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			The Happiest Horse in All Shropshire
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			‘Open the blinkin’ windows, someone! I’m going to pass out from the smell of Dodger’s size-twelve feet in a minute!’

			I smiled broadly as I heard Ben’s shout. He was behind me, on the back seat of the fire engine. We were about to roll around the first of the many wide curves and sharp corners in the centre of my beautiful Shrewsbury.

			We’d been playing our usual sweaty, psychotic game of volleyball in the station yard when the fire call had come through. Now we were sweating and still mildly psychotic in the fire engine. It was only ten-thirty in the morning but the summer sun was already surprisingly strong. For some reason the cab’s windows had all been closed while it stood idle in the appliance room. Jumping in had been like climbing into a greenhouse. Riding in it was like sitting in a sauna with all our clothes on. And I swear you really could pass out from the smell of Dodger’s feet.

			‘Put your blinkin’ boots on, Dodger, or the rest of us will have to get into our chemical protection suits,’ Ben was moaning as we passed the railway station and turned right on to Smithfield Road.

			‘Well if you’d just get your elbow out of my face and stop hogging all the space back here, I’ll have enough room to move,’ Dodger replied.

			I smiled again from the safety of the driver’s seat. Pulling your kit on in a moving vehicle isn’t easy at the best of times. But the three men we had on the back seat today – Dodger, Ben and new recruit Nicholas – were easily the biggest on the watch. Ben was six foot four like me, Nicholas was at least six foot two, and Dodger, although short, was easily as wide as the other two. All three had shoulders as broad as small cars. No wonder they were making a lot of noise.

			‘If you don’t stop mithering I’ll get Windsor to stop off at Oswestry and replace the lot of you with one of the retained crews. Happen they’ll be twice as good as you and give me half as much trouble,’ declared Joe from the passenger seat alongside me. Joe was the equally tall Sub-Officer or Sub-O on Red Watch. He was the number two on the team and the most senior fireman in the vehicle. He had the world’s most bushy eyebrows – surely a fire hazard in themselves – and one of the world’s sternest faces. He was a tough taskmaster too. He had high standards and expected everything to be done by the book. Today, though, as we picked up speed and fresh air finally began to swirl through the cab, he was smiling. He waved to a group of kids standing goggle-eyed at the roadside as we passed Telephone House. He gave a salute to a couple of pretty mums standing with their pushchairs alongside the river. And he sat back in his seat and gave a contented sigh as we crossed the Welsh Bridge and headed out west towards the border with Wales.

			‘I might have a bit of shut-eye. Wake me up if you get lost,’ he joked as I steered the vehicle on to the Welshpool Road, heading to the western edge of our patch. In the back of the cab the sudden silence suggested that the others had got kitted up at last and were ready to settle down for the long ride to the job. We were relaxed and happy that day because we weren’t on an emergency call to fight a fire or face yet another tragic car accident. No, that warm and sunny day at the end of July we were heading deep into the countryside to rescue a pony. Or, to be strictly accurate, our new colleague Nicholas was on his way to rescue a pony.

			That crucial detail had been decided the moment the call came in. The pony in question wasn’t in mortal danger. But it was in a bad place. The farmer said it had done what ponies often do: jumped over a gate or pushed through a gap in a hedge. It had trotted off on a little adventure. And it had got itself in trouble.

			‘It’s ended up slap bang in the middle of a slurry pit,’ we’d been told. ‘It’s up to his neck in it. They can’t get it out. And it’s as whiffy as hell.’

			All eyes had turned to Nicholas.

			‘You’re joking,’ he’d begun weakly.

			‘I’ve never been more serious in my life. This one’s for you, jockey. Enjoy it,’ Joe had told him as we’d made our way into the appliance room. I’d all but laughed out loud. Four years ago, when I’d been the new recruit or ‘jockey’ on Red Watch, all these mucky, dodgy jobs had come to me. The jockey is always the one who has to get his hands dirty, lose his dignity and end up the laughing stock of the county. How great to think that I’d handed over the mantle at last.

			‘We didn’t cover this kind of thing in training,’ Nicholas had muttered to me as we swung ourselves up on to the fire engine.

			I smiled again. At twenty, Nicholas was nearer my age than anyone on Red Watch. We’d got on well from the start. He’d been working in a timber yard before signing up, so he was exactly the kind of practical man we needed. He had short light hair and he was almost always smiling. He was a keen fisherman and a big drinker. ‘A good lad, plenty of potential, but he’s got a bit of an overactive sense of enthusiasm,’ was the only negative comment the old-timers could think of to say about him. I had a horrible feeling they’d said the same about me, back in the day. They probably still did, if I was honest.

