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      The track to the kennel was a mile and a half of potholes and sheep, and by the time the probation van finally stopped bouncing, Danny had already decided he hated it.

      "This is it," said Sandra, in the flat voice she used for things she'd said a hundred times before to a hundred other lads. She nodded through the windscreen at a low stone building with a corrugated roof, wire runs staked out across the yard, and a farmhouse behind it that had seen better decades. "Bragg Working Dogs. You do six months here, you keep your nose clean, your licence conditions are met. Simple as that."

      "Middle of nowhere, is what it is."

      "That's the point, Danny." She was already reaching across him to pop the door. "Now, go on. He's expecting you."

      Danny got out with his bin bag of clothes and stood in mud that came halfway up his trainers, and the first thing he noticed - before the man, before the dogs starting up somewhere behind the building, before any of it - was the smell. Wet dog and diesel and something green and cold that he didn't have a word for because he hadn't smelled fresh air properly in two years.

      The second thing he noticed was the man walking towards him, and Danny's whole body did the thing it always did around size: catalogued it, filed it, decided how much of a problem it was.

      Big problem, probably. Six foot three if he was an inch, built the way blokes got built from actual work rather than a gym - thick through the shoulders, forearms like some of the big lads back on the prison yard, silver hair cropped close and pale grey eyes that didn't so much look at Danny as take a full, unhurried inventory of him. Canvas jacket. Work trousers gone soft and pale at the knees. No expression Danny could read at all.

      "Danny." Not a question.

      "Yeah."

      "Ray." He didn't offer a hand. Just turned and started walking back towards the kennel block, and after a second of standing there like an idiot, Danny followed, because the alternative was standing in a farmyard on his own with a bin bag.

      "Aren't you meant to, I dunno. Show me my room. Do the whole-" Danny gestured vaguely. "Welcome-to-Bragg's thing."

      "You'll sleep in the caravan round the side. Bathroom's in the block. Kitchen's shared." Ray didn't slow down. "This is Meg." He nodded at a black-and-white collie trotting alongside them, tongue out, entirely unbothered by either of them. "She's fine, she likes everyone, don't worry about her. Sarge is the one you don't touch till I say."

      "Who's Sarge?"

      Ray didn't answer that either. He stopped at the end of a row of runs and pointed at a wheelbarrow, a shovel, and a headcollar hanging off a nail. "Mucking out first. Then you're walking Bramble, she's the spaniel two down, lead's on the hook. Boots are in the block if yours aren't up to it. We start at half six every morning."

      Danny looked at the shovel. Looked at Ray. Waited for the part where somebody explained anything - the rules, the schedule, the why are you doing this, the speech every single person in a position of authority over Danny's life had given him at some point in the last six years, usually right before they stopped bothering with him. Ray just stood there, patient as a fence post, until it became clear the speech wasn't coming.

      "Right," Danny said, and picked up the shovel.
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        * * *

      

      He'd meant to last a week, tops, being useless on purpose. He was good at useless-on-purpose; he'd had a lot of practice. Turn up late. Do the job badly enough that it clearly hadn't been tried, not badly enough to actually hurt anything. Mouth off just enough to make it uncomfortable without giving anyone a clean excuse to slap a report on him.

      None of it worked the way it was supposed to.

      "You're forty minutes late," Ray said, the third morning, not looking up from the dog he was brushing.

      "Alarm didn't go off."

      "Set two, then."

      "You could've knocked. Banged on the door or summat."

      "Could've." Ray clipped the lead onto the dog he was brushing and stood up. "Not my job to get you out of bed. That's yours." And that was it. No write-up, no phone call to Sandra, nothing. Danny spent the rest of the day braced for the follow-up that never came.

      He tried harder. Left half the kennels un-mucked and blamed a bad back that patently didn't exist. Called Ray a "self-righteous cunt" to his face over breakfast in the shared kitchen - something he'd heard one of the older lads on the wing sling around, not entirely sure what it meant, only that it had the right shape in his mouth. Ray ate his toast and said, "Finish the runs before lunch," like Danny hadn't spoken at all.

      It was maddening. It was, if Danny was honest with himself in the two seconds a day he allowed for honesty, starting to get under his skin in a way nothing had in years, because everyone - everyone, every teacher, every foster placement, every screw, his own mum on a bad night - eventually gave you the reaction you were fishing for. Shouted. Wrote you off. Confirmed, out loud, that you were exactly the waste of space you already suspected you were, and then at least you knew where you stood.

      Ray just corrected him, once, calmly, and moved on to the next thing.

