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			Chapter 1

			I’d been working for Stanley Lampitt DipWCF for over a year. His forge was only fifteen miles from my home, but until I became an apprentice farrier, I’d never been to Hathersage. It is a relic of the Industrial Revolution, nestled in the valley between the Scorthwaite and Eckersley fells. Its solid millstone grit terraces, repurposed mills and empty warehouses line its main road and gradually give onto post-war semis and larger ‘villas’ with names like ‘The Limes’ and ‘Sunny Bower’. It was from one of these, built on the promise of sustained manufacturing, that Stanley Lampitt plied his trade. Its garage had become a forge and its interior a parody of opulence. Ewan and I called it Bling Manor.

			I’d passed my first set of farriery exams and Stanley had finally decided I was ready to nail a shoe to a hoof. I’d bloomed with pride when he told me. Nailing a horseshoe onto a hoof is real farriery. I’d pictured myself bent double with a hammer in my hand and wreathed in smoke – but now, with the book open on my lap and the shire horse twenty feet away, eels were tumbling in my guts. ‘You’ll be reyt wi’ a shire,’ Stanley had said. ‘Stevie Wonder could shoe one o’them wi’ a knife and fork.’ Pedley, who owned the horse, was on the other side of the window now, tapping on the face of his watch, but the presence of Lucky, Stanley’s psychopathic Jack Russell terrier, meant that a safe van-exit needed our full synchronicity and I was still checking a diagram of the internal structures of the foot. ‘Give us a bastard minute!’ Stanley advised, but Pedley opened the van door. 

			Before fresh air had fluttered through the gap, Lucky was in flight. I made a grab for her that sent Hickman’s Farriery (Second Edition) up in a flapping flurry, but I might as well have grabbed for a Polaris missile. Pedley clamped her with his foot. Lucky swung a crocodile snap. Pedley hopped. Lucky squirmed then she scooted off in a blur of clockwork legs, her line as straight as a second hand. ‘Don’t just stand there!’ Stanley yelled at me over the booming of Pedley’s chained Rottweiler. ‘Go on!’ 

			Sheep were beginning to scatter. I set off, a bulldog after a greyhound. My only hope was the gate – it might slow her down – but a strut was broken and she flew the gap like a paper plane. 

			She’d locked onto two sheep apart from the flock. They darted, panicked, unsteady, desperate for the safety of numbers. The others had bunched in the corner of two dry-stone walls, their flanks heaving like racehorses’. Lucky dived at them now, snarling and yapping. A ewe ran at her with its head down. Lucky leapt back; stump tail still thrashing. Sheep wove and threaded, knotting to a clump. Lucky dropped a play bow. She yapped. She bounced in to the bunch and grabbed a mouthful of fleece. She ran in leaping circles with it, thrilled at her treasure. I picked up a stone. If it was play she wanted, I could play. 

			‘Lucky!’ I yelled, then again with more playful enthusiasm. ‘Lucky! What’s this?’ I tossed it skyward. She glanced back at the sheep. ‘Lucky!’ I threw the stone up again and caught it with a downward sweep. I was shocked when she bounded the tussocks towards me, fleece flying from her teeth like a flag. I grabbed it for a game of tug-o-war, and when my left hand was on the fleece, my right scooped her into my arms. She squirmed and wriggled, slithering in my grip. She wouldn’t fall for that trick again. 

			She was still barking in frustration at the receding sheep when I closed the field gate behind us. ‘It wants shooting, does that!’ Old Pedley was raging, his crimson face inches from Stanley’s.

			‘What do you think it were going to do, Joe?’ Stanley was looking on the little dog, now shaking with fury in the crook of my arm. ‘Drag one up a bastard tree and eat it?’ The tuft of fleece was still poking through Lucky’s teeth making it look like she’d tried that already.

			I handed Stanley the quivering terrier. He turned to put her back in the van and her head gyroscoped to keep her eyes on the sheep.

			‘I’ll be ringing Michael Morrison next time my horses want shoeing,’ Pedley said. Michael Morrison was my mother’s farrier and Stanley’s ‘frenemy’. He irritated Stanley by securing all the lucrative veterinary work. He was no more qualified than Stanley, but he had the quiet blandness of a geography teacher and his even temper meant the vets preferred working with him. 

			Stanley turned back, the dog still in his arms. ‘I’ve been shoeing for you for twenty year, Joe!’ 

			‘Aye, well,’ Pedley grunted, ‘Michael Morrison won’t turn up an hour late wi’ a savage dog in his van!’ 

			‘Come on,’ Stanley pleaded. ‘I can leave t’dog at home next time.’ Lucky strained upwards to lick Stanley’s face. 

			‘You should o’ left t’dog at home this time,’ Pedley muttered. 

			Stanley’s sigh rattled with the metal as he dragged open the van door and shoved a grinning Lucky onto the passenger seat. We unpacked the van through a six-inch crack and as Stanley bent to drag out a rasp, he whispered in my ear, ‘I’ll be doing the nailing on today.’ 

			I halted the foot stand on its journey to the floor. ‘I’ve been psyching myself up to this!’ 

			‘I’ve no chance o’ keeping his business if you lame his bastard horse – have I?’ he hissed. 

			‘I’ve been reading up!’ 

			He dropped the rasp into the pocket of his chaps, ‘You can shoe one o’ Sylvia’s.’

			‘They’re ponies!’ 

			‘She thinks the sun shines out of your arse!’

			‘You said Stevie Wonder could shoe a shire with a knife and fork!’ 

			But Stanley wouldn’t budge.

			I watched with my hands in my pockets whilst he shod two shires with hoof walls as wide as Hadrian’s, and sulked.

