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CASEY USED THE twin points of her horse’s ears to line up the jump, like a sniper lining up a target on a gun barrel. Even from a distance it looked enormous: Everest in miniature. An artistic flower display attempted to make light of it, but the blossoms and shrubs did little to disguise the reality of Badminton Horse Trials’ most notorious fence. The Wall of Fear was the nickname given to it by riders who’d fallen there. If she survived it, she’d be well on her way to winning the greatest championship in three day eventing. If not …


‘Rhythm and balance, rhythm and balance,’ Casey told herself. ‘Trust your horse, trust yourself.’


The fence seemed to grow in size as they approached it – a towering monster.


‘Come on, boy, you can do it,’ Casey urged, driving her horse on with her legs and seat.


But Patchwork had had enough. Already today he’d been required to cart around a brat who wouldn’t stop kicking him, a woman the size of a double-decker bus and a boy who had refused to share his Polo mints, and he had no intention of hurdling the abomination before him. Spying a direct line from the school to his stable, where his dinner was waiting, Patchwork veered around the jump, ramming the assembly of junk with his shoulder as he went. The din could be heard three streets away.


From the direction of the office, Mrs Ridgeley’s penetrating voice started with a yell and built to her trademark roar. ‘Who moved my flowers? Where is my good chair? Where …? Casey! CASEY BLUE! IF YOU’VE BEEN RAIDING MY OFFICE AGAIN SO THAT YOU CAN PRETEND YOU’RE RIDING AT BADMINTON, I AM GOING TO MURDER YOU!!’
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Hope Lane Riding School was known to all who passed through its rusty gates as Hopeless Lane, albeit not within earshot of Mrs Ridgeley. The potholed road that ran alongside it was indeed called Hope, but anywhere further from a place of optimism could scarcely have been imagined. Situated between a toxic wasteland and a row of businesses in various stages of decrepitude – a second-hand electronics shop, a Chinese takeaway, a barber and a car wash which was, Casey was convinced, a front for a stolen vehicle operation – the twelve horses and three donkeys, overlooked by the listless trees that guarded the stable-yard, represented a last ditch stand against the city’s concrete advance.


Barely a kilometre down the road lay the green and lovely contours of Victoria Park, where the young professionals who’d become Hackney’s fashionable new residents sipped flat whites at cool cafes, shopped for funky clothes, visited art galleries devoid of paintings and bought exotic fruit and veg at crowded ethnic street markets, but the money and buzz had not yet filtered down to Hopeless Lane Riding School. Or, for that matter, to another of Hackney’s hotspots, the infamous Murder Mile, a thoroughfare frequented by gangsters, drug dealers and a rich array of immigrants, legal and illegal.


An invisible wall seemed to separate the two worlds. A sliding door. Sometimes that door would open a chink and Casey would catch a glimpse of how the other half lived and entertain ideas of how she might join them. But an instant later it would slam shut again, as impenetrable as a bank vault. Casey would be reminded that this was where she belonged: at 414 Redwing Tower with her father, barely a stone’s throw from Murder Mile, at school, and with the horses of Hopeless Lane.


And yet hopeless was not at all how Casey viewed the riding centre. Beneath its shabby exterior and sagging stable roofs it was a place of hope and sanctuary for many people. For all her bluster, Mrs Ridgeley (no one had ever dared to call her by her first name, Penelope) was a good and even inspirational leader to the motley collection of waifs, strays, disadvantaged and broken folk who were bussed in by well-meaning charities. Others wandered, bemused or simply curious, into her stable-yard. More often than not they left uplifted, ready to fight another day. One such person, a woman who’d found the strength to walk away from a life of petty crime after falling in love with riding, had remarked to Casey that Hopeless Lane’s owner was the patron saint of lost causes.


To her instructors – Gillian, burly but big-hearted; Hermione, who had long dark tresses and the air of someone who expected to be tapped on the shoulder any day and informed that a mistake had been made and she was actually a princess; and Andrew, a drippy boy who was in love with Hermione – Mrs Ridgeley was a mother figure.


To Casey and the other volunteers, she was part mentor, part tyrant.


‘CASEY BLUE!’ yelled Mrs Ridgeley. ‘Where are you hiding?’


‘Can I help you, Mrs Ridgeley?’ Casey asked innocently, materialising out of the shadows with a grooming kit. She’d persuaded one of the other volunteers to whisk the piebald cob back to his stable while she took advantage of the winter dusk to sneak the flowerboxes, chair and foldout camp bed back to the stable owner’s office.


