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			Chapter 1

			The Rottweiler was foaming at the chops; white slobber had pooled in the creases of its jaw and saliva was yo-yoing from its fangs. I turned to Stanley.‘Why me?’

			‘Because you’re the bloody apprentice and you do what I tell you, comprendo?’

			‘What if I get bitten?’

			‘I’ll dock your bastard wages for being useless; now get out.’ I touched the door handle. ‘William, it’s on a bloody chain!’ Still, I didn’t move. ‘Go on! I’ll count to three. One …’ I burst from the van. The dog’s chain slithered on the stones. It launched. Surely, if it could reach the van its face would have smashed through the passenger window by now? Its massive head grew. Stay calm, I told myself, stick close to the van. A thunk. Stanley was right. It had reached the end of its chain. I breathed, gave him a thumbs up and took two strides towards the house – then an urgent rattle turned my head. It was coming again! How could it be coming again? In that nanosecond of paralysis, ten feet of snapped chain gave me my answer.

			I’m not a sprinter, but eight stone of Rottweiler behind me unlocked my true potential and Usain Bolt would have had night sweats if he’d seen me cross that yard. I took a leap worthy of an Olympic pole-vaulter and grabbed the stables’ overhanging roof. I could hear Stan roaring with laughter over Paloma Faith’s ‘Ready For the Good Life’. This was his best entertainment since leaving Fetch-It – his last but one apprentice – cleaning the coal all afternoon.

			With one extra wild kick, I managed to swing my legs up and clamber onto the stable roof. I’d have enjoyed the view of the distant beck glittering its snail-trail over the surrounding purple moor, if I hadn’t been gasping like a landed tench. Stanley wasn’t admiring the view either. He was beating the steering wheel in glee. The Beast of Wharfedale was on two legs now, bouncing, bellowing and trailing its chain, and in the distance Old Pedley was ambling out of the squat stone farmhouse. Pedley only had one speed, and it was slower than the growth of the weeds that had reached the mullioned windows. Eventually he looked up through jam-jar lenses. ‘Nah then, lad, what are you doing up theer?’ I’d have thought it was obvious. ‘Rosie, come here, lass.’ The Beast dropped to four paws, waved her stump tail, lowered her teddy-bear head and wandered to Old Pedley.

			Only now did Stan get out of the van: ‘What a bloody chicken, eh, Mr Pedley? I told him Rosie wouldn’t so much as knock the skin off a rice puddin’.’ (He’d told me no such thing.)

			‘I hope he’s less freetened o’ me ’osses,’ Pedley chunnered, taking a length of baling twine from his pocket and looping it round the dog’s collar. Only when I could see that Rosie was compliant did I drop from the stable roof.

			‘He might be a poncey little flake, but there’s nobody better wi’ th’osses than our Will,’ Stanley said, ruffling my hair like he’d paid me a compliment.

			Pedley grunted.‘You’re on’y takin’ t’shoes off ’em today, any road.’ I groaned. Stanley wouldn’t be taking the shoes off Pedley’s six gigantic draught horses; I would. Shire feet are hard as rock and clamping your knees on massive hooves bruises the insides of them. They don’t tell you that at college. They don’t tell you that working over an anvil sends invisible shards of metal into your skin either.

			‘Put your face straight!’ Stanley ordered. ‘Grappling wi’ nine tonne of horse flesh’ll be right up your street after that little show of athletics.’ He jumped into the van. ‘Four o’clock. And mind yourself with Billy!’

			Mind yourself with Billy is the sort of parting remark no farrier wants to hear. I pretended some confidence.

			‘Shall we get Billy over with first then, Mr Pedley?’

			Mr Pedley hesitated. ‘I reckon Billy’s best left until you’ve speeded up a bit.’ Was he leaving him until last so I’d done the bulk of the work before I was airlifted to Leeds General? Through the shoe-pulling and rasping of Dolly, Bessie, Sonny, Percy and Flower, my mind was only on Billy and when seventeen hands of sleek black muscle finally strolled out of the barn, it was with the assurance of a gang fighter. Mr Pedley tied Billy up, then sat on the low wall and folded his arms. That worried me too; he’d been filling hay nets, brewing up and mixing feeds when I’d been working on the others.

			I walked to Billy’s shoulder, talked softly to him then slid my hand down his left foreleg. Billy raised his foot with the same obliging courtesy that the other horses had shown. Relieved, I took the hoof pick from my belt. Whilst Billy gently mouthed the rope tying him to the stable wall, I scraped debris from his vast foot. I replaced the hoof pick, took my buffer from my chaps (farriers’ chaps do the same job as builders’ overalls) and began lifting the clenches on his near fore.

			So there I am, bent under Billy’s big belly, gradually growing in confidence, telling myself that it’s all to do with your attitude, when a clatter is followed by a snort from Old Pedley. I look up and see my hoof pick six feet away on the cobbles. Billy has picked my pocket and lobbed it across the yard. I sigh, lower his foot, put my buffer in my chaps, cross the yard, collect the hoof pick, replace it, walk back, bend double and lift Billy’s dinner-plate foot again. Within seconds Billy has repeated the trick.