			Pedley was grudgingly paying up when a machine-gun volley of barking fired from the van. Lucky’s front feet were on the window, her stump tail was thrashing, and her ears had pricked to Toblerone triangles. A ewe had appeared behind the gate. Pedley pointed to the dog and shook his head in sad confirmation that we wouldn’t be coming back. 

			She was still ping-ponging round the cab when we climbed back in. Stanley bared his teeth at her, growled at her and flung himself behind the steering wheel. I grabbed her collar and gathered the dog to my lap. Stanley slammed the van into gear and hit the accelerator so hard that Lucky shot straight into the footwell.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			The Best Van growled up Scorthwaite Fell, past yellow speckled gorse bushes and sheep splashed pastures. Lucky’s ears triangulated as she gazed on the marshmallow softness of the grazing ewes. I covered her eyes and watched a line of numbered fell runners processing the edge of the road. ‘Throstleden Show’s on,’ Stanley observed. I nodded. Set on the first Friday and Saturday of September, Throstleden Show marks the end of Throstledale’s summer. My grandad once won the ‘Victoria Sandwich Baked by a Gentleman’ prize. The trophy’s still in his cabinet. Throstleden Show hosts one of the biggest fell runs in the north of England. If I’d not been working, I’d have been watching my girlfriend, Millie, jumping her horse there.

			I’d met Emilia Slater B.Vet. Med. MRCVS, six months ago, when she’d been treating a horse on Richard Jennings’ racing yard. With Ewan’s encouragement, I’d found the courage to ask her out. She’d joined me at Ewan’s ‘graduation’ party and we’d discovered shared passions for horses, Ed Sheeran and the wild Yorkshire Dales. What were the chances of finding the one girl in Yorkshire who also thought a Sunday fell walk in the drenching rain was exhilarating? We’d climbed Pen-y-ghent in the snow and swum in Malham Tarn in the evening sunshine. We’d flown birds of prey in Settle, walked hand in hand round Skipton horse trials and drunk champagne on Scarborough sands. I could no longer imagine a future without Millie in it, but she was three years older than me and my career was in catch-up. Ewan had been the other apprentice then, but now he was a qualified farrier. If he’d been at Pedley’s, he might have persuaded Stanley to let me nail on. 

			I turned to the passenger window. We passed two more stringy runners striding out with even paces. Stanley watched their steady, swinging rhythm. ‘Your mum’s on this year isn’t she?’ he said. He was glancing in his wing mirror as he spoke. ‘Do you fancy watching her?’ 

			I’d seen Mumma’s demonstration a hundred times. ‘I fancy watching Millie,’ I said. He slid me a knowing look. ‘She’s jumping her horse!’

			

			Millie had rescued The Onion from death. She’d been called out to euthanise the racehorse by his trainer, Richard Jennings, because his claustrophobia meant he fretted in a stable and injured himself in a wagon. Jennings had been sheepish when she arrived. ‘Bad show all round,’ he’d said and wished there was another way. All the time Millie was drawing up the first of the two euthanising drugs, Jennings was detailing the damage the horse had done. ‘The other owners don’t like it either, you see. I had to withdraw Lady Rebel when we got to Musselburgh; she’d been injured by this fellow in the wagon.’ He pushed his hands through his fair hair. ‘I can’t even shut his stable door,’ he went on. ‘There’s just a chain across, or he damn near kicks the thing off its hinges.’ 

			The Onion was on the floor now, flat on his side with his umber coat gleaming in the sunshine. ‘He’s only five,’ Richard added, ‘and a lovely natured horse in every other way.’ Millie was drawing the second drug into her syringe; the drug that stops the heart. She found the stop watch on her phone – timing is crucial – knelt by the prone racehorse and sought with her hand for a vein. The animal was warm, muscled and throbbing with life. She looked on his shining coat, his athletes’ tone, his dancers’ limbs and she withdrew her hand. ‘Everything all right?’ Jennings had asked her, but she had been unable to shift her eyes from the sleeping example of youthful, equine perfection.

			‘Can I have him?’ she’d asked at last. Richard Jennings had been taken aback. The horse didn’t belong to him, he was acting on owners’ instructions; he’d need to make a phone call. Meanwhile, Millie had made a phone call of her own – to me. ‘Do you think your mum would lend me her small wagon? I’ve driven one before… ’ She omitted to mention that The Onion was inclined to trash them, but even if she had, I suspect my mother would have lent it to her; they’re equally soft about horses.

			Richard Jennings came back, beaming, Millie paid him a pound to keep the transaction official and my mother drove over to collect him herself. He’d still been heavily sedated, so the wagon survived unscathed on the fifteen minute journey to Mossthwaite Farm. As she drove, Mumma had devised a rehabilitation programme and Millie had agreed to livery the horse with us, at Mossthwaite.

			

			This was Onion’s first un-sedated trip in a wagon since then (he’d lost his definite article with his racing career). ‘What about this afternoon’s work?’ I asked. 

			Stanley swung the van into a U-turn. ‘Ewan’ll cope.’ 

			‘Should I ring him?’

			‘Should you buggery. He’ll kick off.’ 

			My teeth slid over my bottom lip.

			‘Listen,’ Stanley said, reaching down to switch on the radio, ‘I’ve had a shit morning of it, and Monday’s set to be shitter.’ He selected third gear for the steepest slope of the fell road. ‘If I fancy an afternoon at Throstleden Show. I’m my own boss and I’m entitled to it.’ 

			I fished out my phone to ring Millie with the good news, but there were no bars showing on my screen. 

			We dropped into the cupped palm of Throstledale and pulled onto a cow-pasture car-park. We were nestled in a bowl of fells which lap and fold like rumpled silk. Lucky bounced up at the window. I clipped on her lead and Stanley clamped her jaw. ‘Bloody behave yourself!’ he warned her. She jumped down and trotted beside me. The line of fell runners were distant matchstick men, sketched on a crisp piebald tablecloth. I shaded my eyes to watch them process Throstle Rise like ants. Stanley bought a programme. 