Mrs Ridgeley glowered up at her. A wiry woman with jaggedly cropped yellow hair and skin like an ageing peach, she barely came up to Casey’s chest. But what she lacked in stature, she made up for in sheer force of personality.


‘Don’t come the innocent with me, girl. I know your tricks. I’ve told you before that I don’t mind if you want to have a trot around the school on Patchwork at the end of the day once the paying clients have gone. It matters not a jot to me if you want to exhaust yourself coaxing him over a pole or two. But I will not have you misusing stable property in order to playact these ridiculous fantasies of yours.’


She followed Casey into Patchwork’s stable and watched critically as the girl cleaned his feet with gentle efficiency. At fifteen and a half, her youngest volunteer was tall for her age and almost boyishly strong despite her thin frame, but the strain of the past year showed in the pallor of her face against her tangled brown hair. At first glance she was resolutely plain. A thousand people would pass her on the street without noticing her. It was only on closer inspection that you saw that her intelligent grey eyes burned with an intensity that was quite unsettling, and that there was a blue ring around the pupils, almost as if nature had intended them to be the colour of a sunny sky, but a storm had moved in.


Beneath those eyes were purple smudges, betraying many nights of lost sleep. Hardly surprising with what she’d been through. Goodness knows what her home life was like with no mother and that father.


Mrs Ridgeley’s voice softened. ‘Casey, you’re one of the most talented volunteers we’ve ever had at Hope Lane, and if you work hard and stay out of trouble I give you my word I’ll try to obtain some sort of grant for you to do your BHSAI exam when you finish school next summer. You have the potential to be a fine riding instructor one day. We could do with you here. But this nonsense about jumping ever more crazy obstacles has to stop. Or else …’


‘Or else what?’ Casey asked nervously, straightening up.


Mrs Ridgeley pursed her lips. ‘Oh, never mind. Patchwork needs grooming and I need to lock up. Turn out the lights when you leave.’


Running a brush over the cob’s dusty black and dirty-white hide, Casey reflected on Mrs Ridgeley’s offer. She was well aware that it was the best she was likely to receive. Trouble was, it wasn’t what she wanted. As fond as she was of Patchwork, she knew she could never be content with a future riding horses like him – stubborn, lethargic and hard-mouthed. She had no interest in notching up a dizzying number of hours attempting to communicate the finer points of ‘throughness’ and rising on the diagonal to parents and kids who only wanted an hour away from their troubles. She didn’t have Mrs Ridgeley’s leadership qualities, Gillian’s passion for teaching, or Hermione’s fondness for being adored by dozens of pony-mad children.


Casey dreamed of soaring over heart-stopping fences on a horse of fire. Of performing incredible feats to win the greatest prizes in eventing: the Badminton Horse Trials, the Kentucky Three Day Event and the Burghley Horse Trials. Together they made up the most elusive goal of all: the Grand Slam.


Of course, to do those things she’d need lorry-loads of money, gleaming, specially bred horses, the finest tack, clothes and boots, the best instructors … the list went on. All of which lent weight to Mrs Ridgeley’s argument that she should let go of her ‘ridiculous fantasies’. She was almost sixteen. Practically a grownup. If her teachers were to be believed, it was time to be sensible and focus on a realistic, achievable career. Unfortunately, conforming to what was expected of her had never been Casey’s strong suit.


‘Five minutes till lock-up,’ called Gillian over her shoulder as she passed.


‘Night, night.’


‘See ya.’


Casey presented Patchwork with his goodnight carrot and gave his granite rump an affectionate pat.


‘Not that you deserve it,’ she told him. ‘With the teeniest bit of effort, you could practically have stepped over that jump. It looked scary, but it was not even half a metre. A four-star horse, a Badminton horse, would barely notice something that small, but then those horses have wings.’


The piebald chewed without acknowledging her departure. Too long ago to remember, he’d had the spirit snuffed out of him by the learner riders of Hopeless Lane and he was committed to spending his last years doing the same to them. If a grenade had gone off in his stable, it’s doubtful he’d have flickered an ear.


It was a Friday night. Beyond Hope Lane, London’s East End seethed and crackled with an energy that was both intoxicating and sinister. Bursts of music – Arabic, Bollywood, African and cheesy pop – came at Casey from doorways, along with wisps of illicit smoke and snatches of foreign languages. Food smells assaulted her senses: Lebanese, Korean, Chinese, Caribbean, Thai, Greek, McDonald’s and every possible variation on fried chicken.