			‘He’s a bloody character!’ Mr Pedley laughs as he crosses the yard to collect my hoof pick again. He puts it on the wall next to me and I take my shoe puller to Billy’s foot. I’ve freed the first shoe when I feel a sudden tightness. Before I’ve registered the reason for it, my feet are off the floor and I’m dangling arse up, like a floating corpse. Pedley lets out a guffaw and Billy shakes me so that hoof pick, rasp and nails spill onto the cobbles – then he opens his mouth. A second after I’ve hit the cobbles, my chaps follow. Pedley is rocking with laughter. ‘He pulled that stunt on t’vet! She damn near injected herself with her own ketamine!’ I straighten up and stare at Billy who is rolling his eyes, like a bad actor in Othello. ‘He ripped t’britches’ arse right out of her jeans!’

			I decide to forget my chaps and Pedley watches me as I align my tools on the wall instead. I start lifting the clenches on Billy’s off-fore and gradually become aware of a gentle, slightly uncomfortable swaying. His attention span is obviously limited, but with the approach of four o’clock preying on my mind, I decide to press on.

			‘Hey up! That was your rasp!’ My rasp is now in the field, ten feet away, and I can’t hop over the wall as there’s a six foot drop. So, I set off towards the gate and Pedley launches into a tale of Billy grabbing the judge’s bowler hat at the Great Yorkshire Show. ‘It was bloody hilarious! He was waving it at the crowd. He should have been a stand-up comic, should our Billy.’

			Bloody hilarious, I think, and I remember my father’s advice. Go to university, he’d said. Get a degree and then decide if you want to work with horses, he’d said. Ankle-deep in mud with a light drizzle on the back of my neck, it was an appealing alternative.

			I am halfway across the stone-walled paddock when my hammer describes an arc through the air and thuds in the mud. Pedley is doubled over now. ‘He’s a bloody clown!’ Billy is bending down for my shoe puller. ‘Get it off him!’ I yell, but the horse is like a shot putter building for his throw.

			‘What?’ Billy’s head is nodding in preparation.

			‘The puller! Get it off him!’

			‘The what?’ Too late. It flies, handle over tip, and Pedley chuckles in delight. ‘You have to laugh at him, haven’t you!’

			I’d just bent under Billy again when I heard Stanley’s van draw into the yard. I knew I was for it. A time-wasting glance at any girl in jodhpurs earned me a clip round the ear. Now he was bawling over the noise of his engine. Not, ‘Hi, Will,’ or, ‘How d’you get on, Will,’ or ‘Thanks for busting a gut and keeping me out of prison for animal cruelty, Will,’ (which I had done, because as sure as God made little apples he would have walloped that stand-up-comic of a shire horse), but: ‘Why is your arse still in the air, you bloody idle waster?’

			‘He’s been a bit tricky, Stan.’

			‘I’ve driven to Eckersley, shod four ponies, and driven back again in the time you’ve been pissing about!’

			‘It were t’same when I worked at t’brewery,’ Old Pedley piped up from his perch on the wall where he’d been sitting for the last hour. ‘They’re freetened o’graft, this generation.’

			‘He’s only had to take their bloody shoes off!’

			‘I don’t know how you’ve the patience with them, Stanley.’

			Whilst I removed Billy’s hind shoes and made two unassisted trips into the field in fading light, Stanley and Pedley grumbled about the idleness of modern youth, the poverty of their childhoods and the corrupting influence of the Xbox. I gave Billy’s foot one last rasp round and Pedley peeled off six twenty-pound notes and handed them over. ‘It’s a bloody good job it weren’t piece work, in’t it – eh?’ I gathered up my tools, slung them in the van and pushed Stanley’s Jack Russell terrier off the passenger seat.

			When we’d waved our goodbyes Stanley turned to me, grinning.

			‘You knew full well I wouldn’t have them done by four, didn’t you?’ I said, and he chuckled so that his massive shoulders shook in his checked shirt.

			‘Did Billy give you the runaround then?’ I slung him a withering look, turned to the passenger window and insulted him under my breath. ‘Did you just call me a bell-end?’ I didn’t answer. ‘I’ll have you know I’m a decent bloke, compared to most farriers!’ I turned back. His bald head was gleaming.

			‘Try comparing yourself to most human beings!’ Stanley fell silent as the cottages of Throstleden fast-forwarded past our windows.

			‘I should box your fucking ears,’ he said at last. Then he turned up Radio 2.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			Only last week, I was filling up the van and the guy at the next pump asked why a young lad like me had become a farrier. Our ancient Ford Transit is heavy on diesel, but there still wouldn’t have been time to explain it, so I offered him girls in jodhpurs.

			The truth is that from the minute I was forced into a classroom I hated the clagged air of Beaumont College, thick with thought. Its windows taunted me with squares of sliding sky. Lesson after lesson, clouds morphed and bloomed, whilst I dreamt of sheep-splashed acres.

			We had twelve acres at home and wind-scoured or mud-slicked, they were the fields of heaven to me. Every season had its adventures. In winter I smashed ice on the troughs with a spade; in spring I bottle-fed lambs; in summer I folded fleeces with Kiwi shearers who turned up full of stories like mediaeval journeymen. I watched skylarks hatch and rode home on top of the hay bales.

			Twelve acres is too little to farm, but my mother – Lizzie Harker – ran The Lizzie Harker Natural Horsemanship Experience. She dropped me onto a Shetland pony as soon as I could sit upright, and then I progressed through Welsh Section A, Welsh Section B and Fell before I was big enough to ride her horses. Until I started working with them, I thought they could all be ridden without a saddle or a bridle.

