
Chapter 9 
 

Down a staff corridor we go and into a back office, overlooking the open fields at 
the back of the building. It is filled with clutter: bags of compost stacked up in a 
corner, hanging baskets, packets of seeds, plastic watering cans and, on his desk, 
brochures for everything from budgerigar feed to rattan furniture sets. ‘Now, where is 
it?’ He searches under his desk and among the boxes and tins piled up on the floor 
for what seems like an age. 

I silently will him to find it, terrified that he might change his mind. Come on. 
Come on. Find that poison! 

‘Ah, I know!’ He crouches down and pulls what looks like a rectangular white paint 
bucket from under a wooden table. On the side of the bucket there is a red label 
featuring a big black rat and the words ‘RatFo – Maximum Strength Rodenticide’, in 
72-point Helvetica. 

‘I did a lot of research,’ he says. ‘And the best one on the market is this.’ It is, I 
note, only half full. ‘Rats absolutely love this stuff. Kills them dead. We haven’t had a 
problem since we started using this a few months ago.’ 

I look at him aghast, thinking of all the lemon drizzle cake I’ve eaten in the 
restaurant. ‘You mean to say you have rats here?’ 

‘No, not in the garden centre or the restaurant. Good Lord, no.’ He laughs and I 
breathe a sigh of relief. ‘In the storage sheds,’ he continues. ‘Animal feed and pet 
food always attracts them. It’s normal in an agricultural area. I put some of these 
sachets around the sheds and the fields behind them and, as I say, we don’t have a 
problem.’ 

‘That’s great. But do you find… dead rat bodies?’ 
‘No. That’s the amazing thing,’ says Steve enthusiastically. ‘They take it back to 

their nests, share it around and die right there! You don’t find any bodies. It 
dehydrates the corpses, so you don’t get that awful smell of decaying rat.’ 

I nod happily. 
‘You don’t find any sign of their bodies at all. I think it must turn them to ash.’ 
I can barely contain my excitement. ‘It really does sound fantastic.’ 
But Steve is looking doubtful again. ‘It’s commercial-grade poison,’ he says. ‘I’m 

really not supposed to sell it.’ 
My spirits sink to a new low – the solution is so near, staring at me from right 

there under the table, yet still so far away. ‘Couldn’t you just sell me what’s left in that 
bucket? Please.’ 

‘I’m really not supposed to… and it’s quite expensive.’ 
‘I honestly don’t care what it costs.’ For fuck’s sake, I want to shout, just give me 

the poison! 
‘I’ll have to work it out.’ He starts to search the top of his cluttered desk again. 
‘What are you looking for, Steve?’ 
‘A pen and paper.’ 
‘Here!’ I tear a few sheets from the notebook in my bag and hand it to him, along 

with my best silver pen, before he changes his mind again. 
He flashes me a furtive glance, like a dealer about to sell an addict a week of 

oblivion. ‘How much do you think you’ll need?’ 
‘What would you suggest?’ 
‘You said you counted a couple of dozen rats over a month ago?’ He pulls a 

calculator out of his desk drawer. ‘A female rat can mate 500 times in six hours…’ 



I grimace. But the horrifying image of the rat orgy at Plum Tree Cottage only 
stiffens my resolve. I am not leaving here without that bait. If necessary, I’ll come 
back with a balaclava and a crowbar in the middle of the night. 

‘A pair of adult brown rats can produce as many as 2,000 babies in a twelve-
month period, if left to breed unchecked.’ 

I clasp my hand to my mouth. ‘That’s just horrific,’ I gasp. By now I’m slightly in 
awe of Steve – he knows almost as much about rats as I do. He leans over his desk 
and writes some figures on the piece of paper. I watch as he taps at the calculator. It 
seems to take forever. But eventually, he looks up. ‘For the scale of your infestation, I 
think you might need just under two buckets.’ 

I nod, willing to take whatever he suggests. ‘What do I owe you?’ 
‘I’ll just find the wholesale price list.’ He forages around his messy desk for what 

feels like several mating cycles. The rats in my garden have probably increased five-
fold in the time it takes. (And on that note, why, I wonder, do people use the phrase 
‘going at it like rabbits’, when ‘going at it like rats’ would be much more appropriate?) 
Eventually, Steve manages to look the price up on his laptop. Then he does another 
calculation. I start to grow nervous. I want the RatFo. Badly. But how expensive is 
such a premium poison going to be? I brace myself for the bad news. Judging by the 
quantity in the buckets, it could be hundreds of pounds. 