Mouth watering, Casey jogged to shorten the fifteen minutes it usually took to reach Redwing Tower, the January wind freezing the small part of her face not covered by her sweatshirt hood. On the front steps of the grim, grey tower she called home, a group of boys were wrestling and swigging from cans. She waited for them to leave before letting herself in. Redwing was, as her father liked to say, worse than some local authority housing and not as bad as others, but she generally found that the fewer people she encountered on a party night like Friday, the easier life would be.


When she reached the fourth floor and set off along the corridor to No. 414, she had the sensation of being watched. The hairs prickled on the back of her neck. ‘I won’t look, won’t look, won’t look,’ she told herself. Looking was weak. Looking was cowardice.


She was putting the key in the lock when the sensation became overwhelming. She swung round. A net curtain twitched but otherwise the corridor was empty. Nothing and no one was there.


Casey sighed. It was nearly four months since her father had been released from prison, but the unspecified fear that had been her shadow while he was gone had been slow to loosen its grip on her. She stood in the darkness until her heart rate returned to normal. Turning the key, she let herself in.




2


[image: image]


HI PUMPKIN. PERFECT timing. Dinner will be ready in ten.’


Casey couldn’t help smiling. Her father knew almost to the minute when she’d be home each day. On Tuesday, Friday and Sunday afternoons she was at the riding school until shortly before 6 p.m. On Mondays, Wednesdays and Thursdays she was at school until 5 p.m. Saturdays were less predictable because she worked at the Tea Garden from 8 a.m. till 3 p.m. before heading over to Mrs Smith’s for coffee and homemade chocolate shortbread. Most days it was still warm from the oven.


Once she and Mrs Smith started talking, hours had a way of vanishing, and by the time Casey got home she was usually so stuffed with Welsh rarebit (posh cheese on toast) from the Tea Garden and Mrs Smith’s wonderful biscuits that she was incapable of eating another morsel. Saturday evenings were, by longstanding agreement, Roland Blue’s night out with the ‘boys’ (none of whom were under fifty). That meant that Casey had the flat to herself and could lounge on the sofa for hours on end contentedly watching horse movies like Secretariat or The Black Stallion, or re-watching DVDs she’d recorded of the three disciplines of eventing – dressage, showjumping and cross-country, interspersed with the odd soppy romance.


Despite this unvarying schedule, Roland Blue always made out that her arrival ten minutes before dinner was ready was a matter of the most delightful chance, all the better because he’d been so busy himself that it had only just occurred to him to throw a few ingredients into the pan. In reality, Casey knew that the opposite was true. Her father’s days were mostly spent scouring the classifieds, or walking the streets looking for jobs. In jail they’d encouraged him to get a book-keeping qualification, overriding his protests that no one would employ a convicted thief to do their accounts. But so it had proved.


Roland Blue had since abandoned his attempts to get book-keeping work and was prepared to do anything ‘short of street-sweeping and slaving over a deep fat frier’, but four months after his release he was still unemployed. On several occasions he’d been on the point of being hired when he was obliged to come clean about his criminal record. All of a sudden he was too qualified for the position, or not qualified enough, too experienced or not experienced enough, too old, too slow, too laid back or too uptight. Twice he’d been told he was too greedy after refusing to work backbreaking hours for half the minimum wage.


Over the months, he’d grown desperate. His confidence was paper-thin. Casey’s homecoming was the highlight of his day. As much as he tried to act casual, happiness was written all over his face. His inability to hide his emotions had not stood him in good stead in court, but it was one of the many things Casey loved about him.


‘Back in a mo, Dad. Washing my hands.’


At the kitchen table, Roland Blue, a tall man with a slight stoop who tended to dress in a worn denim shirt and jeans, like a country singer who’d fallen on hard times, was ladling steaming creamy pasta into a bowl. He was not the world’s best cook but he enjoyed it, spending ages poring over recipe books he picked up in charity shops for a few pence. Jamie Oliver, Madhur Jaffrey, Gordon Ramsay: he liked them all. Since money did not exactly grow on trees at No. 414, many of the recommended ingredients were missing. It had become a standing joke between him and his daughter.


‘What are we having tonight, Dad?’ Casey would ask.


‘Vegetarian cottage pie.’


‘Anything missing?’


‘Only rosemary, tomato puree, redcurrant jelly and, uh, the cottage. Couldn’t afford it, house prices being what they are.’


