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                                 NOT JUST FOR CHRISTMAS

                              Three retired friends meet for a coffee a week before Christmas 

‘Something’s not right.’ Leo was supposed to be on a diet, but today he ‘forgot’ and stirred sugar into his hot chocolate. ‘Look, the dog was tied up outside the shop when I dropped the grandkids off at their acting class, just before nine. I went on to do the weekend shop at Tesco’s but when I got back to collect the kids, the dog was still there.’


Kerry’s tired, lined face broke into a smile. ‘I’ve never really taken to dogs, but I have wondered about getting a cat.’ Kerry was a widower who ran his big house as a hostel for students. ‘Only, my daughter doesn’t think—’


Bald and brown, Bruce the accountant said, ‘Pedigree cats are expensive and need a lot of attention. An older moggy of mixed breed might be a good idea. House trained. Keep the mice down. You could get one from the Cat Rescue people.’


Leo waved his spoon in the air to attract their attention. ‘You’re not listening. When I first saw the dog, it was lying down with its eyes on the door to the Post Office. You know, the one that’s also a small supermarket? When I collected the kids it was looking the other way, back  along the road.’


Bruce didn’t get it. ‘So? It’s owner had gone walkabout around the shops.’


‘For nearly two hours?’ said Leo.


‘Gone for a coffee?’


‘Having her hair done?’


Leo wasn’t happy. ‘Then why hadn’t she tied the dog up outside the coffee shop or the hairdressers’? The Post Office is almost at the end of the Lane. I wondered if the owner had gone home and forgotten it.’


Bruce was indulgent of women’s frailties. ‘My wife left the car in the multi-story car park the other day, and couldn’t remember which floor it was on. It took her ages to find it. I tell her, she’ll forget her age one day.’ He smiled, because his much-loved wife did look younger than her years.


Kerry had something else on his mind. ‘I told you my daughter is coming to me for Christmas, didn’t I? She suggested we could go to a hotel for Christmas lunch, but I told her I’d invited you and your families already, that it was our custom to celebrate together. But—’


Bruce grinned. ‘Thanks for that. I do most of the cooking in our house, so I’m delighted to let you produce the meal for us. Your daughter’s not usually here for Christmas, is she?’

 
Leo persisted. ‘We’re not talking any old mutt here. I don’t know much about dogs, but I do know that collies are intelligent animals. Remember them on the telly, rounding up sheep?’


Kerry was not really interested. ‘Collies are working dogs. You don’t usually find them in towns.’


‘My point exactly. I don’t remember when I’ve last seen one round here. This was an old dog, grey about the muzzle. Black, with a white bib and face, and a black patch over one eye. I expect his name is Patch.’


‘Wearing a collar?’


‘I didn’t think to look. The kids were anxious to get home, I’d got ice cream in the boot of the car and didn’t want to hang around. Perhaps I’ll go back that way, see if the dog’s still there.’


‘Its owner will have collected it by now.’


‘I’d be happier if I can make sure.’ He pushed the rest of his drink aside, and got up.

Bruce was half amused, half annoyed. ‘What’s your hurry? It’s early yet.’

‘I know I’m being unreasonable, but—’

‘You really think something’s wrong?’ said Bruce, finishing off his coffee. ‘I suppose we’d better look into it. A collie, eh? You used to see them everywhere in the country when I was a lad. I remember there was a seed merchant used to go around with one sitting up beside him in the passenger seat. Beautiful animal. Used to let me rub his head. Are you coming, Kerry?’ 

Kerry consulted his watch. ‘If it doesn’t take too long.’

Leo tried to laugh at himself. ‘I’m probably making a mountain out of a molehill.’

       * * * * * * *            

The dog was still there. Someone had put a plastic bowl of water beside him, but the dog had ignored it. 


Leo was distressed. ‘He’s lying exactly the way I saw him last, which must be over an hour ago.’


‘I’m not good with dogs. Has he got a collar?’ Kerry bent to look. The dog rolled his eyes and rumbled a warning so Kerry stood back. 

Bruce knew how to handle dogs. He hunkered down, not without an effort, and let the dog sniff at his hand before rubbing his head. ‘Why, there’s a good boy. So who do you belong to, eh?’