			I swung the fire engine round the next in a long line of sharp bends and took a deep breath of fresh, country air. The hedgerows were getting higher and if the fields weren’t quite golden they were certainly a healthy shade of bronze. I gazed ahead when we topped the crest of a small hill. Welshpool was probably somewhere in the far distance. Long before it were a host of homesteads and hamlets. The roads were narrowing sharply and the countryside threw up more sharp corners than a corkscrew. I thanked my lucky stars that I was behind the wheel and not stuck on the back seat like the others. I got crippled with travel sickness sometimes – a fact that the other lads found completely hilarious in a fireman. Far too many times, heading back from a shout, the driver would swing outrageously wide around a bend just to see how green my face would turn.

			Out on this part of our patch the bends were particularly intense. Many of them hit as you plunged down into a hidden hollow, one of Shropshire’s dark, tree-covered dips where water crashed over the stones in a barely mapped network of brooks and streams. I looked over to Joe as I pulled us out of one such dip. His eyes were still shut. I glanced at the folded-up map on his lap. We might be needing that soon. This was part of the county where the lanes had no names. Whole clusters of farms and houses seemed to manage just fine without any names either. Some of the villagers we came across swore blind they were from one place, when the map said something entirely different.

			‘I read somewhere that there used to be a Royal Mint in these parts. Back in the tenth century,’ Dodger said, waking up and interrupting my thoughts as we gained a bit of gradient.

			‘You’ve never read anything but car magazines in your life. And you still struggle with the long words in those,’ Ben hit back.

			‘I read more than you think, old man. And I read about gold coins being made in this part of Shropshire.’

			‘You know what? I think you might be right about there being an old mint in Shrewsbury itself. Don’t know where, though,’ said Nicholas, keen to join in the conversation the way the jockey always was.

			‘It’s not in the town,’ said Dodger. ‘It was put out in the country to protect it. They reckoned it needed to be well hidden. It could be out here.’

			‘Actually, Welsh gold is supposed to be really valuable. If we find some of that, we’re quids in,’ said Ben, perking up all of a sudden.

			‘So you’re saying we do a bit of treasure hunting while we’re out here on a shout?’ I asked with a smile.

			‘Well, it couldn’t do any harm. It would get you that BMW you’re always dreaming about.’

			‘A straight six, 323i. In midnight blue,’ I said dreamily.

			‘Before anyone tries to find buried treasure I suggest we find the farm we’re looking for and get the owner’s horse back in its field,’ said Joe, lifting those terrifying eyebrows and gazing out over the countryside ahead. ‘And I suggest we look pretty sharpish because I reckon we’re somewhere close.’

			‘It’s up ahead. Four hundred yards, then we take a right and we’re within spitting distance,’ I said, with far more confidence than I felt.

			‘I think you’re wrong, Windsor,’ came Ben’s voice from behind. ‘We should have gone left at that last junction, not right. We’ve been to this farm before. We had a barn fire there back in ’78.’

			‘We have never been here before. Not in ’78, not ever,’ said Dodger.

			‘So where was that fire?’

			‘It was in your dreams, mate. We’ve never been anywhere near here. And we shouldn’t be here now. We’ve gone wrong. You need to turn us round, Wins.’

			‘Have we got a better map? Isn’t that one old?’ I asked, flashing a glance to the one Joe was now unfolding on the passenger seat. One of the other benefits of driving is that you can push all the map-reading questions on to others. Occasionally we’d joke about some Star Trek or Blake’s 7-type future when moving maps would spring up on electronic screens in front of us and disembodied computer voices would guide us directly to our destination. Until that far-off day I had to rely on Joe poring over a particularly tatty map to my left and a host of testosterone-fuelled opinions floating across from the cab behind me.

			‘If I see anyone, I’ll ask them. Someone has to know where Nottage Farm is,’ I declared after a while.

			You could feel the disgust that comment generated. It swamped the whole cab and seeped into every corner. If disgust had a smell, then our cab reeked that day. ‘Ask someone? Ask someone? I don’t think so, matey!’ Dodger declared to general agreement.

			And so we continued our rambling and extended tour of the glorious highways and byways of western Shropshire. ‘With a bit of luck the horse will have got itself out and washed itself down by the time we arrive,’ said Nicholas hopefully at one point.

			‘You should be so lucky, jockey, you should be so lucky,’ said Joe. And at that moment we saw the sign. It was old, crooked and made of rotten wood. But it was there. Nottage Farm. We opened a gate, thundered over a couple of vast cattle grids, twisted round some high-camber corners and parked in a surprisingly tidy yard.

			‘Time to get your hands dirty,’ the others were telling Nicholas as we all climbed out of the cab. ‘Let’s hope you brought a clothes peg to put on your nose.’

			However, Nicholas soon began to cheer up as we approached the farmhouse door. We all did, truth be told. The farmer who came out to greet us was a rough-and-ready-looking man about my dad’s age. He was wild and weather-beaten, as country farmers always were. He was also flat-nosed, big-eared, had next to no chin and a funny little squint, so at first it was hard to tell who he was talking to. He was wearing tatty old tweed trousers and a stained brown corduroy shirt that looked older than me. His hair appeared to have been cut by someone wearing a blindfold – while on a rollercoaster ride. Completing the picture were teeth so yellow they were almost orange. But none of this was what snagged our attention and improved Nicholas’s mood no end.

