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I make my way quickly through the drizzle, hunched forward against the wind. I’m heading towards a sky-high block that soars over the smallest, most bog-standard park you ever saw. The building has ninety-four buzzers and I need to get to number 82, all the way up on the eighth floor. I whoosh up in the lift and walk to the door at the furthest end of the corridor and let myself in. Dumping my bag in the hall, I head to the reception area. Time to go over my caseload.

I bring up my files on the computer with a few clicks, starting, as usual, with the animal who is in the most critical condition. Yesterday, several people called in to report a sighting of a small dog bolting around the woods, apparently alone and terrified. So of course, I jumped into our rescue vehicle and raced out there as quickly as I could, which is important, because when you have a location for a lost animal, it can take just minutes for it to move a distance from the last place it was seen. You’d be surprised how much ground even a tiniest, bug-eyed lapdog can travel when it’s running scared. Trust me.

It took me hours to find her. So long, in fact, I was almost sure she must have done exactly that ‒ got spooked by people trying to catch her and run far, far away. In the end it was lucky that another walker’s Labrador (Name: Bones; Description: black with slightly greying muzzle, absolutely adorable despite struggling majorly in the recall department) had caught her scent and tried to chase her, most likely deciding she was tiny enough to play the role of a squirrel (it happens). The chase drew her out of her hiding place long enough for me to spot her, and in the end she seemed so exhausted by the Labrador hunt that I managed to catch up and lure her to me by crouching low, avoiding eye contact and offering out the stinkiest, most irresistible treat in my rescue kit: a dried sardine. Shiny and stiff, head and glassy eye still intact. Yuuum.

As she snaffled it from my palm, I saw up close what a bad way she was in. I could tell immediately she was a Shih Tzu. They’re long-haired dogs, with fur that never stops growing. If you don’t brush and cut it properly, they literally become little yetis. This Shih Tzu’s coat was matted from head to toe, the fur fused together so that you couldn’t run a single finger through it. Underneath it all, I could just about make out two tired, frightened eyes. I waited until her anxious panting slowed and she started to sniff at me a little, before scooping her up and driving her back to the centre as quickly as I could. I was focused on settling her in – building trust, and getting some food and water in her.

But today, we’re gonna need to lose the hair.

I brace myself and head to the temporary accommodation – a ward of cages where we house both dogs and cats. The cages are large and clean, each with a comfy basket and fresh water inside, but still, it’s not ideal for any animal to be here longer than they need to be. Later, I’ll call around all our regular volunteers and see if anyone can foster or even adopt the ones who have been here the longest.

Excited whines and pawing start as soon as I walk in. ‘Hey, guys,’ I say, ‘how’s everyone doing today? Don’t worry, you’ll all get some cuddles and walks soon.’ I always try to make sure every animal gets some daily individual attention. Even Mr Bojangles, the grumpiest, scratchiest cat (we’re working on it).

I approach the Shih Tzu’s cage slowly, introducing myself again before lifting her out and carrying her to a back room. ‘Don’t worry, girl,’ I keep repeating. ‘We’re going to get you fixed up. It’s going to be OK.’

I get her set up on the table and start to snip through the forest of filthy, clumped hair using clean, sharp scissors and talking to her as I go. She yelps a bit at first, but soon calms down once she realises that I really do mean her no harm. ‘Good, girl,’ I whisper into her neck. ‘What a good girl you are.’

We’re almost done, and I can hear Grogu, a large German shepherd, barking with excitement next door in his kennel. He’s a clever boy, and he always knows when it’s almost time for his walk. I sigh, running my hands through my hair in the same way Dad does. ‘There are never enough hours in the day …’ I mumble. That’s something Mum says. The Shih Tzu in front of me stretches up as much as she can and gives me a tiny lick, right on my nose. Then the phone pings and I stop what I’m doing to see if it’s about an urgent incoming arrival.

But it’s just a text from Mum:

April, Dad and I will be back from the hospital in 15 mins. Picking T up from the station too. There’s that lasagne in the freezer. Can you put it in the microwave for us and set the table? Thanks! Xx

I sigh and look back at my Shih Tzu patient to see how she’s doing.

But the thing is, she’s not a Shi Tzu any more. Or not a real one, at least. She’s just a stuffed toy dog with still glassy eyes. The ‘woods’ I discovered her in is really the park opposite our house where I hid her a few days ago so I could find her yesterday. Yesterday, back when this toy still had long luscious locks.

Now, she’s missing large sections of fur and looks kind of … wonky. Some fake fluffy toy hair is still swirling in the air, but mostly it seems to have settled inside every single wooden groove on the table top. I realise I need to get everything tidied away as quickly as possible. Mum hates mess. She also doesn’t love it when I cut up my toys. Yikes.

To make clearing up less boring, I try to pretend again that I’m sweeping up real dog hair, and after that, that I’m putting away actual animal files in reception (OK fine, our family computer). But as I press the big red button in the corner of the screen and close what is really just a fairly chaotic Microsoft Word document, I know it’s definitely too late. The moment’s passed.

It’s getting harder and harder for me to believe in my animal rescue, which I know I’m about five years too old for anyway. Having Mum and Dad bring me back bandages from the hospital where they work as doctors helps (although they can’t bring too many, since apparently there are humans who need them more), but it just doesn’t feel the same lately.

I head back into the kitchen. Mum’s text reminded me how hungry I am. I pop the lasagne in the microwave and watch it spin.
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I’m just finishing laying the table when I hear the twist of keys in the front door. ‘Hello-ohhh!’ call three voices from the hallway. My mum, dad and Thomas. I take a moment to enjoy the sound of their voices all mixed up. It’s funny, because I never used to stop and notice how nice it is when we’re all together, but now that Thomas is away a lot of the time working as a volunteer medic, I really, really do.