			In the main ring, handlers in white coats were walking backwards to show off mild mannered cows on white ropes. They were ‘Dairy Heifers in Calf; not more than three years old’. 

			‘You know who’d have loved this?’ I remarked, then I answered my own question. ‘Dirk.’

			‘He would,’ Stanley agreed. ‘He loved owt proper English.’ Dirk had spent nearly a year working with us, before returning to his native South Africa with his Spanish wife, Maria. They’d lived at Stanley’s and we’d become close, so I was surprised by his lengthy silence.

			‘Have you heard how he’s getting on?’ I asked, but before Stanley could answer me, a man at my side pointed to Stanley’s dog.

			‘Is this your sheep killer, Stan?’ He was as gnarled as an oak log, with a face wider than it was long, and sandwiched between flat cap and anorak. 

			‘Bloody hell, Seth,’ Stanley shot. ‘Have you been on t’bastard tom-tom drums all mornin’?’ 

			‘I can sort it out for you, if you want.’

			‘How?’ Stanley asked and Seth tapped his nose. Stanley shifted and looked down on his dog. ‘I’ll have a think about it.’

			‘It’ll never look at another yow.’ The man beside him winked, his ancient chin was resting on his sheep crook. ‘Not once Seth’s sorted it.’ 

			‘Aye, but how will Seth sort it? I don’t want t’RSPCA on us.’

			‘Oh, give o’er,’ Seth scoffed. ‘I’ve sorted hundreds out wi’ no bother.’ Stanley looked dubious.

			Throstleden Show was still a forum for farmers to sow gossip, broker deals and view one another’s livestock. Stanley chewed the fat and I took out my phone again. Millie didn’t answer. 

			Stanley followed me past the vintage tractors, the craft tent and the horticulture display. We were heading towards the showjumping ring. Stanley couldn’t pass the hog roast though. We were waiting in the queue and my eyes were on the matchstick fell runners silhouetted on the sky, when a punch in the kidneys buckled me over. ‘Have you no sodding horses to shoe?’ 

			I looked into Jay’s grinning face. ‘Have you no sodding horses to ride?’ 

			He answered by holding up a bandaged paw. ‘Trapped it in a car door.’ 

			I winced. ‘How’s tricks at Mervyn’s?’

			‘Shite,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Half a dozen injured horses, unpaid training fees, and I’ve just weighed in at eleven stone two.’ 

			‘You won’t be wanting one o’ these, then?’ Stanley said to him as he handed me a dripping pork sandwich. 

			Jay shook his head. ‘There’s a bit o’ good news though – Mervyn’s selling Anvil Head to Richard Jennings!’

			There was no need to ask why Mervyn Slack was selling Anvil Head; the racehorse was useless. The mystery was why Jennings was buying it. 

			The public address system crackled to life. ‘Over in ring two now, we have local lad Aiden Buttershaw, in the final of the sheep shearing contest.’ 

			Stanley nudged me. ‘We’ll have to have a look at this,’ he said, pork rind flapping on his chin.

			‘What about the showjumping.’ I was looking in the other direction.

			‘It’ll be two minutes,’ he said, striding towards ring two.

			‘Do you know him?’ I asked as we passed the Methodist tea tent.

			‘Course I do! There’s only three families in Throstleden: The Holdens, The Buttershaws and the Holden-Buttershaws.’

			We snaked like sidewinders between the Barbour jackets and the Le Chameau wellies and I glimpsed cages and cages of crooning, strutting, scaly fowl through a gaping tent flap and shuddered. I loathed the things. The shearers were being introduced: ‘He’s retired now, is Aidan, but he still dreams about sheep – don’t you, Aiden?’ A cockerel hollered. I lifted Lucky up, so I could pass the poultry tent more quickly.

			Seth Holden was in the middle of the sheep ring, flanked by two muscular men in vest tops and shearing shoes. He was holding the microphone like it was an unwanted lollipop. Suddenly, two gimmer lambs shot through a shutter. The shearers snatched them up and sat them like babies. Motors buzzed and Seth shouted, ‘Hey up! Look at Tom go! He’s up its neck already – and down the side he comes! Oh, Aiden’s got a wriggler! Go on, Aiden! Peel it! Talk to it! Don’t leave any danglers!’

			‘Come on, Aiden!’ Stanley shouted over the cheering.

			‘Tom’s goin’ for it now! He wants that eighty quid! Aiden’s catching him though! Fast and clean – down the last side he comes! Oh, and he’s done it!’ Aiden had released his ewe lamb and Stanley raised his fist like Che Guevara. ‘The local lad’s done it! Twenty-seven point four seconds!’ 

			‘Right,’ I said to Stanley. ‘Showjumping,’ but just as I spoke, Stanley cocked his ear to the announcer. She was introducing Lizzie Harker and her ‘Amazing Dancing Horses’.

			‘Surely you want to see this!’ 

			‘I see it every day!’ I reminded him.

			‘Well, I want to see it,’ Stanley said. 

			The familiar sound track of Ravel’s Boléro had started and the announcer had moved on to Mumma’s marketing spiel: ‘Lizzie’s skills are in demand all over the country, helping with difficult and dangerous horses. She’s worked for the RSPCA, for Sheikh Mohammed Al’ Amiry and for two Olympic show jumpers …’ 

			‘Come on!’ Stanley ordered. ‘T’showjumping’s on all afternoon!’

			I sighed and trudged behind him past the W.I. tent and the bouncy castle. 

