clenched behind thin, scowling lips…

I woke with a start, gasping for air. Wispy
details of the dream slipped away, sinking rapidly into the depths
of my subconscious.

I'm awake, thank God, I realised. But if I'm
awake, why am I still choking…?

My fingers reached up, desperate to prise
the hands away from pressing into my throat…

But my fingers didn't find human fingers,
instead the flesh felt soft and… hairy.

Huh?

"Lacey!"

The dog grumbled as I lifted his long tummy
off my neck. Through blurred, gummy eyes, I saw his tongue darting
towards my face. I turned away from his wet nose and stale dog-beer
breath, but he lost his balance and head-butted me.

"Yeouch!"

I shoved Lacey aside and pushed up on my
elbows, remembering to stop short to avoid the bow cabin's low
roof. I scrunched my eyes shut, tried the old quick-blink
acclimatising technique.

That's odd, I'm not in my normal place.

I glanced around the main cabin, not
normally seen from this low angle.

That's weird… the seat cushions from each
opposite berth lay beneath me on the cabin sole… why would I
rearrange everything?

Lacey stretched out across my tummy and
crawled down my legs into a sort of yoga 'salute to the sun'
posture, then sat up. He turned to glance over his shoulder at me,
his tail twitching.

"I'm feeling a bit
wobbly…"

Lacey swayed and fell over onto his back,
kicking his legs up in the air as he slid down into the gap between
me and the other body.

"Whoopsie."

I rubbed my face, encouraging my eyes to
fully open.

Interesting choice, Harry, sleeping on the
floor. Quite comfortable actually, but the question is, why?

The groan next to me didn't sound like
Lacey. In fact, the scrunch of bleached blonde hair and black roots
looked decidedly human…

"Morning," she mumbled, rubbing her
eyes.

The other person rolled over towards me and
smiled through smudged makeup.

"Hi," I replied, watching Lacey twitch and
wriggle around so he could stagger to his feet and crawl up between
us to lick the woman's face.

"Good effort, Harry, she's
pretty decent."

"Ugh, Lacey, you need mouthwash."

Using the convenient distraction, I lifted
the unzipped sleeping bag laying over me to check on my clothing
situation.

Naked below the waist. Oh dear…

"You insisted on keeping your tee-shirt on,"
spluttered the woman, trying to dodge Lacey's kisses.

"Um, yeah… I do that sometimes."

"Kinda kinky actually, being partially
clothed. There ought to be a government health warning on this cute
dog."

"Oh? What sort of warning…" I replied, my
head beginning to pound.

"This dog will seriously damage your
relationship. He's just so irresistible."

I watched her cuddle Lacey.

Think Harry! Try to fill in the gaps…

The woman lifted up the corner of the
sleeping bag, searching for something.

"And you're not bad either, Harry," she
said.

The soles of my feet began to tingle, the
nervous warning sign I get walking too close to the edge of a
cliff.

"Ah-hah, there you are."

The woman reached down to her feet, grasped
something, then arched her back and slipped her knickers back on,
wiggling her hips as she pulled her skirt back down over her
thighs.

"Who's Gwen?" she said, in an offhand sort
of way.

"Um… my ex-wife. Why?"

"You called out her name… last night."

Lacey groaned and stretched out between
us.

"Harry, rookie error
buddy!"

"Oh. Sorry about that," I said, shifting my
gaze from her to Lacey.

She shrugged. An uncomfortable silence began
to develop.

"This um… relationship you mentioned… whose
do you mean?"

"Mine, silly. Wayne will be wondering where
I've got to."

I gulped, staring at her.

"Oh. I didn't realise you were…"

"Yes you did, Harry. You just don't remember
the conversation. Can't say I'm surprised, after the amount you
drank. Quite the boozer, aren't you?"

"Did we… you know…"

"Yes. You were magnificent."

"Right. Okay. Did we… take precautions?"