			‘This is my daughter, Melody,’ the man growled as another figure joined him on the doorstep. ‘It’s her pony that’s got itself in trouble and caused all the fuss.’

			‘Hello, Melody,’ five grown men said in embarrassing unison.

			Could this vision of loveliness really be his daughter? Could someone that old and messy be the parent of someone this young and beautiful? Because Melody was the best-looking girl we’d seen in quite some time. She was probably in her early twenties. She obviously helped out on the farm, because she looked as weather-beaten as her dad. But Melody was weather-beaten in a blonde, Californian, sun-kissed, Olivia Newton-John kind of way. She was wearing faded blue jeans and an ordinary checked shirt. But she was wearing them in a very Daisy Duke kind of way. She was smiling nervously, revealing perfect white teeth, perfect pale blue eyes, perfect soft skin. I could have gone on – and the other lads would do just that for weeks and weeks afterwards.

			And of all people it was Nicholas who was going to impress the soft white cotton socks off her.

			‘I’m the one who’ll be saving your pony, Melody,’ he said firmly, leaping in to stake out his turf in case Joe changed his mind and gave the task to someone else. ‘It will be dangerous and things could get messy,’ he continued shamelessly, as if he was about to storm the Death Star or raise the Titanic. ‘Things could go badly wrong,’ he added, showing a previously hidden talent for melodrama. ‘There will be no easy choices in how we do this. But we will do it. I will do it, Melody. I will rescue your pony.’

			I flashed a look at Joe. His mouth was wide open. Was he outraged or impressed by the youngster’s sheer front? I think it was the latter. I think there was the start of a twinkle in his eye as he stepped back a little. I felt myself do the same. Nicholas wanted to take charge. He wanted to run the show. Could he do it? I think we all knew it was going to be a hell of a lot of fun finding out.

			The farmer gave us some background before the main event. ‘We’ve tried everything to get it out of the pit ourselves. We’ve tried goading it and we’ve tried slapping it. We’ve tried to scare it with the sound of the tractor and we’ve tried getting a rope round its neck and pulling it free. But we don’t want to injure the horse. You’ve got the kit we need. We wouldn’t have called you if we hadn’t had to.’

			Nobody doubted that closing statement. Farmers were proud in our part of the world. Maybe they are everywhere. They work hard and they don’t like wasting anyone’s time. They’re also the most resourceful and tight-fisted people on earth. If they can do a job themselves, they’ll do it. Even if they have to improvise with utterly inappropriate tools. If there was any way this man could have got his daughter’s pony free on his own, he’d have done it long ago.

			Nicholas thrust out his chest as he joined us getting the various ropes, strops and slings out of their compartments and preparing for battle. For all the comedy value and the schoolboy sniggering, we were still a pretty professional team. Joe took the lead, explaining what we’d have to do. There were no real surprises, for in truth it wasn’t the world’s most complicated operation. This was one of those jobs you did all the time in the country Fire Service. Animals were forever getting lost or trapped. We were always lassoing them or looping them up in ropes and slings and pulling them back to freedom. We did it in rain, snow and hail. Doing it on a glorious early summer’s day was chicken feed. Which perhaps explained why the twinkle was back in Joe’s eye.

			‘Now, young Nicholas, when I tasked you with this job I was perhaps being a little hasty,’ he began. ‘If you should like to step aside, one of your more experienced colleagues would be happy to take your place.’

			‘I wouldn’t hear of it,’ Nicholas said, his chest puffed out even further, his eyes firmly aimed at the lovely Melody.

			So we approached the slurry pit where the rescue would be carried out.

			‘My horse’s name is Bradforth,’ said Melody. Five men turned and nodded at her as if she’d been reciting the most beautiful poetry. Bradforth was a fine but filthy beast; more horse than pony, in my far from expert view.

			‘And three years old,’ called Melody. Four more words of pure poetry.

			We stood and surveyed the scene. Slurry pits come in all shapes and sizes; this one was twenty feet by ten and about five feet deep. They’re all filled with . . . well, let’s just say that grass might smell quite fragrant when it goes in the mouth of a cow, but once it comes out the other end it has a very different and extremely unpleasant odour. After a run of hot summer days the thick crust that forms on top of the slurry resembles solid earth. This is why they’re always fenced off. Unfortunately, the fence around this one was made up of two loose strands of rusty barbed wire fixed to a few ancient and rotten wooden posts.

			The odoriferous contents of the pit were swirling and splashing about as this most spirited of ponies kicked about and drew air in and out of its hefty flanks. And the whole place stank. It was truly rank. Clouds of black flies buzzed around angrily. Much as we all wanted to impress Melody, the sight of great drools of saliva falling from Bradforth’s mouth had us all taking a step back. Suddenly no one was keen to take Nicholas’s place in getting the animal rescue slings around the huge and glistening body of this very agitated, very angry animal.

