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  Horse Whisperer
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  Look, son, shes on her back, she can hardly move so she wont be kicking you in the head. All you have to do is crawl over
  there and lasso her front leg. Itll be easy. Get ready.


  It was the summer of 1980. Id just turned eighteen. I was green as grass and this was my first day in the Fire Brigade. But this wasnt a fire. It certainly wasnt how
  Id thought my first day would go. John, the gruff, greying fortysomething Station Officer and my new boss, handed me a rope  a line  and walked away to talk to the rest of the
  crew. He must have thought crawl over there and lasso her front leg was all the instruction I needed. He must have thought I knew how to pull a racehorse out of a World War Two air
  raid shelter.


  The call had come in at the station right at the start of my first shift. Id been hopping up and down with excitement  especially when I heard the bit about the WW2 bunker.
  Is it an unexploded bomb? Id asked. Has it gone off? Is that why theres a fire?


  John had looked at me patiently.


  Its not a bomb, son, and theres no fire. Its a racehorse, hed said. The rest of the watch had all nodded sagely as if this made perfect sense. I tried
  to look as if I understood. But my mind was still working overtime. A racehorse? Whats a racehorse got to do with us? Were the Fire Brigade, not the Grand National. Is this one of the
  jokes they play when youre new on the job?


  Piling into the fire engine and speeding out across the Shropshire countryside proved it was no joke. So did the worried look of the farmer, the tear-stained faces of his kids  and the
  very short, very stern-looking vet who had greeted us in the farmyard. Ive just given her another shot. I could only get it into her neck. But it should calm her down for a
  while, the vet had said, packing a terrifyingly large syringe into his medical bag. As he spoke I couldnt help but notice that one of the little girls had her hand on her neck as she
  sobbed quietly at his side. Surely he couldnt mean . . .?


  The horse, you damn fool. Ive given the horse an injection, the vet snapped, reading my mind. I swallowed loudly. I was desperate not to draw attention to myself and show I
  was new to all this. It wasnt really working. Less than five minutes since Id stepped off the fire engine and I was already starting to feel like the biggest blinkin idiot in
  Shropshire.


  I walked across the field and tried to regroup. It wasnt easy, to be honest. I started out by testing the line in my hands. Then I tried to work out what the best knot for lassoing a
  horses leg might be. Would something like a running bowline do the trick? Should I go for a hangmans noose? Or was there something else altogether? I thought back to the three months
  training Id done up in a converted prisoner-of-war camp over in Chorley. Theyd never really talked about cowboys and Indians games like this. Theyd never really talked about
  rescuing horses, either. But they had said that being in the Fire Brigade was all about thinking on your feet. This was the proof. I went for the running bowline. If I hadnt been wearing big
  red firemans gloves Id have crossed my fingers.


  The Fire Brigade didnt go in for girls blouse things like introducing people to each other back then, so I didnt know many of my new colleagues names. I just knew
  that most of them looked as if theyd been in the job longer than Id been alive. That was certainly true of the man on my right. He was a big, barrel-chested bloke with a mop of
  jet-black hair and a tough, craggy face. He was chewing on what looked like a piece of grass and he looked utterly relaxed about the job in hand.


  Looks like rent-a-crowd has arrived, he growled in a strong Geordie accent. He was looking beyond me and back towards the farmhouse. I turned and felt my jaw drop. Where the heck
  had they all come from? The farmer, the vet and the little girl had been joined by about six other men, four women and a whole swarm of little kids. Several of the children were pretending to throw
  imaginary ropes to lasso some imaginary horses legs. They all looked a lot more confident than me. If you think this is bad, wait till we get called out to something in town. On a big
  job I reckon we could double our wages by selling tickets. Just ignore them all. Dont let them put you off, the man said as some of the younger kids started to point at us and
  giggle.


  Dont let them put you off? I flashed the fireman a quick glance to see if he might be joking. He wasnt. I felt my palms sweating inside my gloves as I re-tested the knot on my
  rope. And was that a trickle of sweat running down my back as well? I tried desperately to focus on the job ahead. But all I could think about were the eyes staring into my back. If I messed up I
  got the feeling I wouldnt just have to leave the field: I might have to leave the Shropshire Fire Brigade altogether. And there was nowhere else in the world Id rather be.