She laughed and sat up, looking for her bag.
She rummaged inside it.

"Several precautions, judging by this empty packet," she said, tossing
a condom box onto the bed. Then she asked, "Do you mind if I
smoke?"

"Sure. Outside though. Gas on-board boats
and naked flames don't mix."

I watched her step up through the open hatch
as I desperately tried to fill my memory blanks.

"Would you like a cup of tea, um…?"

"…Sharon," she replied. "Lovely, thanks.
Milk and two sugars please."

I found my pants and trousers, dressed
quickly and made the tea. I also fed Lacey, troubled by something
nagging at my woozy brain as I watched him scoff the lot.

"He's missing his plastic lampshade," I
said.

"It's probably still at the pub. He started
knocking glasses over. You got fed up and removed it," she replied,
blowing cigarette smoke above her head.

I passed Sharon her cup of tea, then lifted
Lacey into the cockpit. He hobbled around to Sharon, leaning
against her. I sat down opposite them. Sharon stroked Lacey and
studied me through the cigarette smoke.

"You're still trying to remember what
happened."

I nodded sheepishly.

"This doggy… he likes his beer almost as
much as you do," said Sharon.

"It's a family trait."

"That'll be Keith's influence."

I perked up from my hangover slouch. "You
know him?"

"Wayne does. That's why he thought you were
alright to leave me with while he went off to meet his mates. Same
problem as me, Harry. With a cute dog like this, how could you
possibly be a bad person?"

"I'm not a bad person."

"I know that, Harry. You were very
considerate last night. But Wayne… he might not see it the same
way, now we've been properly acquainted…"

I shrank back in my seat, my chest squeezed
by invisible tattooed hands.

"So after this little monster drank your
beer, I bought you another. Figured it was worth it, for the comedy
value. You repaid the favour with the next round, celebrating the
launch of your boat. One drink led to another and I'm afraid I just
couldn't help myself. I'm not usually so… spontaneous, especially
with older blokes, but you and this adorable dog are very easy on
the eye."

I spluttered my tea. She took another pull
on her cigarette.

"I'm not sure what happens now. You know,
after…" I said.

"What do you normally do?"

I looked over her shoulder at the
harbour.

"With my wife? Make the tea, cook breakfast
perhaps."

"Before her, you know, other lovers."

I shook my head, glanced back at her briefly
then dropped my eyes.

"None before her and you're the first since
I got divorced."

"No marriage break-up one night stands?"

"No."

"So you're a womble?"

"A womble?"

"Yeah. You've only had one ball-ache
woman."

I shrugged, and ruffled Lacey's fur, making
him grumble.

"Harry, mate. We gotta
sort this out… a one count is abysmal!"

"Didn't you ever get curious, about being
with other women?" Sharon asked.

I shrugged.

"I got married at nineteen. I guess I've had
a sheltered life…"

"Blimey. That's amazing."

Sharon blew more smoke, studied me for a
moment, then leaned in, cupped my face in her hands and kissed me.
She held her lips pressed to mine, then eased away.

"Mmm. You are a rare and special breed,
Harry."

She sat back, looked away from me as she
finished her cigarette.

"So, um… what now?" I asked.

"Depends on who saw me come back here. You
were a pleasant surprise, Harry. But honestly, you're not really my
type. I mean you were, last night, obviously. But it's probably
best we put this down to a one-off. You go your way and I'll go…
oh shit!"

Sharon knelt down on the cockpit floor and
peered around me. I half-turned to follow her anxious stare. Wayne,
the same tattooed ape from last night, marched purposefully down
the quay, heading for the marina entrance.

Bloody hell!

"Time for me to make my excuses…"

Sharon crouched low, ducked down into the
cabin and reappeared a moment later with her shoes and handbag.

"Harry, it's been lovely. You were a real
gentle man."

"Will you be okay?" I asked.