			Joe got us started: ‘Let’s get a fore-end loader over here.’

			When that was done, the next step was to get a lifting chain attached to the fork of the fore-end loader and position it above the animal, ready to secure the slings that would hoist Bradforth out of the pit and on to firm ground.

			Once the loader was in position we were ready for the main event. It was now up to Nicholas to wade into the waste to thread the two slings underneath Bradforth’s belly.

			And this was where things began to go horribly wrong.

			We talked tactics one last time as the farmer, whose name we didn’t know, and Melody, whose name we would never forget, looked on. Melody then stepped forward. We held our breaths. ‘It’s so smelly in there. It’s such a horrible thing for you to do. I’m so very, very grateful,’ she said poetically.

			‘It’s my job,’ Nicholas said ridiculously.

			A few moments later, things took a dramatic turn. The four of us were stationed at various points around the pony and the slurry pit – edging back as far away from the latter as we possibly could. Nicholas, meanwhile, was right in the thick of things, chest-deep in the slurry, reaching in up to his shoulder to drag the slings from one side of the horse to the other. Bradforth, sweat glistening on his back and running down in to the contents of the pit, was finally still. And then Nicholas was too. He quite literally froze.

			I was the closest to him at that point, and I could sense that something bad had happened. I swear he had gone pale. All the flirting and the jokes were over. I had no idea what was going on, but it seemed to be serious.

			‘Oh my God,’ Nicholas said. His voice was unusually quiet. That made his words all the more memorable.

			‘What is it?’ Melody and her dad asked, almost in unison.

			‘What’s up, jockey?’ said Joe, moving round from the far side of the slurry pit much faster than his size and age might have suggested he was capable of.

			Nicholas looked from face to face. He really was white as a sheet. ‘I think there’s something wrong,’ he said.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I’m checking.’ Nicholas moved his arm around. He moved his arm forward then back. He reached a little further under the pony’s stomach. Then he looked up.

			‘He’s badly injured. The poor bugger’s split his stomach open. He must have caught it on the barbed wire. You need to get a vet here quick. I think he’s going to die. I can feel his spleen hanging out.’

			Everyone went deathly quiet and things began to move fast. The farmer set off towards the farmhouse to get to the phone. His daughter, younger and faster, ran past him.

			‘Is it bad?’ Joe asked, when they were out of earshot.

			‘It’s bad. I think it’s very bad,’ Nicholas said.

			Joe nodded, grim-faced. All the fun was forgotten now. I looked up at the barbed-wire fences all around us. Barbed wire is essential in the countryside, but it’s a curse as well. Over the years we’ve attended countless horrible scenes where animals have got caught up in it. We’ve seen the damage it can do. We’ve seen the pain in so many animals’ eyes and we’ve seen a fair few of them die. That day we could only hope the vet would get there fast enough.

			‘You want to climb out?’ Joe asked as Nicholas wrinkled up his nose against the smell. Flies were landing on his hair and his ears. He shook his head violently as one took aim at his left eyelid.

			‘I don’t think I can. If I do, I reckon he’ll die. I’m trying to push his insides back in. I’m trying to hold him together. If I move now, it’s all over.’

			Joe nodded as the farmer finally came out of the house and headed back towards us. ‘Vet is on his way now,’ he said authoritatively as we considered our next move. Melody was at his side. A tall, willowy woman who had to be Melody’s mum was there too, and a teenage boy.

			‘He knows the way? He’ll be here fast?’ Nicholas asked from the pit.

			‘Fifteen minutes. Maybe less.’

			‘Then let’s work this out,’ said Joe, calling us all together. ‘Can we move the horse?’ he asked Nicholas.

			‘I don’t know. The wound has to be pretty deep. I reckon I’ve got its spleen in my hand. If we move the animal, it will fall right out. Being in all this crap might be what’s saved him. It’s kept things together, at least for a while.’

			Joe nodded. ‘In that case, I say we stay as we are. As soon as the vet’s here, we’ll lift the horse out. Then he can do what he has to do.’

			‘I’ll get a hose ready. The vet will need him to be clean. We’ll need water,’ said Dodger, and the rest of us headed over to the appliance to get the pump in gear and the on-board tank opened so we could supply it. Nicholas had stayed where he was, up to his shoulders in the gently steaming and horribly smelly slurry pit. His hand was trying to hold together the animal’s innards. His face was looking older, paler.

			I caught his eye at one point as the others busied themselves. He shook his head ever so slightly. It was obviously bad. I glanced at the pony itself. How long had it been in pain? Did it know we were here to help? I looked away. It’s crazy to put human feelings into animals’ minds. It’s stupid to think you know how they’re feeling. I thought I’d read something in those dark, impassive and injured eyes, but I shook my head. Better to focus on helping the others and getting this job done.