			By the time I reached year eleven, school still seemed a waste of youth and of Yorkshire. I remember Dad waving my report over my head and bellowing at me, ‘You might as well stare out of Pickerscale Comp’s windows instead!’ It was water off a duck’s back; I’d heard it all before – and Granddad didn’t care so long as his twenty-three thousand pounds a year paid for him to sip Pimm’s in Beaumont’s cricket pavilion and point to his name on the roll of honour.

			‘Veterinary science?’ Dad attempted, as my school career sputtered to an embarrassing halt.

			‘I won’t get the grades, Dad.’

			‘I’ll pay for you to repeat the year.’

			‘Just pay for me to go to Guantanamo and have done.’

			‘Land management, then?’

			‘They manage land from behind a desk.’

			‘What about the Household Cavalry?’

			‘And get shot at?’

			It was only when my lousy A-level results confirmed their worst fears that Granddad strolled into the kitchen and announced he’d arranged a placement for me at Paul Dunster’s racing yard.‘Only for a year, William; until you decide to stop playing at Swallows and Amazons.’

			

			I loved that racing yard. I was outside all day, in all weathers. I loved the knife-edge exhilaration that plunges between ecstasy and fear. I loved the racehorse contradiction of fragility and power. I loved the craic with the lads. But even with my slight physique, staying under eight stone was torture and after six months I was longing for a meat pie and suspecting I’d end up one of the frail impoverished ‘lads’ still living in a tied cottage after forty years of riding work. Only the very best make the racetrack, let alone the winner’s enclosure, and I wasn’t looking like the next Frankie Dettori.

			I was mulling this over whilst Paul Dunster’s farrier shod a racehorse in front of me. I’d watched farriers at work all my life, but I’d never really paid attention before. Here was precision, concentration and horsemanship – and work under a wide grey sky. I slipped off the haylage bale and ambled over. ‘Do you mind if I watch?’ He shook his head and a trickle of sweat scampered down his neck and over his bulging bicep. ‘How long did it take you to train, then?’

			‘Five years,’ he answered, through a mouthful of nails.

			‘At college?’

			‘At the college of hard knocks and fresh air, mostly!’ I watched him line up a nail. He re-angled it then banged it in with four hard raps. The horse raised its head. The farrier soothed him, then lined up another nail.

			

			That evening Matty’s voice thumped out of our shared hayloft bedsit before my second foot had crossed our threshold: ‘Steak pudding, chips, mushy peas and gravy.’ I was supposed to counter it with an equally appealing, but permitted, dish.

			‘Lemon sorbet and raspberry coulis.’

			‘No!’ The jockey’s voice rang with disdain. ‘That’s not a main course!’ I could never understand why he tortured himself like this. The pinboard over my bed bore a picture of my mother with her horses, Granddad’s postcard from St Lucia and a list of racing fixtures. Matty’s board was covered in takeaway menus, magazine recipes and backed with a Pukka Pie poster. ‘I like imagining,’ he explained.

			‘I’ll be ordering if my plan works out.’

			‘What’s your plan? Bulimia?’

			‘Nope!’ I placed my Pro-Crush whip on the chair. ‘Farriery.’

			‘You?’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because you’re about the size of a rabbit.’ I peeled off my Paul Dunster jacket. ‘I’ve a plan of my own, as it goes.’

			‘Oh, yeah?’

			‘National Hunt racing.’

			‘How’s that going to help?’ 

			Matty sat up from his prone position on the bed.‘Are you joking? I’ll have an extra stone to play with!’

			‘You’ll get creamed.’

			‘And you won’t? Banging nails into their feet!’

			

			Within two weeks Matty had a trial in Lambourn which coincided with my one weekend off in four, so on Saturday morning he drove me the twenty-five miles from Paul Dunster’s yard to my home at Mossthwaite, then continued on his four hour journey. I’d been researching into farriery courses, but had said nothing to my parents. The word ‘college’ might go some way to appeasing my father but it wasn’t medicine, or law, or engineering so I needed to pick my moment – ideally when Dad had a glass of wine in his right hand and Mumma at his left. I was beginning to think I wouldn’t find it, when Granddad passed me the gravy boat at Sunday lunch and asked if I’d thought any more about my future. There was no avoiding it now. I looked up, met his eye, and told him I had. I used the word ‘college’ three times during my enthusiastic exposition, in which Mumma smiled and Granddad nodded with interest. ‘… So it’s an outdoor job that combines horsemanship with craftsmanship,’ I concluded.

			Granddad gave a final cheery nod then set about his Yorkshire pudding. Mumma looked satisfied and took the gravy boat, but my father didn’t even pick up his knife and fork. Instead, he placed his elbows on the table and plaited his fingers.

			‘A tradesman?’

			‘Hardly!’ Mumma exclaimed, but Dad was looking at me over the top of his glasses.

			‘You do know that Piers is applying for Oxford?’

			Granddad spoke without looking up.‘Don’t make this into a competition between cousins, James.’

			‘And farriers aren’t blacksmiths any more. They’re specialists.’ (Thank God for my mother!) ‘They understand the biomechanics of foot flight and the stresses through the internal structures of the foot. A vet defers to a good farrier in matters below the fetlock.’

			My father unplaited his fingers and picked up his cutlery.‘College, you say?’

			‘In Warwickshire – then a four-year apprenticeship.’ He sawed at a piece of beef. 

			‘Have you checked the entry requirements?’

			‘Yes, and I have them …’

			‘Let the boy make his choices, James.’ (Thank you, Granddad!) ‘He’s wanted no more than to be outside in all weathers since he could walk.’