The dog licked Bruce’s fingers and whined. Then returned to watching the road. 

‘No collar,’ said Leo. ‘I’ll go into the post office, see if they know what’s happened to his owner.’ Off he went. 

Bruce said, ‘You can see he usually wears a collar because his fur is rubbed shorter around his neck. That’s worrying. Why would someone take off his collar, unless perhaps they meant to lose him?’

Kerry looked at his watch. ‘I’ll have to go, I’m afraid. I’ve got someone coming to look at the washing machine. The police will take the dog to a rescue centre.’

‘He’s an old dog. What would his chances be of finding another home? Not great.’

Leo reappeared with the manager of the shop, who was looking worried. ‘One of the girls noticed the dog had been forgotten and gave him some water.’

Kerry said, ‘I really ought to go.’

Bruce asked the manager, ‘Do you know who owns the dog?’

‘By sight, yes. She’s in and out the shop almost every day for her pension and frozen meals. Elderly lady, walks with a stick. I don’t know her name or where she lives, though.’

‘If the comes this way several times a week,’ said Bruce, ‘the dog will know his way home. He can show us where he lives.’

They all looked at the dog, who rolled his eyes at them, and whined.

Bruce said, ‘Let’s try it. If the dog doesn’t lead us straight to his home, or if there’s no one there, I promise to take him to the police station.’ 

‘What a lark,’ said Leo. ‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Let me know how you get on,’ said Kerry, and went on his way.

Bruce untied the dog and said, ‘Home, boy!’

The dog got to his feet and set off at a fast pace, tongue lolling, tail gently waving. He  came to a cross-roads and sat, looking back up at Bruce and Leo for permission to proceed. A well-trained dog. The road was clear. Bruce nodded, the dog led them over that road and turned left, going up the hill.

‘Not so fast. I’m not as young as I was,’ said Leo, running short of breath.

           * * * * * * * 

Kerry was annoyed with himself. True; he had a lot on his mind at the moment, and he’d never had anything to do with dogs or they with him since he’d been bitten by one as a child. 

He told himself that that was no excuse. He could have, should have helped. He didn’t know how, exactly. He sorrowed, in his gentle way, that he’d not been up to the challenge. 

Dear Lord Jesus, you know what a coward I am. I let my fear overcome my willingness to help. I made the wrong choice. Please forgive me.


When he got home, he found a message on the answerphone to say that the washing machine engineer wasn’t able to come till the afternoon. So he could have stayed to help his friends after all. 

His mind returned to the ever worrying problem of his high-flying daughter Judith. She fretted that she couldn’t get to see him often enough. Now she wanted him to sell up and go into a home. How could he convince her that he was still doing all right, and that he enjoyed looking after his students? He would have asked his friends’ advice that morning, if Leo hadn’t become so obsessed with the dog. 

* * * * * * * 


The collie led the way up a tree-lined road of nineteen-thirties semi-detached houses. Most had dropped kerbs so that the householder could park his car on a paved-over front garden. The houses were nearly all in good repair, and many of them had loft conversions.

The collie turned into the drive of a house no different from the others, except that it didn’t have a loft conversion or dropped kerb – though a couple of baulks of timber on the road showed where a car could mount the pavement and get into the shared access between this house and the next.

It looked as if the house had been well maintained until recently, but there were some tiles off the porch and part of the guttering had broken away.  


‘An elderly lady, letting things go?’ said Bruce.


The dog bounded up to the porch, reared up on his hind legs and pawed at a doorbell. Ding dong. Ding dong. 


Silence. The dog barked, shrilly. 


The letter box flap opened. ‘Is that you, Patch?’ A quavering woman’s voice.


Leo nudged Bruce. ‘Told you his name was Patch.’


The dog barked once, tail wagging furiously. He pawed at the door, whining, but it didn’t open.


‘Oh dear, oh dear!’ said the disembodied voice. ‘Whatever am I going to do?’


Heralded by loud pop music, a dusty, dark blue builders’ van arrived. It bumped itself up over the kerb and came to rest between the two houses with a bang from a faulty exhaust pipe. The music died. 