			Fortunately the vet was as good as the farmer’s word. We heard his Land Rover just under fifteen minutes later. A cloud of summer dust blew up above the hedgerows in its wake. He was a jolly, surprisingly rotund man in his early forties, with a hefty black bag in his right hand. He seemed capable, listening carefully to what we told him while surveying the scene. Then he told us to get the horse out so he could do whatever needed to be done.

			‘We’ll do it slowly but smoothly,’ Joe said when we were ready for the off. He nodded at the farmer to get the tractor started. Nicholas, still at the horse’s side, still keeping the wound together, stopped things for a moment. ‘Melody, are you sure you want to see this? It won’t be very nice,’ he warned.

			‘I want to see it. It’s my horse. I’m not going anywhere.’

			The vet gave us the nod. He had all manner of sterilising and stitching kit out and standing by. The tractor engine roared and the loader was raised, lifting Bradforth slowly from the slurry. Nicholas held on to the spleen with both hands. As the horse was lifted, we washed all the brown smelly slurry off its body until the injury was clear of the pit. Bradforth tried to struggle against the movement of the lifting slings, but with a tractor providing the power, the slings were going to carry on raising him regardless.

			I wondered how bad it would be as the pony stepped out on to the dry, muddy earth around the pit. His four long, sinewy legs buckled but straightened fast. Was horse blood red? It was a stupid question, but for some reason I couldn’t remember. Would it be brown, or black, if it had been out of his body for some time? Would it be visible amid all the slurry? And wouldn’t the wound be horribly infected by now? And made worse by all the flies and whatever else was swimming around in there?

			Thoughts raced through my mind as Dodger directed water over the animal’s back and down over his flanks. There, I thought, would be the torn skin and the terrible flesh wound. The ruptured spleen that would be half in and half out of the horse’s body. Except, it wasn’t. As the steaming slurry was washed away, the horse appeared to be entirely intact. We could see no injury on it at all.

			The horse shook itself. It stood tall. It kicked its legs. It threw back its head. It tossed its mane. It was in rude health. It actually looked proud, happy, strong and in near tip-top condition. So what the hell was going on?

			It was clear everyone was asking themselves the same question. Melody, her dad, their family, the vet and us. Oh, and Nicholas most of all.

			‘I swear – I swear he was all cut up and injured,’ he began. ‘There was a wound, a big, deep flesh wound. This horse was in a terrible state. I could feel it. Its spleen was outside of its body. I had it in my hand.’

			And in that moment he, and the rest of us, got it.

			This very happy horse was actually a stallion. As he shook himself again and gave a loud whinny of pure contentment, we knew, suddenly, why he had stood so still and stayed so silent in the pit. Bradforth hadn’t been in agony. He hadn’t been injured. He’d been having the time of his life with that nice new fireman reaching down at his side and—

			‘Oh my God. Oh my God. I didn’t, did I?’ Nicholas asked, appalled, as he realised what he’d done. ‘So all that time I was holding on to his—?’ He stopped, unable to complete the sentence.

			‘Yes, you were, sonny. All that time. And the wee pony didn’t even have to buy you dinner first!’ Dodger said as Melody let out a whoop of laughter and clasped her hand to her mouth.

			 

			The long ride back in the fire engine wasn’t a lot of fun for Nicholas. Despite an ice-cold hose down and a bit of carbolic from the farmer’s outhouse, he still stank to high heaven. In truth, the trip wasn’t a great deal of fun for us either.

			‘I think I preferred the smell of Dodger’s killer feet,’ Ben said early on. But then our conversation moved on. It was time to do what firemen do best. It was time to take the mickey out of the new boy.

			‘Remember that other horse we pulled out of the old mineshaft on the Stiperstones?’ Dodger pitched up as Nicholas’s new ordeal began.

			‘We’ll get Nicholas to help out if that sort of thing comes up again. He’ll be able to pull it off all on his own,’ Ben threw in.

			Back at the station the story travelled fast. It probably got exaggerated out of all proportion too. And so a day or two later the love letters and the fake phone messages started to come in.

			Dear Nicholas, you never ring, you never write, the first of the notes began, written in a childish hand and signed: A Very Happy Horse.

			Phone message received for Nicholas Beardsmore. From someone called Bradforth. Says: When are you coming back to the farm? read the next, taped to the outside of his locker for the start of our night shift.

			To the nice young fireman from Shrewsbury – I’m feeling frisky, let’s make hay together. Your ever-loving (it) pony, Bradforth, read yet another.

			To his credit, Nicholas was up for it. He laughed like the rest of us. He was due to get married the following spring, but he told plenty of jokes about the horse trotting into the church, all dressed in white, when the vicar gets to the part about speaking now or forever holding your peace.

			All the same, there was a hint of worry on his face sometimes as the jokes continued.

			‘How long will this last?’ he asked me in the bar at the start of an evening shift a week or so later. ‘Will they ever forget it?’

			‘Of course they will,’ I told him. ‘In about twenty years.’