			Still my father concentrated on his plate.

			‘Is it a good living?’

			‘At seventy pounds a set!’ Mumma exclaimed. ‘I should say it is!’ Dad glanced at her in shock – he had obviously never realised how much of the family income our farrier took – then he turned back to me.

			‘If you’re sure this is what you want, William, you’d better start making enquiries.’

			‘I have.’ I smiled. ‘I have an interview next Thursday.’ Granddad patted me on the back, Mumma kissed me on the cheek and told me she was proud of me and Dad shuffled to the cellar for a bottle of champagne.

			‘To a decision,’ he said, without smiling. ‘Albeit an unconventional one!’

			

			A year after my father had proposed that toast, I was knocking on Stanley’s front door in Hathersage. Hathersage isn’t fifteen miles from where I grew up, but I’d never been there before. It’s a relic of the industrial revolution. Its factories have been converted to flats, its Methodist chapel is a furniture warehouse and the Cribbs Estate protrudes from its western edge like a 1960s’ conservatory from a listed building.

			My satnav brought my six-year-old Vauxhall Astra to a halt on the town’s main road and, with my certificate of Pre-Farriery in a plastic wallet, I stepped onto the threshold of an alien world.

			Six foot six of tattooed muscle opened the door and looked me up and down. ‘You’re not so bloody big, are you?’ The opposite thought had just passed through my mind. Stanley was about forty-five, and his gleaming shaven head was the cheeriest thing about him.

			He invited me into a flashy modern kitchen which unsettled me as much as his brusque greeting had. Even though we were in a 1930s detached on the town’s main road, I’d expected a country cottage kitchen with a wood-burning stove. He indicated a chrome stool next to the granite worktop and completely ignored the CV which had taken me hours to write. Stanley folded his vast tattooed arms. ‘What d’y’think o’ me kitchen, then?’ I probably looked a bit wild-eyed at his interview technique.

			‘It’s very nice.’ It must have been the right answer because Stanley nodded.

			‘It bloody is. It should be an’ all. Do you know how much these worktops cost me?’ My mouth had gone dry. The questions were getting harder. ‘Five grand. Five bastard grand – and do you know why?’ I gulped and shook my head. ‘Because I like nice stuff.’ I swallowed. ‘Do you want to see my bathroom?’ I didn’t know the answer. Was I supposed to want to see the bathroom? Was it a job requirement?

			‘Would you like me to?’

			‘I would, lad, aye.’ So I followed him down a shagpile lobby, past Farrow and Balled walls and up a marble staircase. The bathroom was the size of a small dance hall. In the centre was a deep, roll-topped bath, in the corner a double shower – ‘It’s remote-controlled, is that’ – and in the opposite corner, a bidet. ‘Do you know what that is?’ I could answer this one, but it was best not to sound too cocky.

			‘Is it a bidet?’

			‘It is, posh lad! It is! It’s what the French wash their arses in.’ He was clearly delighted either with my knowledge, or the French habit, or his own bidet. Either way, I followed him back to the kitchen where he proceeded to demonstrate a coffee-making machine. ‘Do you fancy a cap-oo-chee-noh?’

			‘No, thanks.’ I wished we could talk farriery.

			Stanley finally sat down with his cap-oo-chee-noh. ‘This is how it is, Posh Lad.’ (Why was I ‘ Posh Lad’ when he had a kitchen worthy of the Beckhams? Was it my accent? Was it because I recognised a bidet?) ‘I don’t bugger abaht wi’ CVs. I’m not interested in what you’ve done; I’m interested in what you’re goin’ to do. I don’t stand for any pissin’ abaht. I haven’t got this swanky house o’ mine wi’ pissin’ abaht. Graft. That’s what got me this – and if you’ll graft, same as me, you can have an ’ouse as nice as this one day. And if I don’t like ya, you’re down the road, laddo – comprendo? Nah, these are t’rules: no idling, no backchat, no thieving off me and no pissin’ abaht. Can you manage that?’ I was still nodding. ‘Well, we’ll see, won’t we? Because I change my apprentices more often than other farriers change their socks. I won’t have wasters!’

			I later found out that Fetch-It had lasted six weeks with Stanley, and Fuckwit, before him, only a month. One other apprentice was currently surviving Stanley’s regime and was within a year of qualifying. Ewan Grimshaw was soon to be my friend and ally, but to Stanley he was Dolloper.

			Stanley picked up my carefully crafted CV and handed it back to me. ‘You might want to keep that for when you’re looking for your next job.’

			I shook his hand, thanked him and headed for the back door, still unsure of whether or not I’d got the job. As I passed between the Doric columns of his back porch he spoke: ‘Monday morning, eight o’clock.’ I smiled. ‘And if you’re still as puny by Christmas, I’ll sack you. No blacksmith has arms like bastard chopsticks.’

			‘Thanks. Thanks for the opportunity, Mr Lampitt.’

			‘Stanley!’ he barked. ‘It’s Stanley, Posh Lad.’

			

			When I arrived at eight o’clock sharp, Ewan was already unpacking boxes in the forge. The former garage’s up-and-over door was up, so I was able to observe him as I walked down the drive. Ewan was taller than me – though as I barely scrape five foot five, most men don’t find that difficult. He was wearing a red hoodie and faded jeans, his dark hair was in the short, neat style my granddad approves of, and he was moving with rhythmic fluidity. It wasn’t until I drew nearer that I realised he’d been singing to himself.