He looks up. ‘That will be £23.76,’ he says. 
Really? I’m stunned. I would happily pay five times that. ‘Thank you so much.’ I 

watch as he counts out the sachets of poison – it seems that eighty-six is the magic 
number – and puts them into a second bucket. I rummage in my bag for my purse, 
eager to pay and be out of here. 

‘Come with me,’ he says. ‘You’ll have to pay at one of the tills and then I’ll help 
you out to your car.’ 

I follow him through the store again. Worried that he could still change his mind, I 
try to engage him in rat-related conversation. ‘So, what’s it made of, this bait, that 
makes the rats love it so much?’ 

‘Um, I think it’s cereal based,’ says Steve as we pass the café – the Bakewell tart 
not half as attractive now. ‘Wholewheat I believe.’ 

‘Wholewheat?’ I repeat. ‘For the health-conscious rat before it keels over? Has it 
got goji berries and chia seeds in it, too?’ But now we’re back at the till where we 
started and Steve wisely decides to ignore my comments. 

My heart sinks when I see a line of people waiting to pay for their plants. But it 
seems I’m a special case. Steve indicates for me to follow him to the side of the desk 
and plonks the buckets on the counter. I curse the indiscreet packaging for 
broadcasting my embarrassing problem to all and sundry. 

‘Put this through as a special sale,’ Steve instructs Cheryl. The customers waiting 
in the queue exchange glances but do not complain. That’s Devon for you – the 
people are so lovely and laidback. Or possibly just relieved that they have no need 
for a great big bucket of RatFo. 

I’m mortified – not just that I’ve jumped the queue but because of the nature and 
quantity of what I’m buying. I give an embarrassed shrug by way of apology to the 
woman who was next in line. ‘That’s alright, luvvie.’ She nods at the buckets. ‘Looks 
like you’ve got a bit of a problem.’ 

A man leans forward and points at my poison. ‘If you’ve got any of that left over, 
love, perhaps you can come and put some under my decking? I’ve got them too and 
I can’t get rid of the buggers.’ 



‘I had them under my garden shed,’ someone else pipes up. 
Suddenly, and unexpectedly, my shame fades away – not unlike a pest that has 

eaten RatFo. I am not the only one with this problem. I feel so much better to know 
that other people are suffering too. 

Suddenly, the queue is alive with rat-related conversation. I turn to address my 
audience, happy to share my not-inconsiderable knowledge of the Rattus 
norvegicus and its habits. ‘Rats love the space under patio decking,’ I say. ‘And the 
space under garden sheds – it’s warm and dry under there.’ 

‘I live in Topsham and we get them coming up from the estuary,’ says another 
woman. ‘They ate their way into my wheelie bin.’ 

I nod. ‘If they’re in your drains you might want to consider a rat flap.’ 
‘How does it work exactly?’ 
I’m about to launch into a detailed explanation but Steve gives a polite cough. I 

quickly produce my bankcard and punch in the code, delighted to have finally nailed 
the deal. 

Cheryl hands me the receipt. ‘Hopefully that will do the trick.’ 
I flash her a happy smile. ‘If it doesn’t, I’ll be eating it myself.’ 
‘Where are you parked?’ asks Steve, picking up the buckets of bait. 
‘By the planters and paving slabs.’ 
‘Right. These are quite heavy so I’ll help you out.’ 
As I move away, a woman in a long tangerine scarf plonks a giant sack of horse 

feed on the counter. She nods at the RatFo. ‘Good luck with that,’ she says, with 
more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice. ‘This is the country, darling. They’re 
everywhere.’ 

I ignore her – no one is going to ruin my moment of triumph – and follow Steve 
out of the store, past the ornamental fountains, dwarf palm trees and statues of 
garden nymphs, congratulating myself on my powers of persuasion. 

‘I’m so grateful for your help,’ I say, as Steve puts the poison in the boot of my car. 
‘It’s a pleasure.’ He gives me a warm smile. ‘Come back and let me know how 

you get on.’ He says this as though he really means it – as if genuinely hoping for a 
good outcome for me. Who knew that buying rat bait could be such a bonding 
experience? 

‘Absolutely, I will,’ I say, beaming at him and crossing my fingers behind my back 
for a second time today. If I ever come back here it will be to buy tulip bulbs or basil 
seeds – maybe even a Laughing Buddha – definitely not, to discuss rats. 

Driving away with enough rodenticide to take out the London sewer network, I feel 
the warm glow of a mission accomplished. I am across this problem. By the time I’ve 
finished, there won’t be a single rat within a five-mile radius of Plum Tree Cottage. 