      The dog was the worst part. Sarge - the one Danny wasn't allowed to touch - was a big reactive German Shepherd rescue, ribs showing through a dull coat, with a history that hadn't been explained, and flinched at doors slamming, quick movements, raised voices, anything. Danny watched Ray work him from a careful distance the second week: no lead pulling, no commands barked, just Ray crouching low, one flat palm held out and still, voice dropped so low Danny could barely hear the words from six feet away. It took twenty minutes. At the end of it the dog was leaning his whole weight into Ray's hand, eyes half shut, something in his ribcage that had been clenched all morning finally letting go.

      Danny didn't know why watching that made his throat go tight. He decided not to think about it.
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        * * *

      

      The day he actually tried to blow it properly, it was raining sideways and he hadn't slept, and he skived the whole afternoon, walked into the village, smoked with a lad he'd met outside the shop, and came back at gone six reeking of it and swaying slightly and ready - genuinely ready, heart going, half of him hoping - for Ray to finally, finally lose it.

      Ray was in the yard, hosing down the runs, and looked at him for a long moment.

      "Go on then," Danny said, when the silence went on too long. "Say it. Ring Sandra. Send me back."

      "Why would I do that?"

      "Because I'm not doing the job you're paying me for, am I. Because I'm a waste of everyone's-" He heard his own voice climbing and hated it. "Because that's what happens. Someone gives you a chance, you fuck it up, they get rid of you. That's how it's gone every single time, so just-" He was breathing hard. "Just do it. Get it over with."

      Ray turned the hose off. In the sudden quiet, the yard felt enormous.

      "I'm not interested in reasons to get rid of you, Danny." He said it the same way he said everything - flat, certain, no heat in it at all. "If you're trying to make me, you're going to have to do a hell of a lot better than turning up drunk once."

      He picked the hose back up and went back to the runs, and that was the end of the conversation.

      Danny stood there in the rain for a full minute before his legs remembered how to move.
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        * * *

      

      The caravan was cold and small and still smelled of the last three men who'd slept in it, and Danny lay on the narrow bed that night with his hands over his face, furious in a way he didn't have language for, because for the first time in six years someone had refused - flatly, completely, without even seeming to try very hard - to confirm that he was worthless.

      He didn't know what to do with a person like that.

      He genuinely didn't know what to do with it at all.
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      Six weeks in, and Danny still hadn't worked out what Ray actually wanted from him, which was somehow worse than knowing.

      He'd stopped trying to get sacked, mostly. Not because he'd given up - he told himself that a lot, that he hadn't given up, that he was just picking his moment - but because there was something almost restful about a place where nothing he did seemed to change how he was treated. Ray corrected the same, whether Danny had worked well or badly. Talked to him the same, flat and plain, whether Danny had been civil or vicious the day before. It should have felt like being ignored. Instead it felt, disorientingly, like being held to something that didn't move.

      He was on his phone in the yard, back out for the evening feed, taking a call he shouldn't have picked up, when the something that didn't move finally cracked.

      "You don't ring me in months, Danny, and now you're too busy-"

      "I'm not too busy, Mum, I'm working-"

      "Working." A short, ugly laugh down the line, the kind he knew the sound of before he even heard the ice clink behind it. "Mucking out some posh farmer's dogs. That what they've got you doing now. Your dad would've-"

      "Don't." His voice came out sharper than he meant it to. "Don't you dare bring him into this."

      "I'll bring up whoever the fuck I like, you don't get to tell me-"

      He hung up. Stood there in the yard with his hand shaking, the cold air doing nothing to touch the heat climbing up through his chest, and when Ray called across the yard that Bramble needed walking, Danny grabbed the lead off the hook with more force than the job called for and went to get her.

      He wasn't gentle enough with the gate. Bramble, spooked by the clang of it, bolted sideways into the run fencing hard enough to yelp, and by the time Danny got the lead sorted and dragged her out she was cowering low, tail tucked, refusing to look at him.

      "What happened." Ray was there almost instantly, crouching to check the dog's leg with careful hands, voice still level but something colder underneath it now.

      "Nothing, she's fine, she just-"

      "She's limping."

      "She's not-" Danny's voice cracked upward, humiliatingly. "It's not my fault the stupid gate-"

      "Danny."

      "Don't fuckin' Danny me!" He was shouting now, properly, the sound of it strange and raw in his own ears. "You don't know anything about me, you don't know what today's - you don't get to stand there so fuckin' calm all the time like nothing ever - " He shoved past Ray, meaning to just walk it off, get away, and Ray's hand came out and closed round his wrist.

      It wasn't hard. It wasn't even really a grab. But Danny wrenched against it on pure reflex, and the next thing he knew Ray had turned him, gentle and completely immovable, and one broad palm
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