			He sat and gazed out from the open window of the mess room. In the distance, across the yard and over the nearby trees, the setting sun was turning thin layers of cloud into a collage of rich pinks and orange. Then they all turned to gold as the midsummer sun made its final fall from view. A gang of what I think were starlings started to fight, noisily. Nicholas sighed.

			‘It’s never going to be forgotten,’ he said ruefully as the rest of the gang stormed into the room, making enough noise to scatter every starling within about a mile.

			‘Yes it will. As soon as someone else makes an equally stupid mistake on another shout,’ I told him.

			Nicholas looked glumly across at me. ‘But what if that’s me as well?’ he asked.

			‘It won’t be,’ I assured him. ‘No one’s that unlucky.’

			But it turned out that he was. We were on duty on what was forecast to be an unusually hot bank holiday weekend. And poor old Nicholas was about to do something even more ridiculous.
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			My Name Is Michael Caine
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			A craggy but friendly face greeted me as I arrived at my locker and got kitted out at the start of our next shift. It was Caddie, the old-timer who’d taken me under his wing when I’d joined Red Watch four years earlier as a super-keen and hyperactive eighteen-year-old. He’d watched me throw myself at every job at a hundred miles an hour. He’d watched me run when it would have made much more sense to walk. And he’d stepped in to help me make the grade. More than twice my age, he had this ever-growing mop of unruly grey hair. He had sharp, deep-set eyes and a military air. And he’d been a tough teacher. He’d never let me get away with a thing. But over time he’d become a great pal – even though over time he’d become a grumpy old sod as well.

			‘Why the hell are we here on a beautiful day like this? By rights I’d be fishing up at Picklescott. There’s a carp there with my name on it,’ was his opening gambit.

			‘A carp called Caddie would be quite a sight,’ I said.

			‘Better than a carp called Windsor,’ he said testily. ‘I blinkin’ hate bank holidays.’

			With that he disappeared upstairs to see if White Watch had any tea on the go. We were both early. There had been precious little traffic on the roads that holiday morning in August. Summer bank holidays tended to start on the quiet side. But they normally got busy in the end. Send hundreds – or probably thousands – of hikers, bikers and horse-riders out across our beautiful, tinder-dry county and you can expect a fair few fires to catch as discarded cigarettes and smouldering barbecues do their thing. Send all those people home later on in an awful lot of cars and you can expect a fair few accidents as well.

			‘Morning, Malcolm. We expecting to be busy?’ Next to arrive was Nicholas, the exact opposite of Caddie in the keenness stakes. He was the way I’d always been and still was: desperate for the tannoy to call us out. He wanted things to happen so he could prove himself in as many situations as possible. I understood exactly what he was thinking as we got ready for the parade that signalled the start of every working day. He was right to be full of enthusiasm and he reckoned he did know his stuff. So what could possibly go wrong?

			The call came in much earlier than we’d expected. We’d seen White Watch get dismissed, been read our notices for the day, drunk our tea and got the net up for a bank holiday game of volleyball. A typically violent, largely anarchic and surprisingly high-scoring game was underway when the ‘Attention!’ call was made. For the second day shift in a row we were sweating cobs as we piled on to the fire engines and headed out on to the road.

			We were on our way to a pretty major car crash – or a road traffic collision as they were desperately trying to get us call them back then. It was the kind we got a lot of amidst the blind corners and high hedges of the country roads in Shropshire. As usual some idiot had been overtaking where he shouldn’t. He’d slid in between two law-abiding drivers when he’d swung his wheel to get out of the path of the farm truck that could have killed him. The other two drivers had braked sharply, swerved wildly and crashed to a shuddering halt. Three further cars had got caught up in the mess when they too had screeched on to the scene far too fast. The initial call told us that there were no fatalities but a number of casualties needing to be cut out of the wreckage. In the meantime the entire road was blocked, so until we got there to pull the wrecked vehicles apart and clear some space, the county would be facing a major traffic jam.

			‘Is it too much to expect that the driver who caused it got his car damaged the most?’ Caddie asked from the driving seat as we made our way over one of Shrewsbury’s nine bridges and left the town behind.

			‘I think you know by now that life’s not like that,’ said Joe grimly from the passenger seat.

			‘He probably got nothing more than scratched paintwork,’ added an equally cynical Pete, on the back seat. He was a wiry man with fair, close-cropped hair. His moods could go from gloom to joy at the flip of a coin.

			‘I bet he drove away and left everyone else to clear up his mess,’ agreed Caddie. ‘I hate working on bank holiday Mondays.’

			I flashed a glance at Nicholas, squeezed between Pete and me on the vehicle’s back seat. It didn’t look as if we were going to have many laughs today. We seemed to be surrounded by the grumpiest old men in Shropshire.

			I tried to cheer myself up by looking out across the countryside as we picked up speed. The height of the fire engine puts you well above the hedgerows. From there you can see so much further than most motorists. And what we could see then was glorious. It was shaping up to be a beautiful summer day. The sun was already high in the sky and a warm haze was building up to make things even more perfect.