Spices were missing from Madhur Jaffrey curries, icing from Delia Smith cakes, and as many as twenty ingredients from Gordon Ramsay recipes.


Tonight Casey asked, ‘What are we having, Dad? Looks good.’


‘Jamie Oliver’s macaroni cheese.’


‘Anything missing?’


‘Only oregano, mozzarella, parmesan, mascarpone and fontina cheese. Had to make do with bog-standard cheddar livened up with nutmeg.’


Casey took a mouthful and savoured it, even though it was, in truth, fairly bland. ‘It’s delicious, Dad. Really yum.’


‘Do you think so?’ Roland Blue asked modestly. ‘Took no time at all to throw together.’ He reached for the pepper grinder. ‘How was your day?’


Casey shrugged. ‘School was school. Patchwork was Patchwork. Mrs Ridgeley told me I should stop dreaming impossible dreams about becoming a champion eventer and focus on doing something practical, like working towards an assistant riding instructor’s certificate.’


Her father put down his fork. ‘Will that make you happy?’


‘It’s a great job and the instructors at Hopeless Lane seem to love it – well, apart from Andrew, who’s really only interested in Hermione – and at least I’d be working with horses, but …’


‘But what?’


‘But nothing. Mrs Ridgeley is right. I should forget about my stupid fantasies. It’s just that … oh, Dad, you know that more than anything on earth I’d love to be flying over mad jumps on a horse with wings and competing against the world’s greatest riders, but those kind of things never happen to girls like me.’


Her father’s face changed. He leaned forward and wrapped both of her hands in his big brown weathered ones. His eyes, as vividly blue as the Atlantic, bored into Casey’s serious ones.


‘Don’t ever let me hear you talking like that. Your mother would turn in her grave. Anything can happen to a girl like you, anything you dream of. Maybe not tomorrow or next month, next year or the one after that. But if it’s in your heart and you work hard enough and believe enough, you can accomplish anything. I know you can.’


Whenever her father spoke like that, which he did often, Casey felt guilty for thinking, But what about you, Dad? What happened to your dreams? All that wishing, dreaming and believing and look how it ended up.


But she’d instantly repel the thought, because that was the sort of thing her dad’s sister, Erma Delaney, would say – had, in fact, said with monotonous regularity during the course of the eight months she was charged with taking care of Casey while Roland Blue was detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure at Wandsworth Prison in south-west London. Eight months of her life that Casey would never get back. If it hadn’t been for Mrs Smith and the horses of Hopeless Lane, she would, she was sure, have gone insane.


Erma was a kindly bully who spent most of her time killing with kindness her long-suffering husband, Ed, and deadly dull daughters, Chloe and Davinia, in Inverness, Scotland. When Roland had been arrested Casey was only fourteen and Erma had flown down to London in a flap to save her niece from Social Services, who’d swooped in and were all set to drag her into care.


‘You’re a dreamer like your father,’ Erma had told her. ‘No, don’t smile at me. Don’t take it as a compliment. It’s the opposite. Dreams give people false expectations. They give people ideas above their station, lead them into trouble. Your mother was a dreamer too – hardly surprising, given she was American. It’s genetic. I blame Hollywood. People are brainwashed from the cradle to believe that anything is achievable by anyone. Your mum learned the truth the hard way. One minute she was footloose and fancy free in New York, dreaming of becoming a writer, and the next she was head over heels in love with your father, dirt poor and living next door to gangsters in a council flat in Hackney. That’s what happens when you dream.’


Casey had heard this rant so many times that she no longer had the energy to get annoyed by it, or to defend her father by pointing out that he’d held down a respectable job as a gardener at a local college while her mother was still alive. She said mildly: ‘Mum and Dad were so in love with one another that they didn’t care how or where they lived as long as they were together. Dad says that when their eyes met across the snowy piazza in Covent Garden, he turned to his friend and said: “That’s the girl I’m going to marry.” It was love at first sight. I think that’s romantic.’


‘Love, schmove,’ Erma said dismissively. ‘When I married your uncle I barely liked the man and we’re still married forty years on.’


Only now you can’t stand each other, thought Casey. But she didn’t say it. What was the point?


‘You’re doing it now, you’re away with the fairies,’ scolded Erma. ‘Snap out of it, girl. Wake up and smell the coffee. Wait till you’re out of school and queuing for unemployment payouts. Then you’ll get a reality check. You need grades in this world. QUALI-FI-CATIONS. If you carry on dreaming you’ll end up where your father is, behind bars. That’s where his dreams got him.’