  I forgot about my own fears when the horse let out a horrible, agonised groan. Her name was Brandy and if my day was unusual hers was even worse. She was being trained by the farmers
  grown-up daughter and had only been moved into this field while her usual one was being re-fenced. The farmer said shed been wandering around quite happily when a bit of ground had given way
  beneath her. Apparently shed been standing on top of the farms old air raid shelter. When the roof of one of the main rooms had started to give in shed stumbled sideways.
  Shed rolled on to the roof of the central corridor. That had given way as well and shed fallen in, almost completely upside down. The poor thing had been wedged there since ten
  oclock that morning. Her head was just below ground level and her four legs were kicking and waving and lashing around in midair. But her body was totally trapped against the shelters
  metal walls and all the turf and earth that had fallen in with her. It had been raining heavily through most of May but this month the weather had finally started to turn. The sky was clear at
  last, a rich, comfortable blue. It was warm as well, the best early June day wed had in ages. Bees and butterflies were darting around on the hedgerows beside us and the ground was drying
  out nicely. It looked to be the start of a perfect summer, the kind I used to love from school holidays as a kid. Not that Brandy would appreciate the heat. I looked across at her. As well as being
  terrified she must have been desperate for water. It was time to move.


  On your hands and knees, son. And keep your mouth shut. Dont let her know youre coming. John had come back to pass on some extra instructions. The key detail was that
  I wasnt doing this job alone. While I tried to lasso Brandys front leg my Geordie colleague would be aiming his line at her back one. Two other firemen were lining up to do the same
  on Brandys other side. One was a fierce-looking man with dark, thinning hair. He was taking a final few drags on his cigarette before getting into position. The other looked to be a more
  cheerful soul. He was humming away to himself and looked utterly relaxed about the task ahead. I wished I had his confidence, especially as John had one final instruction for us. I want all
  four legs to be tied back simultaneously. Ill give the call when shes lying still. And I expect you to get it right first time, he shouted out ominously. I swallowed again, so
  loud this time that he turned back to look at me as he walked away. Bit of a frog in my throat, I said weakly. He didnt look convinced.


  On Johns signal the four of us got on our knees and crawled, commando-style, across the last bit of muddy grass towards Brandy. She had started to thrash her head around in panic and it
  was obvious why John wanted us to stay out of her sight for as long as possible. The last thing she needed was to see a group of uniformed men creeping up on her and swinging lines. Especially if
  the new boy at the front screwed up and missed.


  John held up his hand to make sure we were ready for the off. The four of us were half kneeling, half standing in the middle of the field. The other firemen were silently swinging their lines
  and lining up their throws. I was thinking of all the cuddly toys I could never get hoops around at the fair. Id played one of those arcade games a while ago and I had managed to get the
  metal claw on to a Smurfs head. Id managed to transport it halfway to the prize slot as well, but it had fallen out at the last minute, the way they always do.


  Come on, Malcolm, focus. This isnt a toy and its not a game, I told myself.


  On the count of three, John mouthed at us. As the count began all my training kicked in and I was ready. I had it. I was utterly calm, totally confident. No, this wasnt a
  fire, but it was my first call-out on the watch. I was going to show my colleagues that I had a future with them. I would help save this horse.


  One. Two. Three. My line arced silently through the air. It felt as if it was in slow motion, though that might have been because I was too nervous to breathe. I was so terrified of messing this
  up. Somehow I seemed to have time to look at the other three lines as well. They seemed to be in slow motion, too. Were any of us breathing? Even Brandy seemed to be silent. It was as if she
  knew.


  Pull them tight! Wed done it. All four lines had connected to all four legs and the whole world sped up again. John yelled out his instruction and I felt like cheering. Some
  of the kids in the background did just that. I felt my chest puff out, just a little, as a ripple of applause rang around the field.


  Watch it, son! I threw myself to the floor as Brandys left front leg lashed towards me. It seemed that I was the only one who hadnt pulled the line tight so I was the
  one Brandy tried to kick in the head. I spat some grass out of my mouth as I stood back up. And I had a horrible feeling that the ripple of applause had just been replaced by a wave of laughter. My
  face felt as red as a blinkin beetroot. Of all the places to land, did it have to have been on the edge of what seemed to be the only puddle left in the field?


  I caught up with the others and pulled my line close. I then threw the end to the fireman opposite and grabbed the line he swung over to me. To my right the other men were switching lines as
  well. Another big pull, a few turns of the lines and the two of us at the front had got our legs trussed up tight while they had done the same at the back. Now we could get close to Brandy without
  being caught by her hooves. John came forward with the two animal rescue slings. Theyre made out of toughened canvas and have two big hoops on each end. It was my job to dig away at the
  earth so that we could ease the slings underneath Brandys body. Its OK, Brandy, its OK. Were your friends, remember? I muttered as I hacked away at the wet
  and heavy ground. The sweat was pouring off her flanks. It dripped on to my hands when I was close to her. She couldnt understand a single thing that was going on. It was hard to imagine how
  terrified she was.