			I looked down as we passed a wide and sparkling stream. The water was brackish and brown on the edges. It seemed crystal-clear in the middle where it swirled faster over the rocks. Just across from us an old wooden bridge spanned the water. The air, as we dipped down into a hollow, was moist and cool. The scent of rich green moss seemed to envelop us. Up front I knew Caddie wanted to be fishing in a stream like this. I wanted to be swimming in it. My mind drifted to all the murky streams my pals and I had built dams in as kids. I recalled the hours we’d spent out in the fields on summer days. I thought back to the fireflies we’d watched, the ants we’d tracked and the frog-spawn we’d tried to collect. I’ve never quite got that thing about Yorkshire being God’s Own Country. Surely Shropshire is even more glorious. Its rambling, rolling fields and hills could make any heart soar. We’ve got hidden hollows, ancient copses and any amount of incredible history. Our rocks are as old as time. Our villages are picture-postcard perfect. We’ve got grand houses born in the riches of the wool trade. We’ve got tiny, tumbledown cottages that look good enough to be photographed for the top of any biscuit tin.

			I came back to reality with a bump – literally – as the fire engine lurched round a sharp corner then came to a halt. I stuck my head out the window to see what was going on. Not much, was my first impression. The road ahead looked like a long, thin, outdoor car park. At least half a mile of cars were backed up there. None of them looked to be going anywhere soon.

			‘Looks like everyone’s having a party, the lucky blighters,’ Caddie muttered as he swung us to the right.

			And as I looked closer it was clear that he had a point. The cars might be still, but the drivers and passengers were anything but. All the way ahead of us windows had been wound down and doors were wide open. The lucky few drivers with sun roofs were smugger than ever. Was it wrong to be having a picnic on the grass verge near a car crash? Not really, if there’s nothing you can do to help. So lots of people were doing just that. Deckchairs had come out of the boots. Blankets were laid out on the grass. Car radios were playing and footballs were being kicked around. To my left I saw a couple of people who had cracked open their Thermos flask and were enjoying a nice cup of tea. I felt myself smile. This was ‘make-do and make-the-best-of-it’ Britain at its finest. Other nations might have come to blows, but here a distinctly jolly atmosphere was in the air. With a bit of luck, even Caddie and Pete might cheer up and stop thinking the worst.

			Joe gave a few toots on the horn to get people out of our way, then we headed down the wrong side of the road towards the accident scene. A police car was parked up ahead of us, just behind two ambulances.

			‘OK, lads, you know the drill,’ Joe said as Charlie parked the engine near the impact zone. The emergency tender, that day driven by Martin with Woody at his side, was right behind us and we all climbed out and hit the ground at almost exactly the same time.

			Joe strode over to talk to the police while we gave the scene the once-over.

			Then we got to work. It was automatic. We needed a hose-reel pulled off in case the cars involved burst into flames. And I’ll be honest and say that explosions like that happen in Hollywood far more than they have ever – ever – happened on my patch in rural Shropshire. We set up a tool dump and coned off the scene to stop some other idiot from speeding in from the opposite direction and making matters worse. Then we got to grips with the casualties in the cars themselves.

			RTAs like this can be second nature. We train on this kind of thing all the time. We do endless drills for it on the parade ground. And we face it out in the field on a regular basis. So there wasn’t a great deal of talk as we did what had to be done. We didn’t need to discuss any clever new strategies. That day we hadn’t stumbled across any unusual problems that would have to be solved. We simply got on with the job in hand. Each of us had a different role to play. And as we did so, Nicholas became more and more desperate to prove that he could fit into this well-oiled machine and do his bit.

			As a relative newcomer, I could empathise with him. I’d been there myself, so I knew that after the craziness surrounding Bradforth’s rescue he would be eager to prove his worth. I watched him dart around the scene like a bluebottle with big fat fire boots on, hell-bent on contributing. And I wasn’t alone.

			‘Beardsmore. Over here,’ Joe barked after a while.

			Nicholas was at the boss’s side in an instant, keen as a puppy. I felt myself grin. He was exactly the way I’d always been. Exactly the way I still was, to be honest. I just hid it better now.

			‘I want you to make all the vehicles safe,’ Joe said. ‘You understand what you have to do?’

			‘Yes, sir. I’ll get on it straight away,’ he said.

			The happy combination of a bluebottle and a puppy hurried off and got busy. It wasn’t the most complicated thing in the world. When cars are messed up and mangled in a crash we make them safe by disconnecting their batteries. The last thing you want is for any stray electrical sparks to hit spilled petrol or fumes. If the cars haven’t been too smashed up in the crash, we do our best to keep their batteries and engines intact. We use a small 10mm spanner to disconnect the terminals so they can be reconnected when it’s safe. The cars that are clearly smashed beyond repair get rougher treatment: we cut their cables in two using enormous bolt cutters. Those cars will never be needing their batteries again, so there’s no problem destroying the whole kit and caboodle.

			‘Hey, Mal, give us a hand with this will you?’