			‘Will Harker,’ I said, holding out my hand. Ewan hesitated. He glanced up with round brown eyes, wiped his hand on his jeans, shook mine awkwardly, then returned to unpacking. ‘Both boxes?’ I asked. Ewan nodded, and we fell into a rhythm.

			The forge was behind Stanley’s house – or Bling Manor, as we came to call it – and this functional building, in which I was supposed to acquire the physique of Sylvester Stallone, would be my refuge from the Yorkshire madness that Stanley’s round was about to unleash on me.

			By the time Stanley emerged scratching his chest, we’d managed a stilted conversation about my journey, stocked the van, watered his hanging baskets and fed his Jack Russell. Ewan silently handed Stanley his morning brew and sat down on a box of horseshoes with his own. Stanley raised his eyebrows at Ewan. ‘Make a brew for Posh Lad!’

			‘He dun’t want one.’

			Stanley slowly turned his head and shoulders towards me and stared at me as if I’d just admitted to drinking the blood of babies. ‘You have to have a brew, lad!’

			I was about to make history as his shortest serving apprentice. Fetch-It, six weeks; Fuckwit, one month; Posh Lad, one hour. ‘Sorry, Mr— Stanley, I don’t like it.’

			Stanley stood in full open-mouthed incomprehension. ‘Well, have coffee then!’

			‘I don’t like coffee either.’ The silence clanged like a dropped horseshoe. ‘Sorry.’

			Stanley was shaking his head in utter disbelief. ‘Well what do you drink, when you’re at home, like?’

			I shrugged.‘Water?’ It was another wrong answer.

			‘No! I mean for a brew – what do you drink for a brew?’ I had been hoping to avoid this.

			I swallowed. ‘Earl Grey.’

			Ewan spluttered then choked on his Yorkshire tea. Stanley narrowed his eyes and shook his head. He’d heard it but it wouldn’t quite compute. ‘Earl Grey?’

			I nodded.

			‘Earl fucking Grey?’

			Sod it, I thought, I’ve probably blown it now anyway. ‘Twinings Earl Grey.’

			Stan sighed and raised his mug. ‘You want to get this down you, lad. You can’t beat Yorkshire’s own!’

			It was Ewan’s turn to take him on. ‘It’s not, though, is it? Not really.’

			‘Not what?’

			‘Yorkshire’s own.’

			‘Course it bloody is. Why do you think they call it Yorkshire tea?’

			‘It’s not grown in Yorkshire though, is it, Stan?’

			‘Course it bloody is! Yorkshire tea!’ He was pointing at the words on the box.

			‘That’s only its name though, in’t it, Stan?’

			‘Is it bollocks! Why would they call it Yorkshire tea if it weren’t grown in bloody Yorkshire?’ He turned to me. ‘Have you heard him? I’m supposed to get that bloody dolloper through his apprenticeship in the next twelve months.’ I smiled weakly, hoping to keep out of it, but Ewan wasn’t for dropping it.

			‘I’m right, aren’t I? Tell him! You can’t grow tea in Yorkshire!’

			I cleared my throat. ‘Well, I think it’s grown in China, or India … usually, but it’ll be Yorkshire water.’

			Ewan was triumphant. ‘See! It’s too bloody cold in Yorkshire.’

			Stan’s eyes darted between us for a second. ‘I bloody know it’s too cold in Yorkshire,’ he announced. ‘I am not bloody stupid, am I?’ He took a big gulp of his tea. ‘Obviously it needs a warmer climate.’

			For a moment I thought he was conceding defeat. I had yet to learn that Stanley could never be wrong. ‘They grow it under bastard glass, don’t they.’ Somehow he managed to say it like it was Ewan who had been stupid. ‘Now swill the bloody cups out, Dolloper.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 3 

			Stanley put his mug on the floor for Lucky who lapped the dregs of his brew then he swiped Ewan’s mug from his hands. Ewan sat there, still holding his ghost mug, and sighed as Stan stood up. ‘Right, Dolloper; you can do Worthington’s donkeys while I show Posh Lad what’s what.’

			‘Can’t you do Worthington’s donkeys while I show Posh Lad what’s what?’ It wasn’t even a game try. Ewan’s face was admitting defeat even before Stanley had opened his mouth.

			‘Why would I leave you to bad-mouth me while Worthington’s donkeys are puncing me from here to Wakefield?’ He slung him the van keys. ‘Twelve o’clock sharp. Back here.’ Ewan grunted and walked towards the bright yellow van. I remember making a mental note to strive for something more tasteful should I ever have DipWCF after my name.

			DipWCF: Diploma of the Worshipful Company of Farriers. Throughout my year’s pre-farriery course at Stratford the words had conjured an ancient trade, sweated out in village squares by honest yokels in breeches. This was no modern apprenticeship; the papers signed by apprentices are the same as those signed in 1356. I think the wages are the same as well.

			Stanley’s bright yellow van was signwritten with a grinning brown horse in a tweed jacket and – bizarrely, as our profession depends entirely on the fact that horses don’t have opposable thumbs – giving the thumbs up, with Get thy ’oss shod ’ere! in a speech bubble.

			Ewan sulked his way into the van and Stanley opened the passenger door for the dog. Ewan pleaded, ‘Do I have to take Lucky?’ I wondered at his reluctance; Lucky was small enough to fit in a shoebox and her white satin pelt was splashed with two black patches; one on her right, and one on her left. The left-hand patch was shaped like Mickey Mouse, which added to her innocent appeal. Her foxy little face was brown, save for its dark widow’s peak, and as Ewan and Stanley spoke her velvety ears were triangulating with interest.