  The digging took a while and Brandy didnt stop making awful, terrified sounds for as much as a second. The little girl from the farmyard had come closer and her sobs were almost as loud.
  Ten minutes passed before we were able to push the first sling under Brandys body from the back. It took almost as long again for us to work the other through from the front. I kept on
  digging to try and smooth their passage. Well done, lads. Now, she wont like this next bit, John said when the two slings were lined up next to each other, roughly where a
  saddle would be.


  It was the understatement of the year. Brandy must have thought it was bad enough to be upside down, dehydrated, overheated, ganged up upon and trussed up like a frozen chicken. Now she had to
  worry about being run over as well. The farmer had fired up a huge, yellow front-end loader tractor in the yard and was driving it right towards us. He was no slouch when it came to speed. Even I
  had to stop myself from flinching as he approached. And I knew what was going on. Poor Brandy, nostrils flaring and her moist, black eyes wider and more terrified than ever, must have thought this
  was the endgame of some awful nightmare.


  The vast metal forks at the front of the tractor hovered just above poor Brandy. The machinery screamed out as it jerked its way down towards her body. One slip of the controls and it could have
  crushed her. But in the end the farmer had it in the perfect position. We looped the ends of the slings on the forks. Then the lifting began. If it was possible, that seemed worse than everything
  that had gone before.


  The main problem was the noise. There, in the glorious Shropshire countryside we should have been listening to early summer birdsong and the gentle rustle of wind in the hill grasses and
  hedgerows. Instead we were deafened by the screeching, wrenching sound of a tractor, the desperate tears of a tiny little girl  and the desolate, anguished cries of a horse that had to be
  pulled out of a hole like a cork from a bottle.


  A bit more, a bit more! John was directing operations and calling out to the farmer. He, in turn, was lifting up the loader as slowly as he could. The crowd from the farmhouse and
  neighbouring fields had got a lot closer and were willing us all on. I watched the slings pick up the strain and fell to my knees to try and dig out a little more earth to ease Brandys
  passage. And then, finally, there was a squelching sound as she jerked free. A real cheer rose from the crowd this time. But we were getting ahead of ourselves. Brandy was twisting and turning as
  much of her body as she could. I had no idea how much a horse weighed but I guessed it was something like a small car. If she built up any more momentum I had a horrible feeling she might pull the
  loader over on top of her. My pulse shot back up  but fortunately the farmer moved the tractor fast. When Brandy was just above ground level he went into reverse and carried her away from
  the shelter and on to a safe, solid patch of the field. The screeching noise began again as the machine laid her down.


  You wanna get some oil on that, mon! someone yelled out from the crowd as I joined the others and got ready for the next phase of the operation.


  All four of us leaned against Brandys flank to try and hold her still. It wasnt easy. If shed been scared before, now she was angry. Id read somewhere that horses
  sweat when theyre scared. Brandy was sweating up a storm. I could feel the wetness soaking into my tunic. I almost slipped to the ground the first time I pushed my weight against her. It was
  impossible to find any purchase on her tight, wet, muscular body, but we needed to hold her down so that John and the farmer could untie the lines and free her legs.


  Get ready! On the count of three, lads! John shouted as he prepared to pull the final line away.


  When the call came we stumbled to our feet then ran like hell. Brandy was up on hers almost as fast. She twisted herself upright then bolted straight ahead  which turned out to be exactly
  where I was trying to get away. I closed my eyes for a split second, prayed I wouldnt trip up and tried not to hear the thundering hooves right behind. I was your friend, remember? I
  helped get you out of there, I was saying under my breath. And maybe she heard me. She veered off, just as I felt her hot, moist breath on my neck. Thats when I did trip up. I hit my
  second big puddle of the day, swallowed my second mouthful of grass and won my second round of applause from rent-a-crowd. But I was smiling when I got back up. I think I even did a little bit of a
  bow. Wed got Brandy out of her prison. This still wasnt how Id expected life in the Fire Brigade to be. But it was one heck of a first day. I had a huge grin on my face as I
  ran across the field to join the rest of the men.