			Mumma’s four saddle-less, bridle-less mares were trotting, prancing and, head-tossing behind her. She looked younger in the main ring than her fifty-two years. The crowd clapped her entrance and my mother flicked her ‘wand’. One horse – Ocean, I think – broke from the herd and began trotting a large left-hand circle. Another went out, right. Then a third trotted left and Phoenix went right. When four horses were weaving a reel, the music changed to a Highland Fling and the crowd spluttered a mesmerised applause. My mother bewildered audiences like a sorcerer. The horses followed her dance steps, lay flat and cantered figures of eight. After twenty minutes, they bowed on her command and the crowd blasted their appreciation. 

			Stanley turned from the rail. ‘That’s bloody impressive, is that.’ It was, if you didn’t see the day-to-day, step-by-step, methodical grind that led to it.

			‘Right,’ I said, lifting Lucky from the tangle of legs. ‘Showjumping.’ Stanley didn’t move. ‘Come on!’

			‘I fancy t’beer tent,’ he said. I rolled my eyes. I should have left him at the hog roast stand. He tossed me the van’s keys then headed towards the laughing crowd who were grasping plastic glasses by the open flap. 

			I arrived at the showjumping ring just as a leggy bay gelding was leaving it: Onion. I sighed and set off towards Onion’s receding tail. ‘Millie!’ She twisted in the saddle and resisted in the reins. It’s difficult to kiss someone who’s sitting on a sixteen hand high thoroughbred, but using her stoop and my tiptoe, we managed an awkward nose bash.

			‘Three down,’ she grinned. She was genuinely pleased. All she’d wanted was for Onion to travel calmly – which, thanks to Mumma’s expertise, he’d done.

			I followed Onion’s loping stride to the wagon park, where I hugged my mother, untacked the horse and helped load him. Once he was happily munching hay in a space no wider than his flanks, Millie and I strolled off to enjoy Throstleden Show. ‘Just think,’ she said, with one hand holding an ice cream cone and the other swinging my arm, ‘when you’ve your own farriery business and I’ve my own veterinary practice, we can take a Friday off whenever we want.’ 

			‘You’re getting ahead of yourself, aren’t you?’ I laughed and kissed her on the nose. We stopped to admire a pair of Gloucester Old Spots and I remembered Ewan. He’d be just about starting on his third polo pony.
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			Chapter 3

			Stanley emerged into the forge wearing a neat grey suit. I’d never seen him dress like that before. His pale blue tie had horseshoes all over it, his shoes were polished to onyx and he was carrying a pale blue envelope file. (Why he was carrying a file was a mystery to me, unless its content had the reading age of a CBeebies magazine. The travelling family he’d been born into had barely sent him to school.) ‘Is he still sulking?’ Stanley asked me with a flick of his head. Ewan glanced up from the box of horseshoes he was sorting through, then looked away again. Stanley sighed, ‘Ewan! You still had half a dozen to shoe!’ 

			‘We still had half a dozen to shoe!’ 

			Stanley switched the file he was carrying to his other hand. ‘You did a day’s work; you got paid for a day’s work!’ 

			Ewan swung round. ‘You didn’t do a day’s work though, did you!’

			‘It’s my bastard business!’

			‘It’s not his!’ Ewan’s shaking finger was pointing at me.

			‘I didn’t have a choice!’ 

			‘I’ll bet you didn’t complain though!’ He turned back to Stanley. ‘You wouldn’t have left Dirk with a yard full o’ polo ponies to shoe!’

			‘Oh, for pity’s sake!’ Stanley raged. ‘Dirk’s a grown man and a qualified farrier!’ 

			Ewan chucked the shoe he’d been holding back at the box. ‘I’ll always be the fucking apprentice to you, won’t I!’ The clatter had set Lucky yapping. ‘I’ve got DipWCF after my name now! Remember?’ 

			‘Well bloody act like it!’ Stanley shouted. He turned to me. ‘Come on, Posh Lad.’ 

			I trailed him towards my Astra.

			‘And I hope she takes you for every penny!’ Ewan bawled after us. 

			Stanley stopped in the doorway of the forge and looked back over his shoulder. ‘You might just want to think that one through, Dolloper.’ 

			I was taking Stanley to the final hearing of his divorce case. His ex-wife, Lynne, had upped sticks with Fucking Gary (repetition had registered it in my brain as his forename and surname) and Stanley’s teenage children, Jonathan and Katie. I struggled to imagine him as a family man. ‘He wasn’t,’ had been Ewan’s response. ‘That’s why she pissed off with Fucking Gary.’ 

			Ewan had liked Lynne. The mystery to him was why she’d married Stanley in the first place. Now, Lynne was demanding half the value of Bling Manor; she had the children and they needed security.

			I clicked open the passenger door of my car and Stanley stepped in. ‘Thanks for this,’ he said. ‘The van would have shit me suit up, and I could hardly cry poverty if I turned up in my Porsche, could I?’ 

			I started the engine. ‘How long do you think you’ll be?’ 

			‘Depends how much of a fight my brief puts up.’ 

			I pulled into the traffic snaking Hathersage Road. 

			‘Surely Lynne can’t make you sell your premises then expect you to stump up for her every month?’ Stanley was silent. ‘It’d be like cutting your throat then expecting you to be a blood donor.’ I crawled the car to a halt at the pelican crossing.

			‘You’ve never met Lynne, have you?’ I shook my head and he didn’t speak again until I’d pulled into a parking bay outside the family court; a grand building, hewn from millstone grit when Fowlden was rich from wool.

			Stanley rearranged the file on his knee. ‘Tell Ewan to mind what he’s doing wi’ that dark bay mare,’ he said. ‘Mervyn’s aiming it at Aintree.’ I nodded, and Stanley stabbed a finger at me. ‘And I want every brass farthing you two take today. Comprendo?’ 

			‘Course.’ 

			He let his seat belt seethe into its anchor. ‘And make sure you get that two eighty he owes me from last week.’

			‘We will.’