			‘Don’t be so bloody selfish; she doesn’t want to be stuck in t’forge all morning!’ She jumped in, stump-tail wagging.

			As the van pulled onto Hathersage Road, Stan turned back to me. ‘Right, a few dos and don’ts, and then a tour of my empire.Firstly – and this is very important, Posh Lad – never, ever lose your temper with a horse. If you think you might lose your rag, you just walk away for a minute. Nasty Neddy who’s just punched you round the yard for an hour is her baby – comprendo?’ I nodded. My mother spent her days teaching patience around horses and losing your temper only makes matters worse. ‘Secondly, always, always, always make time to listen. If she wants to blether on about a crack in its foot, or how many bloody ribbons it’s won – you listen. What do you do?’

			‘I listen.’

			‘Exactamundo. I don’t care how late we’re running. No client, no business. She has to think you love that ’oss as much as she does.’ I nodded. ‘Good,’ he stated, then he encompassed the forge with open arms. ‘So, welcome to my empire!’

			The up-and-over garage door was up and the concrete floor and breeze-block walls were as far from the romantic image of a forge as Stanley, in his padded shirt and jeans, was from the beaming leather-aproned craftsmen of yore. The curved brick front of the glowing coke forge crept closest to the traditional picture, so long as you ignored the aluminium chimney. Next to the brick forge was a bright red fire extinguisher. Stan pointed to it. ‘Under no circumstances whatsoever must you use that fire extinguisher.’

			I frowned. ‘What if there’s a fire?’

			‘You use a bucket of water.’

			‘But what if—’

			‘There is no what if! I don’t care if my bastard house is burning down – you use buckets, you lazy sod – comprendo?’ I nodded. ‘It costs eighty bastard quid to refill one of them things!’

			Stan named the tools on the wall aloud for me: ‘Pritchel, nippers, hoof knives, soft-faced hammer, blemisher …’

			Blemisher?

			‘… shoe spreader, clench cutter, shoe pullers, hoof testers, hot-fit tongs …’ He showed me the lengths of steel under the workbench; the sink, the kettle, the rows of boxes marked 5” fullered, 5½” plain, eggbar, the boxes of nails, the brush, the shovel, the pile of coke and a bin full of rusty horseshoes. ‘Now, come wi’ me,’ Stan commanded.

			I followed his hulking frame through the doorway and past the chicken run – where he pointed out his favourite hen, Aunty Dorothy – to the back of the forge where he stopped and folded his arms in fatherly pride. ‘That,’ he crowed, ‘is what you could have if you’re prepared to break sweat every day like I am.’

			Before us, gleaming and slick as an ice sculpture, slept a long, white Porsche. I could almost hear its sleepy purring. Stanley had just given me the best possible reason to spend the next four years bent double under a horse for a hundred and fifty quid a week. I sighed in aching longing. I know cars are wrecking the planet. I know they cost a fortune – but I love them. ‘Fancy a spin?’ I looked at him bug-eyed. The car flashed its lights at me like a hooker and I dropped into the deep bucket seat beside Stanley. He fired the ignition and lowered the windows. The car growled like a disgruntled lion, then eased out of the drive as if its shoulder blades were rolling.

			We turned onto Hathersage Road with the bass beat of Status Quo bouncing our bones. As we cruised to a growling halt between a white Transit van and a bus, every head on Hathersage Road turned. Stanley rested his tattooed arm on the lowered window and two girls in tight jeans turned and stared. They were nearer my age than Stan’s but he winked. ‘A’right, girls?’ I might have smiled if I’d been with Ewan, but I kept my eyes front, hung my hand out of the car and tapped the metal to the beat; then I remembered I was tapping to Status Quo, and stopped. The lights changed; Stanley hit the gas pedal. The Porsche roared and the g-force pinned me like I’d been punched.

			We sped between grimy grey walls, past the petrol station and the American Golf Store. The Wacky Warehouse and the garden centre were a blur, then, after three minutes of dangerously exceeding the speed limit in an urban area, we were roaring between drystone walls. Twisting Pennine roads flung me from window to gear lever and back again. I clung to the seat to avoid overfamiliarity. We lashed past country pubs, wind turbines, and sheep shelters. He didn’t even slow down for the cattle grids. We were on the open moor which billows up above Hathersage’s crenulated skyline; rolling purple acres where the only structures are the gritstone crags rising out of the heather. Even the sheep who casually stalk the tarmac dived for the ditches as we passed.

			I was glad to be alive by the time we turned back into Hathersage Road and prowled up Stanley’s drive. ‘What do you reckon to that then?’ I’d bitten my tongue at the second cattle grid and was nursing it behind my molars so it took me a moment to answer.

			‘Great.’ The car was great, it was the driver I had doubts about. The Porsche’s door thunked expensively as I closed it, and before I turned away I ran my hand lovingly down her wing as if she were a racehorse. Stanley lingered for one last glimpse like he was leaving a lover, then turned towards the forge.

			He put the kettle on. ‘Right. I think it’s time I saw what you’re made of; how’s your telephone manner?’

			‘OK, I think.’

			‘Good. You can ring up Hobday’s and order me a new blemisher belt.’

			I gulped. ‘A blemisher belt?’ Was this his first piss-take? Would he be in the Fleece tonight, gasping with laughter at his own wit? ‘Do you mean a linisher belt?’