A large man with a beer belly, unshaven and smelling of beer and cigarettes, got out of the driver’s side and addressed Leo and Bruce. ‘What you two up to, then?’


‘There’s that flaming dog again, Dad.’ A much younger man, slovenly in dress and speech. In a lower voice, ‘Thought you’d told her to get rid of it, that you wouldn’t feed it no more.’


Bruce put on a stately air. ‘This dog belongs to you, sir? Or to the lady of the house?’


‘Give it here!’ The older man snatched the lead from Bruce, hoicked a bunch of keys from his pocket and opened the front door. The dog shot in, pulling the lead from the man’s hand. 


‘Oh, Patch! Oh, Patch!’ said the voice, not far from tears.


Leo said, ‘We found the dog abandoned outside the Post Office.’


The younger of the newcomers said, ‘She’ll forget her head next.’ He nudged his fellow. ‘That’s right, innit, Dad?’


Dad made a screwing motion with his forefinger against his forehead. ‘Senile whatsit. It’s up to us to take care of her, right?’


‘Thank the gentlemen for bringing the dog back, Dad.’


‘Yeah, yeah. You shouldn’t have troubled yourselves.’


The two men went in, shutting the door.


Leo and Bruce turned away.


‘That’s that, then,’ said Bruce, feeling flat. ‘Mission accomplished.’ 


They walked back down the hill.


Leo said, ‘She didn’t open the door to let the dog in. Why?’


‘Her lodgers – if that’s what they were –  weren’t happy to see the dog again.’


Looking back up the hill, Bruce said, ‘That’s a builder’s van they’ve got. Didn’t Kerry say something about a fake builder some time ago?’


Leo looked at his watch. ‘I promised to help decorate the Christmas tree this afternoon, so I’d better go. The dog will be all right now.’


‘Yes, of course.’ But after Leo had gone, Bruce went back up the hill. The van was still there. A television set had been turned on in the front room, with the sound cranked up high. Bruce knocked on the door of the house to the right, from which he could hear children’s voices.


A plump woman holding a toddler appeared, an older boy clinging to her jeans. Both children were chewing on biscuits. ‘Yes?’


‘I’m wondering, do you know the woman with the dog, who lives next door? Is she, well, all right? We found her dog at the shops and brought it back, but her lodgers didn’t seem to—’


‘Nothing to do with me and, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep out of it.’ She slammed the door in his face.


No, it wasn’t anything to do with him. Bruce looked at his watch. He’d promised to take his wife out Christmas shopping that afternoon. He made a note of the number and make of the van and rang Kerry on his mobile.


‘Glad I caught you. We got the dog home all right, but its owner seems to have some unlikely-looking lodgers, two men in a dirty old builders’ van. I have a feeling something’s wrong. Didn’t you mention a while ago that some jobbing builders were up to no good locally?’


‘It was in the local paper. They look out for older people living alone, make out various jobs need doing around the house, and take them for what money they can get. They can be intimidating.’


‘Ah. That makes sense. One of the neighbours warned me off when I asked about these two men and I couldn’t understand why. Tell me, how do I get people talking?’


Kerry sighed. ‘I’d better come. I’ll get one of my students to wait in for the washing machine man. Where are you?’


Bruce told him. ‘I’m supposed to be taking my wife shopping, but I’ll cancel 

that, grab a sandwich and meet you at the bottom of the road.’

* * * * * * 

The television was still blaring at the old woman’s house when Kerry arrived. Bruce indicated which house he’d tried first, so they turned to the one on the other side. Kerry had a gentle, diffident manner which opened doors that might be closed to other people. 


‘Excuse me, madam,’ he said as a little woman in a sari appeared in answer to his knock. ‘Your neighbour left her dog at the shops this morning and my friend here brought it back, but we’re concerned  because she didn’t come to the door to let him in. Two men in a van said they were looking after her, but . . .’


The woman glanced around with sharp, black eyes and said, ‘Come in.’ She ushered them into the living-room of the house, which smelled deliciously of spices. Two small children turned from playing a game to watch them with round eyes and  an older woman was working at a sewing machine on the dining-table. 