			He lifted the file off his knee. ‘And don’t try putting refits on and pocketing the difference, because I’ll ask him. I’m not having Lynne robbin’ me out o’ one pocket and you robbin’ me out the bastard other.’ 

			‘We don’t rob you,’ I said.

			Stanley’s movements had stopped and his deadpan face was looking straight at me. ‘I know full well you pocket the money for the trims you do.’ 

			‘It’s one or two trims,’ I admitted, in a voice that implied he was being unreasonable.

			‘And you keep your tips!’

			‘They’re our tips!’ 

			‘And there’s that client Ewan’s taken on at Scorthwaite and said nowt about.’ I swivelled my head. How did he know about that? ‘And there’s one at Fowlden he thinks I don’t know about an’ all.’ He gripped the door handle. ‘So I want every bastard penny off you two this morning.’ 

			I’d turned away but I felt Stanley freeze. I followed his gaze to a slight, well dressed woman walking up the building’s broad steps. Her sleek dark hair was bobbed and she was wearing a knee-length pencil skirt in a dogtooth check. Her red high heeled shoes matched her fitted scarlet jacket and she was gripping a black leather shoulder bag to her hip. ‘Hey up.’ She turned the vast brass doorknob on the double oak doors and as she turned sideways, glimpsed Stanley. She swung her head quickly away and the action bounced her gleaming black hair off her collar like she was in a shampoo advert. I’d expected Lynne to be homely and wholesome, like Mandy his current love interest; this woman looked sophisticated.

			‘Right,’ Stanley announced when she clicked into the building on high heels. ‘I’ll get a taxi back,’ then he turned and stuck his head through the Astra’s open window. ‘And leave the dog at home.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Why? You’ve a short bastard memory, haven’t you?’

			‘We’re only at Mervyn’s.’

			‘I’ve enough on my plate,’ he said, ‘wi’out frettin’ o’er what my dog’s savaging while my back’s turned,’ then he turned for the building with a world-weary tread. I remembered Lynne’s sharp, snappy steps and worried for him.

			

			Lucky was on the centre seat of the van. ‘Stanley says she’s to stay at home,’ I told Ewan, but he fired the engine. 

			‘We’re only at Mervyn’s.’

			‘I’m just telling you what he said.’ He was already pulling the van off the drive. 

			‘He won’t know any different if we get her back by dinner.’ I felt uneasy, but I didn’t want another row with Ewan. Lucky had jumped onto my knee and I looked at her thrashing stump tail. 

			‘We’d better make sure we’re back then.’ Ewan didn’t answer. In fact he said nothing between Bling Manor and Fowlden traffic lights. I tried to thaw the chill. ‘I thought we might have heard something from Dirk.’ Ewan said nothing. He changed gear and pulled away from the lights. ‘Have you heard from him?’

			‘Nope.’

			That was the end of our conversation. I’d tried a few more openers as I started the fire at Mervyn Slack’s racing yard, but he was obviously still too peeved for chit-chat. I ended up chatting to the head lad, Jay, instead. Whilst I was removing worn shoes from a sleek bay colt, Ewan was beating the palm of his hand with a rasp. Suddenly he found his voice. ‘Cesar Millan here,’ he said, ‘lets Stanley’s dog worry sheep – then he gets the afternoon off!’ 

			‘It wasn’t off,’ I corrected him. ‘I had to go to Throstleden Show!’

			‘Which is where you’d have gone if you’d had the afternoon off!’

			‘Not with Stanley, I wouldn’t!’ 

			Jay broke into our bickering. ‘You want to get Seth Holden on to that dog. He sorted my uncle’s German Shepherd.’ 

			Ruudi, the conditional jockey walked in and Ewan wagged his rasp at him. ‘I was getting punsed round Jennings’ yard while he was suppin’ beer at Throstleden Show.’ 

			I put my hands on my hips. ‘Are you going to shoe this horse, or what?’ 

			Ewan flung a pair of shoes on the coals and the routine of the racing yard ticked on around our silence. 

			The next horse in was a nervy creature, sensitive. I reassured it with a stroke down its shoulder as Ewan applied his nippers. No one spoke. Ruudi rode a rangy grey down the centre aisle of the American barn. Ewan reached his tongs into the fire and took out a glowing shoe. He dunked it in a bucket of water and snatched up the horse’s leg. The horse jerked its head; it flattened its ears. It reminded him that horses are nature’s mood barometer and I saw his chest expand with a calming breath. I took a handful of nails, stood beside him and handed him one. He banged it in with certainty. The horse tugged nervily, but Ewan talked to it. He banged in another nail. Then another. I made mock conversation with myself: ‘How did Millie get on with her new horse, Will? She had three down, thanks, Ewan, but she wasn’t bothered. Did you see her jump it? No, I just missed it, but I caught up with her afterwards.’ Ewan slid me a wry look. ‘And for your information, I never went near the beer tent.’ 

			Ewan took another nail from me. He tapped the nail as the dragon-thunder of an engine roared behind the wall. The colt’s flanks fluttered; its shoulders twitched. It was wild-eyed, ready for the dragon. The floor under us throbbed. The horse reared. Ewan backstepped to safety. There was a flat crack. Ewan’s phone had hit the concrete. In the next second, a hoof was on it. Ewan yelled. His phone crunched. Its insides spread outside its own edges and oozed over the concrete. I moved towards the horse’s shoulder, eyes down. My hand crept up and took the horse’s rope. The mechanical chug and sob receded and, but for the agitated breathing of the colt, the shoeing bay was still. Ewan gathered up the brittle fragments of his iPhone 5 from the floor. He stared at them. ‘Fuck,’ he said.

			

			‘That’ll be a hundred and forty,’ I told Jay twenty minutes later. ‘And Stanley said to remind you about the two eighty Mervyn owes him from last week.’ 