			‘Oh, you’re the bloody expert on farriers’ tools, are you?’

			I shook my head. ‘Sorry, it’s just that I’ve never heard of—’

			‘If I say I want a blemisher belt, I want a bastard blemisher belt. Comprendo?’

			I decided I’d better go along with it. Perhaps it was a local name, so whilst Stanley clattered his way through his tools, looking for items I could sharpen, I picked up the phone and rang Hobday’s. ‘A blemisher belt,’ I requested, cringing.

			The voice on the other end was deadpan: ‘Would that be for Mr Stanley Lampitt, by any chance?’

			My relief must have been audible. ‘Yes!’

			‘Tell him a belt for his linisher will be in the post today.’ I hung up, grinning.

			Stanley dropped half a dozen blunt hoof knives in front of me. ‘See. Smart arse.’

			

			I was relieved when I heard the handbrake of the van. There was a pause before the van door opened, then a yell, then a gnashing, then an airborne Jack Russell arrived arse first, shook itself and walked to its water bowl. Stanley addressed Ewan: ‘What time do you call this, meladdo?’

			‘I know, I know. Mrs Worthington was worried about the thrush in her donkey’s foot, so I was explaining to her—’

			‘And how much did you charge for that little consultation?’

			Ewan strolled towards the kettle.

			‘I’m not running a bloody charity here! You can’t stand about chewing the fat with every crackpot who wants to whinge about her horse. Do you want to finish at ten o’clock every night?’

			Ewan ran the tap.

			‘Time is money, Dolloper! You’re not wasting my time blethering with fuckwits about bastard donkeys! You can knock that twenty minutes off your lunch!’

			Ewan shook his head in disbelief and Stanley flounced towards Bling Manor leaving us with our Tupperware and sandwiches.

			I turned to Ewan. ‘Do you know what he just told me—’

			‘I know, I know. Always make time for the clients.’

			I glanced towards the house. ‘You can’t do right for doing wrong, can you?’

			‘Don’t worry about me!’ Ewan grinned. ‘I’ve just had a swift half in the Fleece. You’ve got to get one over on Stanley when you can.’

			‘So you mean …?’

			‘I made it up.’ I bit into my soggy tuna sandwich. ‘Let me guess, he’s shown you his Porsche, he’s introduced you to Aunty Dorothy, he’s had you sharpening his tools and he’s told you to “never ever use that bastard fire extinguisher”?’ Ewan could have been a clairvoyant.

			‘Correctamundo!’ He grinned at my imitation. ‘And he got me to order him a blemisher belt!’ A jet of half-chewed Cornish pasty shot across the forge and I knew then that we were going to get on. Ewan had worked for Stanley since he was fifteen and he regaled me with four years’ worth of Stan stories over lunch. When Stan strolled in, replete, Ewan turned to him grinning.

			‘I’m glad you’ve ordered a new blemisher belt. That old one just wasn’t blemishing, was it?’ Stanley shot Ewan a sideways glance. He knew something was going on, he just didn’t know what. ‘We’ll be able to give them heels a right good blemishing now, won’t we?’

			‘Just get in the fucking van,’ he ordered.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 4 

			Ewan’s roots on Cribbs Estate had inured him to Stanley’s murderous outbursts. Furniture bursting though bedroom windows and the casual violence of his neighbours’ drunken weekends rendered Stanley as no more than a nuisance to Ewan.

			‘Late night?’ I’d ask at the sight of his red-rimmed eyes.

			‘Oh, Chantelle stabbed Dwayne’s leg with the bread knife last night so it was like Brixton riots out there till gone three.’ I thought he was making it up at first. My experience of domestic violence was my mum closing her laptop on my dad’s fingers.

			‘What did you do?’

			‘I turned the bloody telly up,’ Ewan answered, with the patience of a nursery nurse.

			Ewan was the second of two brothers raised by their single, randomly employed dad. His mam had walked out when Ewan was two – at about the same time that the chemical works that had employed his father, uncles and grandfather for a hundred years closed down. The whole family were tipped onto the dole queue, with all the rest of Hathersage’s able-bodied men who’d known no other life.

			I was uncomfortable when I first drove between the shit-spattered pavements, huddles of hoodies and loose Staffies on Ewan’s estate. I’d pulled my six-year-old Astra onto Ewan’s drive behind a rusted white van on bricks, then paid an eight-year-old bully a fiver to ‘guard it’. Lee – Ewan’s older brother – had the money off the kid within ten minutes, but not before his mate had pissed all over Lee’s work shoes. All the while a German shepherd was booming at me from the other side of a slobber-smeared window. I had to step over two discarded tyres and a broken pram to reach the front door.

			Within a minute I was ashamed of my preconceptions. The hearty handshake from Ewan’s dad and the smell of frying bacon were as welcoming as an open fireside. Even Ricky – the dog – was not what he seemed. The carpets were threadbare and the armchairs mismatched but I gradually came to recognise Ewan’s dad as a hero. He’s been mother and father to his sons; he’s worked on supermarket checkouts, motorway services and the council tip, juggling his hours to fit round school. Lee and Ewan were expected to earn; university hadn’t even been an option, let alone an expectation. Lee had trained as a motor mechanic, and a Saturday job cleaning Stanley’s forge had evolved into an apprenticeship for Ewan. I’d bristled at being called Posh Lad, but Cribbs Estate showed me that everything’s relative.