‘I am Seema. Please, be seated. My mother doesn’t speak English and my husband is at work. He will not interfere, but I am worried about Mrs Prentice, too. She was good neighbour to me when we came, showing me the best shops, helping me get the children into nursery, everything. Patch the dog is so gentle with the little ones, you cannot believe. Mrs Prentice has trouble with her knees, she walks with a stick, but every day we speak until those men come.


‘They knock at our door first but my husband says, “Go away!” 

‘They say, “Your roof needs repair.” It is not true, so he shuts the door on them. I see them watch Mrs Prentice when she goes to the shops with Patch and while she is away, I hear tiles come off her porch, crash. My husband says, be quiet, don’t interfere, for they are two very big men. 


‘Mrs Prentice comes back, and says, “Oh dear, what has happened?” The men go inside with her and now they are there every morning till late at night, and she doesn’t come out by herself. Every day one of those men goes with her to the post office, I think to make her draw out money for them. When they go off in the van  I knock on her door, but she says she cannot come out till she has paid what she owes for repairs. Can you help her?’ 


Kerry said, ‘We must speak to her first. The men are in the front room watching television. Is it possible to speak to her through her back door?’

‘Yes, but if they see us—’

‘Don’t be afraid. They won’t hear us with the television on so loudly.’

Seem was afraid, but she led them down her back garden into an alley, and then up through a gate into Mrs Prentice’s garden. Patch the dog was chained up outside a shed. He barked just once when he saw them and then, recognising Seema, whined and laid down with his eyes on the house.

The back door was locked, but through a window they could see Mrs Prentice sitting at the kitchen table, weeping.


Kerry asked Seema, ‘Would you tap on the window and ask if we may speak to her? We’ll stay well back at first, so as not to frighten her.’


Seema did so. ‘Are you all right, Mrs Prentice?’


The old woman started, then looked round nervously. She opened the kitchen window, just a crack. ‘Oh, my dear, I’m in such a state. They say I have to pay them such a lot of money for repairs, and they don’t want me to go out till I do. I would have rung you, but they’ve taken the telephone away, and they don’t like Patch being indoors with me. They get so angry and they shout at me and I don’t know what to do and I’m so frightened.’ She looked frightened, too. White hair straying, hands trembling.


Kerry stepped forward and said in his gentle way, ‘Dear lady, my friends saw Patch outside the shops this morning—’


‘They took off his collar and made me leave him there. It broke my heart, it really did.’

‘I think they may be wanted by the police for trying to get money under false pretences. Would you like us to get rid of them for you?’

‘Could you?’ Mrs Prentice began to weep. ‘Oh, could you?’

Bruce had his phone out. ‘Straight away, dear lady.’

         * * * * * * * 

On Christmas Day Kerry had a house full for lunch. His daughter Judith had flown in from New York and two of his students were staying on for the holidays. Then there was Leo’s family, with Bruce and his wife and, finally, Mrs Prentice telling Patch to sit in the corner and not make a nuisance of himself. Seema and her family had been invited but declined as they had a family gathering of their own to attend. 


Once they were all seated round the table Kerry said the grace, adding, ‘Jesus was born to remind us how much God loves us all, and that we mustn’t forget to pass on that love to others. God has been very good to us. Praise be.’


Judith was a severe-looking woman, but she relaxed once she’d turned off her Blackberry and her I-pad and goodness knows what else. ‘There I was, worrying about how my father was managing all by himself and thinking he ought to go into a home. It turns out that he’s a host of good friends looking out for him. I am impressed.’


One of Kerry’s students spoke up. ‘Kerry helped me when I was really unwell, so now I keep an eye out for him, and scold him if he overdoes it.’


Bruce said, ‘Kerry, suppose I fit you up with a Skype camera on your computer, so Judith can see how well you look when she rings you?’ 


‘Never fear, Judith,’ said Leo. ‘We all watch out for one another.’ 


‘Which is just as well,’ said Mrs Prentice. ‘I daren’t think what might have happened to me if you and Patch hadn’t been Good Samaritans and gone out of your way to rescue me from those dreadful men. When my husband gave me Patch, he said that a puppy was not just for Christmas, and he was right! God bless you all.’


And Patch barked an agreement.