With the exception of a couple of deluded, tone-deaf girls in her class who were one hundred per cent convinced they were going to win a reality show and become overnight pop sensations, her father and Angelica Smith were the only two people Casey had met in the entirety of her existence who not only believed in the pursuit of fanciful goals but actively encouraged her to do the same.


‘Earth to Casey. Earth to Casey.’


Casey giggled, suddenly aware that she’d gone off into a reverie in the midst of her conversation with her father. ‘Sorry, Dad. Long day. Okay, I’ll hold on to my dreams until I have to get a real job. Badminton here I come.’ She gathered the plates and filled the sink with soapy suds. ‘You haven’t told me about your day. How did it go?’


Her father beamed. ‘I have some news. Good news, for a change.’


It was only then that Casey realised that he’d been bursting to tell her something from the moment she walked in. ‘You’ve got a job!’


‘Well, no, not yet, but it looks promising. I have an interview to become an apprentice tailor. The money is terrible, but the prospects are fantastic. Good tailors are like hen’s teeth apparently. Your old Dad might end up on Savile Row. Imagine, Case, I could hand-stitch riding jackets for your competitions when you become famous.’


Casey reached for a tea towel and began drying up so that she could hide the conflicting emotions she always felt on occasions like this. On the one hand, her father’s enthusiasm was so infectious that it was hard not to be swept along. At the same time, a voice in her mind that was almost parental wanted to caution him to slow down and not leap ahead quite so much. To remind him of past disasters. But he believed in her and she wanted desperately to believe in him.


She turned with a smile. ‘That’s wonderful, Dad. You’d make an amazing tailor and they’d be idiots not to hire you. Have you mentioned—’


His face fell. ‘That I’m a convicted burglar? Not yet, but I will. Casey … Casey, I was wondering if you’d accompany me to the interview? Not into the room as such, but to the tailor’s shop? It would help, you know, to steady my nerves. It’s at three fifteen p.m. tomorrow. I know that your afternoons with Mrs Smith are sacred, but hopefully you wouldn’t be more than a few minutes late.’


He looked so earnest that Casey immediately rushed over and gave him a hug. ‘Of course I can, Dad. No problem at all. I wouldn’t miss it.’
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IT WAS ROLAND Blue who spotted the one dollar note lying in the gutter. It was folded in half so all that was visible were the words ‘In God We’ and part of the Great Seal of America. It was not until he opened it out and handed it to Casey that she saw the whole motto, In God We Trust and, on the front of the bill, the green countenance of George Washington, the first President of the United States.


‘I wonder who dropped it here,’ said Casey, dusting it off. ‘It’s a bit unusual, finding a US dollar on the streets of East London, especially in a back alley. It’s not really a tourist destination.’


‘It’s a sign,’ said her father, taking the note from her, tucking it reverently into his pocket and resuming his long stride down Half Moon Lane.


Casey hurried to catch up with him. ‘What kind of sign?’


‘A sign that your mother is with us today and that all will be well and I’ll get the job.’


If a stranger had overheard him talking that way, especially to his daughter, they’d doubtless have disapproved, but over the years he and Casey had found it a huge comfort to imagine that Dorothy was watching over them. Casey had been two years old when her mum went into hospital for a routine operation to remove her appendix and never came out again. She’d suffered a rare reaction to the anaesthetic and died on the operating table.


Aside from faded photos showing a laughing woman with curly brown hair, Casey had no visual memory of her mum, only a feeling – one of warmth, security and gentleness. It was perhaps for that reason that if she saw something unexpected that made her spirits lift – a spill of rose petals, her mum’s favourite flower, on a crowded pavement; a pretty feather on a grimy windowsill; a robin singing its heart out on a grey morning – she liked to think of them as love notes from the mother she’d never known but who she felt was always with her.


And so she had no objection to her father seeing the dollar that came from her mum’s birthplace as a good omen. She was inclined to believe the same thing. Forty minutes later it had all but been confirmed when Roland Blue came flying out of the Half Moon Tailor Shop and whirled Casey round until she was dizzy.


‘Okay, okay, I get it,’ she said laughing. ‘You’re happy. You got the job.’