  The vet hung around to watch over our charge while the rest of us trooped into the farmhouse for some cigarettes and big mugs of sugary tea. Most of the onlookers had gone back to work while the
  farmer and his wife were having a bit of a barney about the shelter itself and whether it should have been filled in years ago. I tried to wash the mud off my face at the toilet sink but I was
  quite happy about the bits I missed. I saw the dirt as a sort of battle scar. It was my first badge of honour. All of a sudden I was proud that Id fallen down out there. I was thrilled that
  Id got my hands so dirty.


  Remember the time the mare fell in the slurry pit? the farmer asked when he and his missus declared a truce and rejoined the conversation. Everyone groaned.


  I had to throw my hat and boots away. Never could get the stench out of them. Next time it wont be me who has to jump in there and swim underwater, said the Geordie bloke
  ominously, looking right at me.


  What about the two frisky cows that got stuck in the cattle grid? Everyone laughed again. A whole series of memories were relived in great detail. I marvelled at how busy my
  colleagues seemed to have been over the years  and at how rarely their stories involved any actual fires. The vet came back in and triggered a new wave of reminiscences. A goat that appeared
  to know karate was one of his best stories. If you hadnt calmed him down with the tranquilliser then I wouldnt be a dad of two today, Tim told the vet as the rest of us
  lads winced and crossed our legs.


  Youll soon have your own share of stories to tell, son, John said at one point. I smiled back at him, glad Id not been forgotten, pleased he knew why Id kept
  my mouth shut. Once, at school, Id seen my geography teacher get a bad paper cut opening up a map. But apart from that I couldnt think of a single dramatic incident to relay to the
  team.


  All the farm kids had been drinking squash out in the yard and they rushed back in while their mum topped up our teas. John said I should show them the engine  but to make sure they
  didnt touch anything they shouldnt. So off I went into the yard, a uniformed-up pied piper to half a dozen wide-eyed children. Whats it like when the bells
  ringing? one of them asked as we walked around the truck.


  Its brilliant, I said, though in truth Id never been on a real emergency call.


  How do you turn the blue lights on? another one asked.


  The buttons over there, I said, pointing to the drivers seat and thinking Id got a fair chance of being right.


  How do you get the ladder down?


  Fortunately this was the bit I did know about. Id been one of the keenest new recruits on my three-month training course and Id spent what felt like forever polishing every last
  inch of the engines wed used for our drills. Out in the farmyard the kids and I spent a happy ten minutes admiring the kit. I let them all try on my helmet. Whats it made of,
  mister? one little kid asked, tapping the top of it and hearing the hollow sound.


  Its made of plastic and its covered in cork, I told him.


  Corks a type of wood, innit? he asked. Why doesnt that catch fire?


  Because its, um, because its got special yellow paint on it, I said vaguely. The kids were happy with that but I had a bit of a frown on my face as I took the helmet
  and put it on my seat at the back of the engine. The special yellow paint was actually your common or garden super-flammable gloss paint. The logic of painting that on a cork and plastic helmet
  before walking into a fire escaped me all of a sudden.


  Can I put these on, mister? one of the kids was asking. Hed found a spare pair of red gloves and the drivers boots and leggings on the cab floor. I nodded at him and
  watched as he pulled them on and marched around the yard pretending to be a fireman. It suddenly hit me that both the gloves and the leggings were made of plastic. So we basically walk into a fire
  dressed up like a roman candle, I was thinking when John and the rest of the watch emerged from the farmhouse and distracted me. Scram, kids. Give me those gloves back. And hop on,
  jockey, John instructed. As the jockey, the new boy, I was on the back, rear-facing row of seats. It was hot, cramped and airless inside the truck. I was in the middle, squeezed in by one
  firemans bulk on my right and prodded by anothers very sharp elbows on my left. As if that wasnt bad enough, Id been massively travel sick all my life  and this
  position really wasnt going to help. I tried to look out to the distance across to the Welsh hills. I tried to breathe deeply. It would be a blinkin disaster if I threw up now.
  Id already spotted the fact that I worked with a bunch of prime mickey-takers. If I was sick in my helmet I knew Id never get to forget it. If I was sick in someone elses
  Id probably be booted out on the roadside and left to walk home on my own. But you know what? After a couple of minutes I managed to get my stomach under control. After a couple more I
  almost allowed myself to relax. Because however hot, squashed or sick I felt I couldnt think of anywhere else Id rather be. I was a fireman. Id done my first shout. I was on my
  way.