			Woody distracted me by asking me to help drag a rogue metal bumper on to the grass verge. I forgot all about Nicholas for a while. Until I heard Joe roar out his name again.

			‘Beardsmore! What the blazes are you doing?’ he bellowed.

			‘Making the vehicles safe. I’ve done four already. Am I not going fast enough?’

			I looked up. Our newcomer had clearly decided not to take any chances. There were no delicate spanner jobs for Nicholas. He’d got the bolt cutters in his hands and he’d been severing battery leads with relish. He was poised to cut through the fifth but stopped. ‘Anything wrong?’ he asked, confusion suddenly replacing enthusiasm on his face.

			There was a long, painful silence. If Nicholas was a bluebottle crossed with a puppy, then our lean and lanky boss Joe had turned 100 per cent into a goldfish. He was standing stock-still, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly as he tried to find his next words.

			When he found his voice, he didn’t take any prisoners. He yelled out with a roar: ‘You’re only supposed to be making the vehicles safe that have been involved in the accident. Not the ones in the blinkin’ queue!’

			We all looked up and over. And that was indeed what Nicholas had done. With their owners elsewhere, watching us at the scene, sunning themselves on the grass verges, or chatting to others further back up the road, Nicholas had gone from one parked car to the next, methodically working his way up the line, opening bonnets and permanently disabling their batteries while no one was looking.

			‘I thought you meant . . . I thought you meant . . .’ he began, realisation hitting him like a brick from space.

			‘Oi – what have you done to my car?’ came a yell from a motorist who’d suddenly returned to the scene only to realise he wouldn’t be moving any time soon.

			‘I just – I just—’ began Nicholas again.

			‘My battery leads! Oh my God, you’ve cut my battery leads!’ cried another returning motorist.

			‘But, but—’ Nicholas mumbled, before Joe bundled him away and took him behind the fire truck for what sounded like the biggest bollocking of all time.

			The rest of us finished releasing the last trapped casualty before trying to appease the crowd of drivers who had discovered that their stay at the roadside was going to be extended by several hours.

			A few moments later, Nicholas headed back to join the rest of us. It seemed as if the happy puppy of an hour ago had been given a smack on the nose – and bearing in mind Joe’s volcanic temper, I’d not have been surprised if that had happened for real. ‘Sorry, guys,’ he muttered, unable to meet anyone’s eyes.

			‘It’s all right to be keen. It’s not all right to be stupid,’ Dave told him, trying to be helpful. ‘That’s one of the many unwritten rules that they don’t teach you in training. You’ll not do something like this again, will you, son?’

			‘Not in a million years.’

			‘Then you’ve learned your lesson. You’ll be OK.’

			‘I’m an idiot,’ Nicholas said.

			‘Yes, you are. But it could have been worse. You could have done this at the station on a drill. Do that to my car and it’d be a long time before you walked again. You’d certainly never have children.’

			The rest of the clear-up took about an hour, much of which was taken up with apologising yet again to the four newly stranded motorists and their families. We helped a couple of them get transported to town and made sure the others were sorted with their respective breakdown companies. Then we began our own clear-up and began to re-stow all the equipment we’d used on the various vehicles. It was then, I think, that Dave first thought of it. His mood, as it so often did, had changed. The grumpy old man was about to become a comedian.

			‘Nicholas, you know what you just did,’ he began.

			‘Yes,’ said Nicholas grimly.

			‘Well, you—’ Dave stopped, breaking off in annoyance. ‘No, that’s not right. Give me a minute.’

			Nicholas flashed me a look. I shrugged. Who knew what Dave was up to now.

			‘Nicholas, I’ve got it. You know what you just did,’ he said a few moments later.

			‘Yes,’ said Nicholas ominously.

			‘You went too far. You were only supposed to blow the bloody doors off!’ he roared in his best Michael Caine accent. And while his impression wasn’t that good, it didn’t stop the rest of us from repeating the line about a hundred times on the way back to the station.

			‘I wasn’t thinking,’ Nicholas said again and again along the way.

			‘Engage brain before all else,’ he was told every time.

			‘And keep your sense of humour,’ was the advice I’d have given him if asked. Because he was going to need it.

			On the way back to the station we came upon a broken-down car pulled halfway on to a grass verge outside of the little village of Hanwood. The car’s bonnet was up and a smart, unhappy-looking couple were leaning in to the engine with puzzled looks on their faces.

			‘That’s one Nicholas did earlier,’ the whole crew shouted out in unison.

			The jokes were still flowing ten minutes later as we hit the camber and finally turned into the station yard. Caddie pulled us past our own parked cars as he drove the engine into the appliance room. The Michael Caine impressions rang out again when we went up to the mess room for a cup of tea after cleaning all the equipment we’d used and re-stowing it.

			‘Have I really got twenty more years of this?’ Nicholas asked me, ruefully, when the shift was finally over.

			I gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘They’ll write books about this one,’ I said.
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