			‘Not to mention the four hundred quid for a new phone,’ Ewan said, cutting his eyes at the fragments now resting on the anvil.

			Jay grimaced. ‘How’s that happened?’ 

			‘Some berk started a tractor on t’other side o’ t’wall.’

			‘Ah,’ Jay said. ‘Mervyn must have taken his digger up the fields.’ We stared, waiting for the cash. Jay stared back. ‘He hasn’t given it to me.’

			‘Can’t you ring him?’ I asked.

			‘He’ll not hear it on t’digger.’ 

			‘Try!’ I suggested, but Jay had sandwiched himself between the two horses we’d shod and begun walking them away. 

			Ewan turned to me. ‘You’d better ring him!’ 

			‘I’ve lost half my contacts – remember!’

			‘Well, I can’t bloody ring him, can I?’ We stared at the jumble of glass and metal that had been his phone. ‘We’ll have to stop on t’lane. You can run up t’fields to him.’ I glanced at my watch.

			‘We’ve got to get the dog back!’

			Ewan wiped a hand over his mouth. ‘Shit.’

			‘We’re in shit either way,’ I observed and I picked up the foot stand with Stanley’s words clanging in my ears like a ringing anvil: Leave the dog at home.

			We drove down the lane. Mervyn’s digger hoved onto the horizon. It was rumbling over the far edge of the field, its bucket up, in mock salute. Ewan didn’t stop. When we reached the junction with the moor road, I lifted Lucky to my face. ‘We,’ I confided in her velvet ear, ‘are in deep shit.’ 

			

			We were halfway down Bling Manor’s drive with the dog trotting beside us, when I glanced Stanley’s shape through the side window of the house. The shit was even deeper than I’d realised. I’d expected to get bollocked for coming back empty handed; now I’d get bollocked for taking the dog as well. I nudged Ewan and pointed. The three of us froze. I examined our options: we could breeze in, all nonchalant, like I’d forgotten what he’d said about Lucky – or we could take her to The Fleece and buy some time. ‘The Fleece,’ Ewan said, scooping the dog up. It would only delay the inevitable, but at least we’d have hot pies in us.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 4

			I set Lucky down and she trotted into The Fleece on paws that bounced like mattresses. Her tail was up, her ears were triangles and her eyes were twinkles of delight. ‘Eee!’ Bob Entwistle exclaimed from his seat by the window that might as well have been his plinth. ‘That’s a little bonny ’un!’

			Lucky wagged her tail in acknowledgement and lolled him a doggy grin. ‘Come ’ere, then!’ Bob commanded and Lucky scuttered over the carpet to meet her admirer. ‘Best dogs I ever had, Jack Russells,’ Bob stated as he scooped her onto his lap. ‘Full ’o character.’

			‘I didn’t know you’d had dogs,’ I said.

			Bob scrunched up his eyes to protect them from Lucky’s tongue, lathering his face. ‘Oh, aye! Cracker were nineteen when he died two year since.’ He’d forced the dog back onto his lap where she was wriggling and wagging. ‘What do you call it?’

			‘Lucky,’ I said.

			Trevor chuckled and looked up from the pint glass he was drying. ‘Which is a bit of a bloody joke, seeing as how it belongs to Stanley Lampitt.’

			I collected our two half pints from the bar and carried them towards Bob and Lucky. ‘Is it all right with his hens?’ Bob asked.

			‘Oh, aye,’ Ewan nodded, lifting his lips from the froth of his beer. ‘It’s sheep it’s no good with.’

			‘You little beggar!’ Bob laughed. He’d taken the terrier’s jaw in his hand and was wagging it in admonition. ‘He wants to get it to Seth Holden.’

			Bob looked down on the grinning, tricoloured bundle of pelt on his lap and scrubbed her ears. ‘What a little fauce ’un, eh?’

			‘We weren’t supposed to fetch her out wi’ us,’ I confessed, as I leant back to receive a meat and potato pie. ‘But we felt sorry for her.’

			‘I’d have her.’

			Ewan looked up from his meat and potato pie. ‘You?’ 

			‘Aye. It’d get me out and about,’ Bob said. ‘We’d go for a walk of a morning and then I’d fetch her in here of an afternoon.’ 

			‘It’s an idea,’ Ewan said, handing her a crust of potato pie. 

			‘I want to run a pub!’ Trevor shouted, his tea-towelled arm in a beer glass up to the wrist. ‘Not a bloody care-home-cum-doggie-crèche!’

			

			Stanley was back in his work clothes and sipping coffee at the breakfast bar when we made our planned stroll into Bling Manor’s kitchen. Walking was proving trickier than I’d expected. Jauntiness implied innocence, but it might irritate him; so might guilty slouching. I couldn’t find a mid-way walk. Stanley looked up. ‘You know damn well you weren’t supposed to take that dog with you.’ 

			‘She’s been no bother,’ Ewan said brightly.

			‘And I want four hundred and twenty notes off you.’

			‘Ah,’ Ewan said. Like me, he’d expected a longer rant about the dog. ‘Mervyn were up t’fields.’ 

			‘So?’ Stanley demanded.

			‘So, he weren’t there to pay us.’

			‘He has a bastard phone!’

			‘He can’t hear it on t’digger.’

			Stanley rounded on me. ‘I told you!’ He was pointing with a shaking finger. ‘I wanted every penny this morning.’

			Ewan went into full Gallic shrug. ‘What could we do?’ 

			‘You could have walked up the bastard fields!’

			‘He were miles off!’ 

			Stanley’s glance darted between us. His arms were dangling like a gorilla’s. ‘If you’re taking the piss …’ 

			‘As if we’d pocket four hundred and twenty quid!’ I cut in.

			Stanley pressed his circled fingertips on his forehead and grunted. It was close to acknowledgement. 