  Things got even better as our driver steered the truck out of the farmyard. We swung to the left and a gust of warm summer air began to stream through the open windows. It tasted of school
  holidays and secret dens in the woods. We thundered over the cattle grid and lurched around the first of what felt like a hundred country corners. Most of the south Shropshire hills were behind us
  now, with the last of the rolling Stiperstones range stretched out far to our right. The road was getting a little less bumpy but it began to dip sharply as we headed towards the village of
  Minsterley. My stomach dipped with it  and the older man on my right seemed to notice.


  Its a whole lot better to sit the other way around, jockey, he said. He put his helmet on the cab floor, covered it with his folded-up tunic then sat on it, facing forwards.
  The fireman next to the other window did the same  and I rushed to follow their lead. It wasnt the most comfortable position in the world, even with our knees pressed hard against the
  seats in front of us. It wasnt the most secure either. Every few minutes I thought I was going to fall off my pile of kit and end up on the cab floor. But there was a lot more shoulder room.
  The air from the windows was right on my face now, and as I had to focus so much on staying upright I soon managed to forget all about feeling sick.


  I had something else to smile about as we passed through a few more little villages and hamlets and approached the outskirts of Shrewsbury. The schools must have just come out and dozens of
  little kids stood and waved at us as we passed. I mainly waved back at their mums, to be honest. I was eighteen. I was in uniform. Id just got my hands dirty on my first real shout and I
  felt like the coolest cat in town.


  John soon took the smile off my face when we got back to base and jumped off the engine.


  What the bleeding hells happened to your uniform, Castle? What kind of state is that? Youre a disgrace to the watch, he barked, sergeant-major style. My heart sank.
  Id hoped that being dirty would show him how hard Id worked. Id even been hoping for some praise on a job well done. Instead I just saw the back of Johns head and the
  veins bulging in his neck as he turned on his heels and marched away. Id not had time to say a single word. I rushed into the kit room to try and scrape the worst of the mud off my jacket
  and boots. John was back before Id made much progress. Weve missed lunch but theres some food in the hot box upstairs. Get yourself a plate when youre done
  here, he said. I headed up to the mess room and ate in silence. John was back on my case the moment I finished. Get a move on, Castle, dont just sit around. The engine needs a
  good going over, he said. Then I was left looking at the back of his head and the veins in his neck again as he strode away. I washed my plate and headed downstairs to the appliance
  room.


  I spent the next two hours in there soaping, scraping and polishing every inch of the truck with the rest of the watch. I pulled leaves and twigs out of the bodywork. I dug a huge amount of cow
  dung out of the tyre treads then hosed them till they shone. We all washed down the windscreens, swept out all the cabs and lockers and buffed up all the paintwork. Every now and then one of the
  old hands would tell me Id missed a bit and say the night shift would skin me alive if I didnt leave everything I touched spotless. Late afternoon sunshine was by now streaming
  through the appliance room windows, I was starving hungry and pretty soon I was sweating up a storm. But my job wasnt done yet. Mop the floor. Then get into your dress uniform.
  Were standing down in thirty minutes. John had crept into the appliance room without me knowing. He was looking the engine up and down. His face gave no clues as to what he thought. I
  had no idea if Id done a good job or if Id be out on my ear at the end of the shift. He left without saying another word. And once again Id not said a word either.


  There was a lot of loud banter as the night shift, Green Watch, arrived for duty. Most of the men on it seemed to be my dads age. One of them could even have been as old as my granddad,
  though he looked strong enough to take out almost anyone in a fight. They all had something to say to each other. They were all joking, taking the mickey, having a laugh. None of them spoke to me.
  I got a few terse nods. But none of them stopped to ask who I was or made any effort to say hello. At six oclock precisely the joking stopped and we lined up in the muster bay while Green
  Watch did the same in the appliance room. Dress uniform was black trousers with fierce creases ironed in, a light blue shirt, a blue tie, navy epaulettes on our shoulders and a jacket that was a
  bit like a fancy blazer. We looked more like waiters on the Titanic than firemen. John called us to attention.


  Off-going watch, dismiss! he barked. We filed out of the muster bay while Green Watch went to check their kit and put it on the engines. I walked fast. I wanted to be as far away
  as possible if they didnt like the way Id cleaned the appliance room and all the vehicles in it. I also wanted to get changed and get home fast. Michael and Tommy, two old friends
  from school, were coming round to hear about my first day. Theyd both got jobs tool-setting on the production line at Rolls-Royce out on the edge of town. My plan had been to impress them
  with a heroic story about a beautiful woman Id thrown over my shoulder and carried out of a burning building just before it had exploded and collapsed to the ground. Digging a sweaty
  racehorse out of a muddy field wasnt the story Id expected to tell, to be honest. But at least I was off and running. I was a fully fledged member of the county Fire Brigade. And all
  the burning buildings and the fair damsels in distress would come later. Wouldnt they?
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  Proper Charlie
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  At first I thought I must have misheard the emergency call. Because as far as I was concerned no one would call the Fire Brigade to say
  theyd lost their dog. If anyone did, then I was sure the 999 people would have given them pretty short shrift. We certainly wouldnt be speeding across Shrewsbury in a fire engine to
  help out.