A tear spilled from her father’s eye and he brushed it away roughly, embarrassed. His big hands were trembling. ‘Phew! I’ve not been that nervous since I asked your mum to marry me. The worst moment was when Mr Singh offered me the position before I’d had a chance to tell him about my prison sentence. I debated whether to keep quiet in the hope I’d get away with it, but I didn’t want to do that, to start on the wrong foot. It would have preyed on my conscience. I stuttered and stammered, but I finally managed to get it out. Told him every detail. As you can imagine it came as a bit of a shock to him. The blood sort of drained from his face and he was silent for the longest time. Then he told me that, as a young man, he’d been in a lot of trouble with the law himself and that if he hadn’t been given a chance he wouldn’t be where he is today. He thanked me for my honesty and said that the job was mine if I wanted it. I start on Monday.’


Casey was so proud she was almost in tears herself. It felt like a new beginning. A fresh chance.


She squeezed his hand. ‘Congratulations, superstar. I couldn’t be happier for you. Make sure you have a celebratory drink with the boys tonight. Right, it’s nearly four o’clock and I need to get to Mrs Smith’s for tea. Let’s go left up this alleyway. I think I know a shortcut.’
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That was it. That’s why they were there – in the wrong place at the right time, or the right place at the right time, depending on how you look at it. Afterwards, Casey couldn’t stop thinking about how the odds were trillions to one against them being in that exact spot at that exact moment. That if they’d passed that way a few minutes earlier, or if Mr Singh had been a more pedantic interviewer, they’d have been too late. Years on, it would still send chills through her.


The smell should have been the giveaway. The air was rancid with it. An unholy mix of fear, sweat and death. But it was a Saturday afternoon, a time when the streets often reeked of human excess (‘Eau de Weekend’ Roland Blue called it) and the pair were so deep in conversation that they were as oblivious to their surroundings as they were to the first flakes of snow. It was only when they heard an unearthly scream that they stopped in their tracks.


‘What in the name of all that’s decent was that?’ demanded Roland Blue. ‘Sounds as if someone’s being murdered.’


Casey’s whole body had turned to gooseflesh. She knew at once what it was but she didn’t want to believe it.


The scream came again, this time followed by the unmistakable clatter of hooves on concrete and men yelling. Up ahead on the right, a high wooden gate, signposted BJ Enterprises, was struck with force.


‘I think I’d better investigate,’ said her father. ‘I don’t know what’s going on in there, but it doesn’t sound good. Case, you wait here.’


‘There’s no way I’m staying behind,’ Casey began indignantly, but before she could get any further the gate crashed open, spraying splinters. Out flew a vision from a nightmare. Half horse, half skeleton, its dull grey coat streaked with blood and white lather. The creature paused momentarily, as if startled to find itself free, before bolting down the street in their direction, pursued by three red-faced men.


As the horse tore towards them, Casey, frozen on the spot, had a split second to take in that although he was so emaciated it was a miracle he was even standing, his eyes, sunken deep in his skull, blazed with a terrible hatred.


Do something.


Casey didn’t at first realise she’d spoken out loud. But, of course, nobody was about to do anything, because the horse was thundering along the tarmac in a blur of speed, the men were stopping and throwing up their hands, and her father was as stunned as she was.


Do something before he reaches the main road.


The horse was almost past her when she leapt for his swinging lead rope. It burned through her hands but she threw her whole weight back, forcing him to a swerving, clattering halt. He reared, wrenching her from her feet. Hooves flashed. She had the sudden understanding that he could kill her, yet she felt peculiarly unafraid. Somewhere, far away, her father was shouting her name. Everything hurt – the rope ripping through her palms, her body slamming against his bony side, her left ankle as she crashed down to the ground – but still she held on. The horse gave a final, defiant scream, but he was weakening. He staggered, his strength almost gone.


Casey snapped out of her trance. Recovering her balance, she moved as quickly as she could to take hold of his headcollar. He flinched, nostrils flaring. For an instant his wild eyes were level with hers, and into her mind came the quote, its author unknown, that Mrs Smith had cross-stitched, framed and hanging on her living room wall:


‘… and he whispered to the horse, “Trust no man in whose eyes you do not see yourself reflected as an equal …”’


A wave of emotion swept over her. In that instant she knew that she’d do anything, anything at all, to protect him.


‘Easy, boy, you’re safe now,’ she said soothingly. ‘You’re safe. I won’t let them hurt you, I promise.’


The men came running up, breaking the spell. Her father said: ‘Well done, Casey. Very heroic of you. Poor beast. He was frightened out of his mind.’