			‘It looks like you’ve had a tough morning. Me and Ewan’ll manage at Scorthwaite,’ but Stanley was standing up.

			‘It’ll take my mind off shit,’ he said, and whistled for the dog.

			‘I thought we weren’t taking the dog,’ Ewan said. 

			‘That were before you filled it wi’ meat and potato pie in t’pub – and don’t say you haven’t, cos I know you will have! I don’t want to come back to dog shit on t’mat.’

			I’d thought dogs were supposed to be sensitive but Lucky wasn’t reading the situation well at all. Her tail-wagging cheeriness was putting herself – and us – in peril. The second the van door opened she launched herself onto Ewan’s lap and put her front feet on the dash-board. Stanley fired the engine.

			Layer upon layer of cloud was skittering over Scorthwaite moor. I shifted in my seat. Sitting was proving as tricky as walking had been. Stanley didn’t put the radio on. Should I chat, like nothing was wrong? Or should I let Stanley’s mood melt the windows?

			We passed Scorthwaite’s Norman church and the delicatessen, then crawled quietly towards the traffic lights. Lucky spotted two dachshunds on a split lead toddling out of the post office. She grew three centimetres. She followed them with her eyes. She lifted a paw and let it dangle. Please, no, I thought. Please don’t start today. Ewan passed her to me so I could turn her the other way, but her head was like a gyrocompass. The dachshunds drew level with the van. Lucky leapt back to Ewan’s knee, threw herself at the window and began a baying and scrabbling that bounced the van’s skin. ‘Shut up!’ Stanley bellowed. Then at Ewan, ‘Shut the fucking dog up!’ But Lucky’s throat was open and her bark was bouncing her off her feet. Ewan managed to clamp her snout, but she was twisting and thrashing like a captured crocodile. The van still rang with her fury. She freed herself. The yapping upped by decibels. She banged herself on the window. The dachshunds’ insouciance was infuriating. ‘I’m in the wrong bastard lane, now!’ Ewan tried covering Lucky’s eyes but she ducked and swivelled like a snake. ‘Four bastard years, you’ve let that dog create havoc in this van! Four bastard years!’ Stanley accused Ewan. The dachshunds were receding, and having successfully shrunk them, Lucky was spacing out her barks. ‘It should be a pleasure to take out, should that dog, but no. It’s either ripping into sheep or else it’s making my bastard ear drums bleed.’

			We were approaching the next traffic lights and Stanley was craning and glancing for a gap in the traffic. He flicked on his indicator but no one gave him quarter. With one last glimpse in his wing mirror he slammed down a gear and swerved into the path of a blue BMW. It mounted the pavement to avoid a collision. 

			Ewan sucked in air. ‘Jesus, Stanley!’ 

			I glanced to my left. I couldn’t hear the words spewing from the BMW driver’s mouth, but each one was contorting his face and forking his fingers.

			‘He’s not happy,’ Ewan remarked, but Stanley was already accelerating away.

			I hoped the BMW would turn left at the lights, but the roar of an engine flicked my eyes to the right. There it was, in Stanley’s wing mirror; a blue BMW, growing in size. It drew level with The Old Van and stayed there. The driver’s face was more purple than red now and spit was flecking his window. ‘He’s telling you to pull over,’ I told Stanley.

			‘He can fuck off,’ Stanley stated.

			‘He looks pissed off.’

			‘Don’t look at him then!’ 

			We rounded a bend in the road and Stanley slowed for the approaching roundabout. Suddenly, the BMW sliced across us. Stanley roared like an animal. The anvil, gas bottle and forge fought against the brakes. Lucky hit the dash-board. A bucket of used shoes slammed into the bulkhead. The van was still rocking when the driver’s door was whipped open. ‘Please!’ Ewan begged the BMW driver. ‘Just go away …’ but the BMW driver was hollering that he would knock Stanley’s fucking head off. ‘Seriously,’ Ewan was pleading. ‘He’s an animal. Just go!’ But the be-suited BMW driver banged on the side of The Old Van with his fist. 

			‘Get out!’ he yelled at Stanley. ‘Or I’ll fucking drag you out!’

			Stanley gripped the steering wheel like a body builder psyching himself up for a lift. He inhaled a deep lungful of air. I was already wondering whether they’d send Stanley to an open prison, or lock him up with the burglars and the arsonists when Stanley burst out. His feet slapped the tarmac and he grabbed the driver by the lapels. A car behind us honked its horn. Lucky was barking furiously. Stanley lifted the man off his feet. His legs were kicking above the tarmac. Stanley started walking. He walked between the stationary cars. The man was calling him a psychopath, a lunatic, a madman. Stanley stopped at the central reservation. He dropped him on the metal crash barrier and pushed down. The BMW driver’s arse slid between the two halves of the crash barrier until it was settled among the weeds. Stanley brushed his palms together, acknowledged the patience of the other drivers and walked to his vehicle, his padded shirt filling with the wind. He thumped onto the driver’s seat, wiped his face with the rag that was meant for the windscreen and fired the engine. Behind us the BMW driver was shouting like a toddler who’d fallen down the toilet. 

			We’d driven another mile before Ewan spoke. ‘I take it the court hearing didn’t go so well, then?’
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			Chapter 5

			We’d shod big footed cobs and Clydesdales with hoof walls wider than those of nuclear bunkers and still I hadn’t nailed on. Lucky was miserable too. Every time we came to stage four of the van-exit strategy (fling terrier over seat), a tail of rope flew with her so I could tie her up when the rear doors opened. Two attempts at escape this week had nearly hanged her from the door handle.

			We’d just finished at Chris the Donkey Man’s, and Stanley was barely settled behind the wheel of The Old Van, when his phone rang. I reached for it. ‘If it’s a funny looking number, don’t answer it,’ he commanded. ‘I keep getting ’em.’