Thomas is my big brother. He’s actually a whole ten years older than me. Apparently, my parents did try to have more children soon after him so he could have a younger brother or sister, but it wasn’t happening. So eventually they just stopped worrying about it. And then, zing! Almost a decade later, there I was. Late. As usual.

‘Hey!’ I call back. ‘I’m in here! Just plating up!’ I stand at the counter, spooning lasagne out of the Tupperware box and on to the four plates I’ve lined up, concentrating on not splattering tomato sauce all over the walls. I know how Mum hates that. The three of them bundle into the kitchen.

‘Oh! You didn’t need to serve it up too!’ says Mum, patting me absent-mindedly on the head. I can see her eyes sweeping the room, doing a quick assessment of how much damage I’ve been able to do (and for once, I don’t think I have – phew!). ‘And a jug of water on the table too! With ice!’ she murmurs, sounding both surprised I remembered the ice, and concerned that I’ve been handling a glass item unattended.

‘Mum, I’m twelve years old,’ I remind her, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. ‘More than capable of putting some food on plates.’

‘Oh to be twelve!’ cries Thomas, in a pretend sad sing-song voice. ‘There was no respect for youth when I was young, and now that I am old, there is no respect for age, I missed it coming and going.’

(He does this. Talks like he’s in a play, repeating word for word what other clever people have said.)

‘Thomas,’ I say. ‘Can you cram it? You are literally twenty-two. You’re not old.’

‘Oh, but he’s an old soul,’ sighs Mum, in a voice that sounds like being an old soul might just be the loveliest thing in the world. On either side of me, various arms are snaking around me, as Dad, Thomas and Mum grab their steaming plates and take them over to the table.

As I turn round with my own plate I notice Mum rearranging my table laying. I must have put the knives and forks the wrong way round (knives are supposed to go on the right, which I try and remember by telling myself that right kind of rhymes with knife, but that’s actually not all that helpful when the issue is that left and right both look the same to you).

I roll my eyes but don’t say anything. I don’t think she can help it, to be honest. Making things perfect just seems to be like a reflex for her. She fixes the mess I create without thinking. I scrape my chair out and sit down next to Dad.

‘How was your day, sweetie?’ he asks me. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘Ummm, good!’ I reply. ‘Just, you know, getting stuff ready to go back to school.’

I don’t mention Animal Rescue. It’s not like they don’t know – my constant demands for them to bring me hospital supplies are kind of a giveaway. Not to mention the rows of cardboard boxes in my bedroom lined with old clothes and little plastic cups of water. Inside each one sits one of my stuffed animals. So, yeah – if I said that’s what I’d been doing, I know they’d ask me about it and let me go on and on about the many miracles I’d performed. Thomas would probably even offer to play it with me after dinner. But there’s just something, oh, I don’t know, the tiniest bit embarrassing about talking about your pretend animal rescue when both your parents have been saving real lives in an actual hospital all day, and your brother’s boarding a plane in the morning to go and do the same thing.

‘Anything interesting on the wards today?’ asks Thomas, turning to Mum and Dad.

‘Well,’ says Mum, ‘since you ask, let me get your thoughts on this. I saw a patient today who had transferred down from West Cumberland late last night. Apparently he’d been out wandering in the fields, where a passer-by found him collapsed. He couldn’t remember anything about the last few days, but a CAT scan showed a subarachnoid haemorrhage localised to the cerebral convexities alone. So. What caused it?’

My mum’s a neurosurgeon, by the way. Neurosurgeons treat conditions that affect your nervous system – your brain, spine and nerves. Mum focuses on brain surgery. I know enough from spending hours listening to endless conversations like these over the years that a subarachnoid haemorrhage is basically a bleed on the brain – but beyond that, I’m totally lost.

‘Ooh,’ says Thomas. ‘I’m not sure. I guess it could be … posterior reversible encephalopathy syndrome?’

‘Or cerebral venous thrombosis!’ calls out Dad.

I stare at them nodding and babbling along with each other. Using words I don’t know that float above my head like those giant bubbles that street entertainers blow. I know I’ll miss Thomas more than anything when he goes tomorrow, but I won’t miss this … feeling like all the family smarts had been used up by the time I finally got round to pitching up.

I stuff the cheesiest, gooiest forkful of lasagne into my mouth, trying to push the thought away. I get my phone out under the table to text Ben, my best friend in the whole world. Ben is actually incredibly clever also (I swear, I must be like a genius magnet or something), but one of the things I love about him is that he never rubs it in my face.

WANNA HANG 2MORROW? I text.

DROPPIN THOMAS AT AIRPORT BUT

FREE AFTER THAT

Immediately, the three little dots of typing, typing, typing show up.

You bet. Shall I bring Bumble?

Bumble is Ben’s dog. She is brilliant and loving and I so wish I had a dog like her. I can’t have my own pet because my parents say it’s too much responsibility and none of us are home enough. Also, Mum’s always saying how allergic she is to both dogs and cats (very suspicious, since she always seems fine with Bumble). But, trust me, when I’m older I’m going to run a dog and cat shelter and I will take in literally any animal who needs a roof.

Whenever I used to say this, Mum would drop really unsubtle hints like, ‘Maybe you could train to be a vet?’, never listening when I told her that I’m way more interested in hands-on rescuing and day-to-day animal care. She’s stopped saying things like that now. Probably because she knows from my grades that there is a zero per cent chance of me ever studying medicine. Anyway, Ben knows how much I love Bumble and brings her round whenever he can.

YES!!! I reply.

CAN’T WAIT 2 C U!!!
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