"Technically I'm separated, so yes, I'll be
fine. But Wayne is the jealous type and ex-military. So you,
Harry…" she glanced at the quay, keeping a wary eye on Wayne, "…had
best get going."

Sharon stepped off the boat onto the pontoon
and slipped her heels on.

"Right now?"

"Unless you want to be torn limb from limb…
goodbye Harry, last night was lovely. Good luck with your journey
and look after that cute doggy."

"Oy, you slapper!"

I stared at Wayne, his fist raised, shouting
obscenities. My heart rate accelerated rapidly, pounding inside my
chest, echoing behind my sore hung-over eyes. Wayne started running
towards the marina entrance.

Lacey jumped up, front paws resting on the
cockpit coamings, barking near my ear.

"Yo, giro! This sailor's
just nailed your floozy and made her scream, twice!
Oooowwwll!"

I winced at Lacey's noise, desperately
trying to put the order of our exit into action.

"Think, Harry! Ropes, engine, cast off. No,
start engine, ropes… engage reverse gear… keys. Where did I put the
keys…?"

I jumped down into the cabin, leaving Lacey
barking in the cockpit.

"Oy! Crayon features.
We'll take you, and your dribbly dick mates!"

I grabbed the keys off the hook by the chart
table and raced up the steps into the cockpit.

"I don't want to go, not ready, too much to
do… damn and bugger!"

I fumbled the right key into the ignition
and kept an eye on the shore as Wayne climbed over the entrance
gate and sprinted along the pontoon, closely followed by one of the
marina staff.

"Please start, please start, please…"

Ner, ner, ner, ner, nerrrrr… verROOM!

"…thank you big man, thank you!"

"You're a 'kin dead man!" shouted Wayne as
he slowed to round the main walkway, then raced along our pontoon,
brushing Sharon aside as she held her arms out, trying to block
him.

"Leave him, Wayne!"

"I'll be back for you, Shaz!" he yelled, now
barely thirty metres away from me.

Adrenalin throbbed through my veins, making
my body shake like the biggest sugar rush ever.

I left the engine revving hard in neutral,
climbed over the guard rails onto the pontoon, yanked at the stern
mooring rope and tossed it aboard. I hurried to the front of the
boat to untie the bow line.

"You're 'avin' it now, you cheeky little
sucker!" yelled Wayne.

"Bugger! Focus, Harry. Rope, untie, cast
off. You might just get away with…"

Clank, cough. Clank, cough. Clank…
brrrrr.

The engine spluttered and died.

I turned, wide-eyed, to see Wayne begin to
slow so he could take the last corner, now no more than five
seconds away from battering me.

Four seconds.

Three.

Two…


Part 2

I hope you've enjoyed part one of my book, thank you
for reading this far. If you'd like to find out what happens next
to Harry and Lacey, please check out part two, available from the
same retailer.
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Other books by Mark David
Green

The Travel Auction
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It should have been their trip of a lifetime. But
with just days to go, Jonathan Cork is dumped by his girlfriend.
Unable to change the name on the spare ticket and fast running out
of time, Jonathan decides to take desperate measures. He advertises
on eBay for a travel companion with the same name as his
ex-girlfriend.

Available in multiple formats from

www.markdavidgreen.co.uk.


 


UK Charity Row 2015

On 2nd May 2015, I will be joining three other full
time crewmates and two support rowers in an attempt to set a
Guinness World Record for the oldest Australian surf boat to be
rowed around Britain.

We anticipate this 2,500 mile circumnavigation will
take approximately three and a half months to complete. We are
doing this to raise funds for two fantastic charities:

The Royal Marines Charitable Trust

and

Wessex Cancer Trust

If you'd like to find out more about the UK Charity
Row 2015, or would consider supporting this epic challenge in any
way at all, please visit our website and 'Like' our Facebook
page:

www.ukcharityrow2015.com

www.facebook.com/ukcharityrow2015

Thank you from the Cheeky Chaps in Speedos!
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