‘I’m not sure heroic’s the right word,’ retorted the tallest of the three men, a bald man with fingers as thick as sausages and stained blue overalls, speckled with blood. He smelled of boiled bones, death and disinfectant. ‘Crazy’s more like it.’


He stepped forward and the horse scuttled back, throwing up his head in terror. ‘Thanks, love, you saved the day. Wretched animal’s insane. But we’ll take over now.’


Casey clutched the rope tightly and moved so that her body shielded the horse. ‘What’s going on?’ she demanded. ‘Why was he screaming like that? What were you doing to him?’


A short, stumpy man with a burn mark across one cheek and similarly filthy overalls gave a snort. ‘’E’s screaming because ’e knows what’s coming. It’s always the smart ones that give us the trouble, isn’t it, Dave? The ones that know they’re ’ere to meet the Grim Reaper. Well, this is a knacker’s yard, isn’t it? ’E knows ’e’s here to be exited.’


‘Exited?’ Casey felt faint. A knacker’s yard. She’d heard of such places, but had chosen to believe that they were an evil prevalent in medieval times or Victorian England, long since consigned to history. ‘You’re planning to …?’ She lowered her voice. ‘You’re planning to slaughter him?’


‘Put him out of his misery more like,’ roared Dave, who was growing impatient. ‘Our instructions were very clear on that, weren’t they, Midge?’


The stumpy man scratched the stubble on his chin. ‘Sure were. The man who brung ’im told me ’is father’s obsession with it had destroyed their lives; cost them almost everything, which, I gathered, was a lot.’


‘How does a horse manage that?’ asked Roland. ‘Especially a mangy animal like him.’


‘Wasn’t always this way, so the son claimed,’ responded Midge. ‘Had some cock and bull story about ’ow ’is dad spotted this horse going berserk at a circus in Lithuania or Ukrainia or one of them old Soviet places – ’e was foreign himself, the dad – and became convinced it could be the greatest racehorse the world had ever seen. Brought it to England and spent a fortune training and pampering it. Off the racetrack, it clocked up record times, the son said. Silver Cyclone, they called it, on account of its colour, not that you can see much of that now. Fur like a mule.’


‘A load of garbage, if you ask me,’ barked Dave impatiently. ‘Silver Cyclone! As if a thing like that could win an egg and spoon race.’


‘What happened?’ Roland wanted to know. ‘Did Silver Cyclone win any races? Very hard to believe, looking at him now.’


‘Not one. Dud on the racetrack, ’e was. Wouldn’t even leave the start box. Afraid of ’is own shadow. Years this went on. The family begged the old man to get rid of it, but ’e was a fanatic. It was only when it threatened to bankrupt ’im that ’e took against it. So ’e brought it to be turned into dog food, to have done with it once and for all.’


‘And if you’re done jawing, that’s what we’re going to do now,’ said the third man, a gaunt figure with skin the colour of molten candle wax. ‘Kill him.’


‘That we are,’ agreed Dave. ‘Young lady, I know it’s harsh but you’re going to have to accept the inevitable.’


‘No!’ cried Casey.


Dave made a grab for the rope just as the ghostly man closed in on the horse’s quarters. There was a hideous crack, like a tree branch breaking, and the man was on the ground, writhing in agony. ‘’E’s broken me leg,’ he shrieked incredulously. ‘The nutter’s broken me leg. Midge, call an ambulance.’


‘This is your fault,’ Dave yelled at Midge, who was on his mobile, dialling 999. ‘You and your big mouth.’


The horse’s eyes were wide with panic and rage. The blood from a cut on his side was staining the snow pink and he was trembling. White flakes settled like confetti in his tangled mane. Casey was petrified that he was going to die of cold and shock where he stood.


‘Give him to me,’ she said. ‘Give him to me and you won’t have to deal with him any more. We’ll walk away and you’ll never see any of us ever again.’


‘Casey!’ cried her father, alarmed. ‘Think about what you’re saying. What would we do with him? He can hardly live at No. 414.’


Dave chuckled rudely. ‘You’re having a laugh you are, girl. Where are you going to take him? Set him free in Victoria Park? This is life, not a movie.’


Midge squatted on the snowy ground, reassuring his friend that an ambulance was on its way. The man’s jeans were torn and something that looked suspiciously like a bone was poking through.


‘I’m serious,’ Casey said. ‘Give him to me and he’s off your hands. No more problems.’