  But there we were. Less than an hour into my second shift five of us were loaded up on the engine and speeding across town to help do just that. I was so busy trying to get my head around it all
  that I managed to forget about being travel sick. I just checked all my kit was in place, put my yellow helmet on the floor, balanced my tunic on top of it and turned around fast to face the
  direction of travel.


  Wed been called to an address in the quaint little village of Cardeston on the outskirts of Shrewsbury. The village is one of dozens scattered across the Shropshire countryside like
  half-hidden secrets in dark green dells. If you dont know the area you might just stumble across them at the last moment. One minute youre in the middle of open countryside, driving
  along unusually straight lanes without a building in sight. The next minute the road starts to drop down into a shallow, perfectly shaped little dip. Suddenly a whole world opens up. Youll
  find centuries-old stone houses lost behind rich green ivy. Youll see post office stores and country pubs, little grocery shops and newsagents, corner garages and beautifully tended village
  schools. Most times a ribbon of a river will be flowing to your left or right as you pass through. The greens of the moss will be even darker on the slick, wet stones. Therell be a church
  with a steeple  and youll wonder how you never saw it from afar. These are the tiny treasures of my county  the places that get overlooked by the guidebooks and remain
  beautifully untroubled by too many visitors.


  The house we pulled up outside was neatness itself. It was the last one at the end of a row of small, low country cottages with tiny windows and what looked like thick, ancient stone walls. It
  had a well-cut front lawn, a row of well-tended flowerbeds running up the edge of the front path and a colourful and healthy-looking hanging basket on each side of the front door. A very
  worried-looking elderly lady was standing on her polished doorstep as we all piled out of the truck. She was wearing a flowery summer frock and a smart, dark navy blazer. Every few moments she
  would run her hand through her thick white hair. Then she would hold both hands together in front of her. Her face was etched with worry and she suddenly leaned back on her door frame for support.
  All of a sudden I was glad we were there. The lady looked desperate. However crazy this seemed, I wanted to find her dog.


  Oh my goodness, what a terrible fuss, thank you so much for coming, we didnt know what to do and weve been at our wits ends since first thing this morning, the
  lady said, her words coming out in a terrible rush as we walked through the front gate. Im Mrs Knight. My husband is in the back with Charlie. Charlie is our dog. Hes such a
  treasure. Were so worried. Do please go through, she said, stepping back and giving a quick involuntary look at our boots.


  Is there a side gate, Mrs Knight? Theres no need for us to trample all over your carpets,said John, whod obviously spotted the look and had dealt with situations like
  this before. She clutched her hands together in thanks. Two people had just come out of one of the cottages opposite to see what was going on. Mrs Knight gave them a quick, apologetic wave. She
  looked pale, I noticed. She was certainly mortified at all the fuss.


  I thought the dog was lost, I whispered at our own Charlie as we drew up the rear.


  It is. Lost under the garden shed. Werent you listening?


  The back garden was even neater than the front  and halfway down it we met Mr Knight. He looked the same height as his wife, around five foot five, and a good ten years older than her,
  maybe in his early seventies. He was leaning on a stick and looked a little shaky on his feet. But he was smartly dressed in brown trousers, a white and brown checked cotton shirt and matching tie.
  Mrs Knight rushed up to him. He reached out his hand. She held it and helped support him. The pair of them looked close to tears.


  Were terribly sorry about this but we didnt know who else to call. Charlie has never done this before. Hes a Jack Russell terrier, hes a terribly good dog.
  Hes never run away or been in any trouble. Hes seven years old and he means everything to us, Mr Knight said, talking just as fast as his wife had done. I gave him what I hoped
  was a reassuring smile. He seemed to latch on to me after that, perhaps thinking that, as the youngest person there, I would be the most sympathetic. Charlie is round the side, he
  said. He took a few slow and what looked like painful steps around the shed. I followed him  but there was no dog to be seen. He was trapped just here all morning. But a few minutes
  after we called you he got in even deeper. Hes completely underground now and hes been there for several hours, Mr Knight explained. As if on cue there was the sound of distant
  digging and scratching. Then there was silence. Then there was a bit more scratching. Then a few confused sounding growls and some soft, lost barks. Mrs Knight was at her husbands side
  again. She clutched his arm even tighter and this time it seemed to be him supporting her.