			‘It’s Moneybags,’ I said and flicked it to speakerphone.

			‘Joe Pedley’s after me shoeing for him, Stan.’ Stanley found second gear. ‘But I don’t like taking your business off you.’ I felt Stanley’s hackles rise. He stared at his phone as we rumbled down the rutted lane. ‘So I thought I’d do you a swap.’ Stanley’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. ‘How do you fancy taking Julie Thornton’s warmblood mare on? It gets done regular and it’s more on your patch than mine.’ 

			Stanley’s voice came out as a dull monotone, ‘What’s to do wi’ it, Michael?’ 

			‘Nothing!’ Moneybags laughed. ‘I’m trying to be fair.’ 

			Stanley ran his tongue round his teeth. ‘Why this horse though, Michael?’ We’d reached the junction with the road. ‘You must have dozens you could swap me.’

			‘I said it’s more on your patch than mine.’ Stanley’s stubborn silence called out Moneybags’ conscience. ‘Okay, it can be a bit tricky, but you’ve Lizzie Harker’s lad with you, haven’t you?’ I threw my hands up in furious despair. At least once a week I had to remind Stanley that horse whispering isn’t an inherited skill – but Stanley was already agreeing to the swap. 

			

			The Old Van was soon rattling down the wooded lane towards Sylvia’s yard. Sylvia’s ponies were her reason to get up in the morning; they were all her care and all her conversation. Stanley cranked on the handbrake. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Have you got your book with you?’ He usually whipped the book out of my hands and told me nobody had ever learnt bugger all about shoeing horses from a book. I nodded. ‘You might want to refresh your memory while we unpack.’ I stared at him as he opened the driver’s door.

			‘Does that mean …?’ 

			‘You’re nailing on,’ he said, turning to me with the door handle in his hand. ‘And don’t let on it’s your first time.’ 

			Spiders were crawling in my belly when I fished the book from the door pocket. Welsh ponies leave less margin for error than shires or warmbloods. I opened Hickman’s Farriery at a diagram of the internal structures of the foot and narrowed my eyes as if I could slice it onto my retina.

			Three minutes later, I stepped onto the cobbles and toe-tapped a shiny conker. I stooped for it, turned it in my palm and watched the woody jewel gleam. I wished on its nutty smoothness and slipped it in my pocket.

			Sylvia was smiling. ‘There’s Teddy and Willow to trim and Poppy needs shoes.’ 

			Ewan set to work on Teddy and with no hint at his plans, Stanley instructed me to remove Poppy’s shoes. I bent under the pony’s tight round belly and a woodpecker tick-tocking on a nearby tree mocked the sound of my heartbeat. Soon the pony’s shoes were off and her feet were prepared. It was now Stanley claimed to be parched. ‘I could murder a brew, Sylvia love.’ 

			Only when she’d slipped from sight did Stanley regard the sole of Poppy’s small, smooth fore-foot, still dusted with the desiccated coconut of rasped horn. ‘Right,’ he said quietly. ‘Do not tap a nail unless I’m standing o’er you – comprendo?’ I nodded. Stanley placed a nail in my hand, ‘And listen to the foot.’ My brow must have puckered. Stanley took a nerve settling breath. ‘Do they teach you nowt at that college? Listen to the noise of the nail going in.’ Was this another piss-take? I glanced at Ewan, but he was examining the surface of Teddy’s left hind. 

			Stanley handed me the nailing-on hammer. I took it. To me it was a coronation sceptre. I grasped Poppy’s foot between my knees. The hoof wall was narrow; a blunt pencil line, not the jumbo felt-tip marker of Pedley’s shires. I lined up the first nail. ‘Right. Bang it,’ Stanley hissed. I banged. ‘Like a farrier, not like a fucking fairy!’ I banged it again. ‘That’s what you want to hear!’ he confirmed. Reassured, I found a rhythm.

			I was on my third nail when Sylvia returned with a pot of tea and three slabs of home-made parkin. She put down her tray. ‘You’ll mind what you’re doing, won’t you, love?’ I could hear the concern in her voice. I was relieved when Ewan spoke.

			‘I believe you did well at Throstleden Show.’ 

			Sylvia beamed. ‘Did you see us?’

			‘No,’ Ewan answered, brightly. ‘But these two might have. They were there, supping beer and chit-chattin’ wi’ clients – weren’t you, Stanley?’

			Stanley caught the conversation and deflected its trajectory. ‘Did you get a trophy, Sylvia?’

			She was thrilled at his sudden interest. ‘I did! I’ll fetch it out,’ and grinning she headed for the house again.

			With Sylvia out of the way, I found my rhythm again. This shoeing malarkey was turning out to be easier than it looked. I was hammering happily when Stanley suddenly shouted out, ‘Whoa!’ His voice had blundered through the beats but I’d hit the hoof again before he grabbed my wrist. ‘Did you not hear it?’ He grabbed the hammer, flipped it and whipped a nail out.

			‘Hear what?’ The nail tinkled to the floor. It was L-shaped.

			‘The bastard noise change!’ He sucked a steadying breath between his teeth then handed me a new nail. He stood beside me now; a slab of check-shirted judgement. ‘Go on.’ I gave the nail a belt – then another – and another – then Stanley snatched the hammer again. ‘For fuck’s sake, lad!’

			Sylvia had been grinning as she made her way back with the trophy but her brow creased with concern. ‘Is there a problem?’

			‘Just a bent a nail,’ Stanley smiled. He took over the work though, and Ewan took on the role of best supporting actor. He pored over the gaudy, gilt, oversized trophy that Sylvia had won for best in-hand barren Welsh mare and kept her talking till Stanley hammered the last nail home with six strong, certain blows. 
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