‘Can’t do that. Well it’s the law, isn’t it? Money has to exchange hands otherwise it’s not legal. I could sell him to you but not give him away. Plus I got a broken gate and one of me best men down. There’s compensation to think about.’


‘Casey, please,’ implored her father. ‘I feel for the horse as much as you do, but there must be some other way. Why don’t we go home and call one of those horse rescue charities?’


‘I have a piggy bank,’ Casey told Dave. ‘It has about fifty-five pounds in it. I can run home and get it and be back in under an hour.’


‘And what are we supposed to do with him in the meanwhile?’ Dave demanded. ‘Stand around whistling while he kicks holes in every man in our yard? Thanks, but no thanks. Hand him over and he’ll be dead in ten minutes, of that I can assure you. Give him to me.’


He wrenched the rope from Casey’s hands before she could stop him. The horse came to life again. His ears flattened, his neck snaked and he sank his teeth into the man’s arm, drawing blood. Dave lashed out with his good arm, intending to punch the horse on the nose, but Roland Blue beat him to it. A champion boxer in his youth, he blocked Dave’s fist with a grip of iron.


‘There’ll be none of that. I’ll not tolerate anyone harming an animal in my presence. If he’s bitten you, it’s no more than you deserve. My daughter’s offered you a solution, which you won’t accept. What will it take for you to part with the horse?’


‘What’s in your wallet?’ snarled the man, sucking at his wound. ‘Give me everything in it, we’ll sign the transfer of ownership documents and be done with it. Why you want to saddle yourself with such a monstrous beast is beyond me, but that’s your business.’


Roland Blue reached for his wallet, although he already knew what was in it. Nothing. By Saturday he’d usually spent the pitiful sum the government called Jobseeker’s Allowance on food, bills and incidentals, and the seventeen pounds and twenty pence he’d kept aside for his night out with the boys was sitting on his dresser at home.


He turned apologetically to his daughter. She looked stricken. ‘I’m sorry, Casey. The gas and electricity bill swallowed up nearly everything this week.’


‘Right,’ said Midge, abandoning the patient, who was prone on the ground making puppyish moans. ‘Game over. We’re taking the horse.’


‘Wait!’ cried Casey. ‘The dollar. Give him the dollar, Dad.’


‘A US dollar?’ Dave took the note and tapped it as it lay across his palm, leaving a bloody fingerprint on George Washington’s cheek. ‘This takes the biscuit. You’re not in the real world at all, are you? What am I supposed to do with this?’


‘It’s legal tender,’ said Roland Blue. ‘Not in this country, perhaps, but it should be sufficient proof of payment for any document you want me to sign.’


Dave looked from him to the pale, thin girl who was regarding him from under her long lashes with a disturbing stare. It was as if she’d seen into his very soul and didn’t like what she found there. It made him as uncomfortable as he’d been two hours earlier when he’d taken delivery of the horse. It had sprung off the ramp of the horsebox and surveyed the gathered men with a hatred that had sent an icy shiver up his spine. In all his years of slaughtering animals, he’d never met another quite like it. Truth be told, he was desperate to be shot of it, but what remained of his conscience made him reluctant to palm off such a dangerous brute on two clueless innocents.


‘I’ll give you one last chance. He’s yours if you want him, but I’d advise you to think long and hard about what you’re taking on.’


‘We already have and we’re quite certain,’ Roland Blue told him, but as he turned away he said under his breath: ‘Casey, what are we going to do with him when we leave here? We can barely feed ourselves, let alone a horse.’


‘I’ll take him to Hopeless Lane and worry about what happens next when I get there.’


‘But what will Mrs Ridgeley say?’


‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ said Casey. ‘All I care about is getting him away from here and getting him help. He’s totally traumatised.’


The wail of the ambulance siren was getting louder. Midge gave another snort. ‘How are you going to get him there? Stroll him through the traffic? Good luck with that. It’ll be headline news tomorrow. Girl and horse crushed under ten-ton lorry.’


Casey’s chin lifted. The prospect of leading a crazed horse through the manic streets of Saturday afternoon Hackney was beyond terrifying, but she wasn’t about to show she was scared to anyone, not even her father. ‘We’ll be fine. I’m going to blindfold him with my sweatshirt to avoid frightening him any more than he already has been, and we’ll be perfectly okay.’


Dave stared at her in wonder. ‘Well, that’s it then. On your head be it. One deranged skeleton of a horse sold to a couple of lunatics for a dollar.’
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all the excitement of top-level riding — I loved it.”
MARY KING, International Eventer