  We have to help him. He hates to be on his own and he must be terrified down there in the dark. Its breaking my heart, she said. It was almost breaking mine  and I
  swear thats why I said what I did a couple of moments later.


  John had pushed me forward. Well, Mrs Knight, weve got a brand new recruit fresh out of training school here today. Lets see what kind of newfangled ideas hes
  bringing to the Shropshire Fire Brigade. He turned to me. Weve got a dog trapped underneath that shed. Hes clearly in distress. What do you suggest we do?


  I suggest we do whatever we can to put him out of his misery straight away, I began.


  Mrs Knight let out a little wail and her husband visibly flinched. Even John looked a touch surprised. No, I didnt mean it like that, I said, suddenly realising what
  Id said. I meant that we need to put him out of his misery by getting him free. By digging a hole. Or by lifting up the shed. Or by moving it. Or by digging through the floor. Or by
  doing whatever we need to do, just as quickly as we can.


  John was shaking his head and smiling ruefully at the Knights. Typical beginner. Open mouth, insert foot, he told them. I think all his fancy training has gone to his head.
  Either that or its the heat. Lets see what some older, wiser heads can come up with instead. He pushed me back a little and began to assess the situation the way I should have
  done. Now, Mr Knight, tell me a little bit more about this shed of yours. Can we take a look inside? Has it been here for long? Has it got a concrete base or any form of foundation?
  He was business-like, organised and professional. He got the information we needed quickly and efficiently. It was obvious how much I had to learn.


  Mrs Knight disappeared into the kitchen to get a bowl of water for when Charlie was finally free and the rest of us looked around and into the shed. It was about twenty foot long and twelve feet
  wide. It had a pitched roof, and inside it had shelves and bookcases on all four walls and was full to bursting with, well, junk. Charlie started to whimper as Johns heavy boots creaked on
  the doorway of the shed above him. All of a sudden I forgot about my stupid comment. I just started to worry about the poor dog trapped underground. The little fellow must have been terrified. I
  was as keen as his owners to get him free.


  Four of us tested out different corners of the shed to see if we could get some purchase on it and lift it. We couldnt, but Charlie upped the volume on the whimpers, whines and little
  barks as we tried. We cant crank up the shed when its full of all this, erm  John glanced at Mr Knight and decided to choose an alternative word 
  all this stuff. Is it OK if we empty it?


  It was, so we did. Very little of the stuff was in boxes and the Knights didnt seem to have many spare bags. So we spent the next twenty or thirty minutes passing individual
  items down the line where I laid it all out on the lawn as if it was a Cub Scout jumble sale. The garden equipment came first  a whole series of ancient tools that included possibly the
  worlds heaviest lawn-mower. Next came dozens of empty jam jars, seed trays and flowerpots  all of which had unaccountably been stacked on the top shelves along one wall. Then there
  were all the old treasures that the couple must have moved out of their house. We carried entire sets of faded china, dozens of old wine glasses, pots, pans, teapots, toasters  you name it.
  Then there were all the old table lamps, dinner trays, rolled-up carpets and stacks of books and magazines. Mr and Mrs Knight spent half their time round the side of the shed, talking to little
  Charlie, and the other half talking to me about all the hidden treasures that were coming out of their shed. Blow me if thats not from when we were first married! Mr Knight
  said when I was passed a hefty wooden carriage clock. His wife picked it up the moment I laid it on the grass.


  We bought this on our honeymoon in Lytham St Annes, she said. It was always fast, it never did keep proper time. We replaced it when the kids were born, I think. I
  dont think Ive seen it for nearly thirty years.


  More like forty, my dear, her husband told her.


  She dismissed the comment with a wave of her hand. Shed already put the clock down and was looking at a very dusty kids tricycle. Oh Charles, do you remember the fun the
  boys had with this? she asked. There were tears in her eyes. We stepped aside and carried on with the removal job. John called a halt when most of the sheds floor space was clear and
  all the breakable objects had been taken from the shelves. We got some planks of wood to use as levers and I was told to dig some holes on one side of the shed that so we could get them underneath
  and gain extra purchase. Then John positioned us one on each side of the structure. OK, gentlemen, were going to lift this up on the count of three, he said. Mr and Mrs Knight
  were clutching each other tightly.


  It wont collapse on him, will it? Mrs Knight asked suddenly. Im sure you know what youre doing but hes such a tiny little dog.


  Were going to take it very slowly. If theres any danger at all well stop straight away.


  The early summer sun was almost directly overhead as John began the count. It wasnt that warm, but a couple of minutes later I think we were all sweating as we lifted the shed up inch by
  painful inch. Right, lads, just hold it there, John instructed as one of the others pivoted it on the planks and let it rest there. I was on my knees fast to look underneath. Straight
  away I could see what I was looking for: the white tip of a little Jack Russells tail. Hes there, I can see him! I shouted out. The tail began to wag furiously. We got
  the floor of the shed a few inches higher, giving the dog plenty of room to run free. I think that was when it began to dawn on us that things werent quite as they seemed.


  Little Charlie didnt run anywhere. Mr and Mrs Knight both called for him excitedly. Charlie started to bark back at them. He sounded just as excited, but he didnt move. Apart from
  a still furiously wagging tail it was as if he was set in stone. We pivoted the shed again so that we could all crouch down and see what was going on.


  One of his paws must be stuck somehow. Oh, my goodness. It might be caught in a mole trap. He could be bleeding to death! Mrs Knight said, clearly panicking. Three torches shone
  light into the gloom. We could see it all now and there was no mole trap and no blood. Charlie himself turned round. He looked quizzically at all the strangers in his garden. His little eyes were
  blinking in the torch light. He was a lovely little dog, a hotchpotch of soft browns and blacks splotched all over his tight white fur. He was wagging his whole behind now, not just his tail. But
  he certainly wasnt trapped. Mr Knight, a look of utter embarrassment on his face, was the first to admit the truth.


  Blow me if hes not been chasing a rabbit all along, he said, horrified. At which point Charlie dismissed all of us strangers and diverted his attention back to what he saw
  as the job in hand. His little snout went right back into the hole hed burrowed in front of him. He began his series of little growls, barks and scratches. He was about as happy as a dog
  could get.


  He wasnt whimpering because he was stuck. He was whimpering because he was frustrated. Hes been having the time of his life. Hes been rabbiting, Charlie said
  with a laugh.


  I cant believe we called the Fire Brigade! said Mrs Knight, her face a picture of embarrassment.


  Well, I cant believe we emptied your entire garden shed! added John.


  If possible, Mrs Knight looked even more embarrassed at that. She clutched her hand to her face. Im so very, very sorry, she said.


  John put up his hand. I was only joking, Mrs Knight. This is our job. Lets just get the little fellow out from under there and block up the rabbit hole so he doesnt go back.
  Then we can start moving all your, he paused again and tried to remember the word hed used last time, all your stuff back to where it was.


  Mr Knight made his stand when a suitably chastised Charlie had been dragged away from his little lair and shut up in the kitchen. We cant possibly expect you to put all this
  back, he said when the shed had been lowered back into position.


  Well, were going to put it back, and thats the end of it, John said, snapping his fingers and getting the human conveyor belt up and running again.


  Mugs of tea were brought out as we secured the shed. A bit of a party atmosphere developed as we started to carry all the couples possessions back into it. Two of their neighbours popped
  round with a jug of iced squash and we downed it fast. Charlie drank about a pint of water himself and turned out to be a real character. As soon as he was let out of the kitchen he leaped around
  like a puppy. He was overcome with joy at having so many new people to play with  especially people who were carrying things. He tried to grab each and every item we picked up. He had a huge
  amount of fun fighting us for possession of rugs, old sacks and anything else he could chew, chase or destroy. I think the Knights would have let him work his way through every one of their
  treasured possessions, they were so glad he was free. Theyd been transformed. Both suddenly looked years younger. They were so delighted their little friend was back. Mr Knight regaled us
  with stories about the scrapes Charlie got into when their grandchildren came to visit. His wife smiled indulgently and said she was convinced the postman would one day forgive him for all the
  trouble he caused whenever he tried to deliver a parcel.


  About half an hour went by, the sun was even stronger and wed got the shed shipshape again when Mrs Knight headed back into the kitchen to put the kettle back on. My goodness,
  weve run out of biscuits. Give me two minutes and Ill pop down to the shop to buy some more, she called out of the kitchen window.


  John looked at his watch then put up his hand to stop her. Theres no need for that, Mrs Knight. Lunch will be waiting for us back at the station so wed better get going. Our
  meal went cold while we were out on a job yesterday and we all got into a great deal of trouble with the ladies who cook it for us. I dont want
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