			

			That first morning we squashed into the front of Stanley’s Transit van. The front seat was made for three, but Stan seemed to take up half the width so I was squashed between them and had to negotiate with Ewan if I wanted to scratch my nose. Lucky balanced herself on Ewan’s lap, back feet on his thighs, front feet on the dashboard in her Jack Russell driving position. ‘It’ll be reyt when I get another van,’ Stanley announced. ‘You can go off and do some trims on your own then, Dolloper.’

			‘Will you have it painted up like this van?’ I asked, hoping he wouldn’t.

			‘Nah, we’re going to be “Professional Western Farriers”, aren’t we?’ He drew a window-wiping arc with his arm, as if the words were emblazoned on the windscreen. ‘That’s reyt, in’t it, Ewan?’ Ewan wasn’t capable of speaking.

			‘Why Western?’ I asked. Ewan dug me in the ribs. His flesh was trembling, and he’d started to bite on a knuckle.

			‘Well we couldn’t say Eastern, could we? I mean, we don’t sell bastard Turkish Delight!’ It was too much for Ewan whose laughter erupted as a wail of agony. Stanley was very pleased with his joke.

			Lucky commented on passing sheep, whilst the landscape piled its hills in the windscreen like overlaid acetates: emerald, on olive, on gauzy grey. Ewan found his composure and spoke over the dog’s yapping: ‘I’m not taking Lucky out in my van, Stan.’

			‘You bastard are, lad.’

			‘She’s your dog!’ I glanced at her, all bright eyes and pricked ears.

			‘You’ll do as you’re told while you’re working for me.’

			‘Why don’t you leave her at the forge if you don’t want her in your van?’

			‘Look at her!’ Stanley gestured at the dog’s intent gaze and gently waving stump of a tail. ‘She loves coming out!’

			‘I don’t want her in my van.’

			‘I don’t believe you sometimes, Dolloper. You call yourself an animal lover.’

			It was the equivalent of a magician’s rope trick. You gave Stanley a straightforward statement and with a flick and a shake, it came back to you in knots. I lifted the maligned dog onto my lap and there she stayed, a parcel of packed muscle, until we pulled into Rodrigo’s yard.

			Stanley parked up and switched off the engine, but nobody moved. I felt Lucky stiffen. Her eyes were darting like wasps in a beer garden. Stan and Ewan looked at one another. ‘We can’t!’ Ewan said. His voice was half glee and half horror. Stanley was grinning from ear to ear though.

			‘It’s our ONE chance, Dolloper …’ The dog was shaking now.

			‘What?’ I was genuinely puzzled.

			‘Go on then!’ Ewan said. ‘Count of three!’ I was clueless. ‘One! Two!’

			‘Will somebody tell me what’s going on?’

			‘Three!’

			Stanley leapt out. Ewan clambered after him and the doors slammed. Suddenly Lucky was a writhing fiend. The guttural gnashing erupting between her clashing teeth was the stuff of horror movies. I grabbed her scruff but six kilograms of muscle was twisting and whipping in my hands like uncurling wire. She swung, snarling and snapping at my wrists. Her teeth were bared, her nose was concertinaed, her eyes were bulging and now her incisors were splitting my skin. Dimly aware of Stan and Ewan doubled over in laughter in the outside world I was grappling one-handed with the door catch.

			‘Chuck her!’ Ewan shouted through the glass.

			Where? She’d be on me again before I could get out. Just before major bloodshed occurred, Ewan opened the door and I did chuck her – right past his ear. She continued her expert twisting, landed on all four feet, shook herself and toddled off with her stump-tail wagging.

			‘Sorry, mate,’ he gasped. He didn’t look sorry. ‘Too good a chance to pass up.’ He didn’t sound sorry. He was laughing.

			Stanley was still bent double with his hands on his knees. ‘She’s a bloody one, that Lucky. Can’t stand anybody getting out of the van!’

			‘Well, thanks for warning me.’

			‘Oh! Where’s your sense of fun, Posh Lad?’ It was leaking out, along with my Type A Rhesus positive.

			Stanley was good-humoured about the waste of antiseptic. He didn’t even begrudge the plasters from his first aid kit, but as he was tending my wounds I noticed the nicks and scars all over his own hands. ‘That’s why it’s called Lucky. It’s Lucky to be bastard alive!’ I winced at a fresh trickle of TCP. ‘Oh, don’t be so bastard soft. You’ll get your own chance to shut somebody in the van with her! Now put your face straight and do some graft.’

			Ewan was already bent double under a grey polo pony.

			You’d be right in having failed to identify Yorkshire as polo country, but Rodrigo Rodriguez was making a tidy penny from it. His name in Buenos Aires had the same clout as Ryan Giggs’ would in Manchester. He’d been a high goal polo player. He’d played with Prince Charles, and rumour had it that he’d taught Prince William to ride. Now in retirement, he was sourcing failed racehorses, retraining them as polo ponies and shipping them to Argentina.
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STRATFORD COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE:
FACULTY OF BLACKSMITHING AND FARRIERY

Apprenticeship Journal for the month of: September.

Comments: | have started my apprenticeship under the
guidance of Mr Stanley Lumpitt of Hathersage, North
Yorkshire where | am the junior of Mr Lampitt's two
apprentices.

Learning outcomes:

1 am familiar with my new workplace and its health
and safety procedures.

t am able to prepare, set and maintain a fire.
t can safely sharpen tools.

tean Lload and unload the vehicle prior to and following
every job.

1 can wire-brush feet.

Signed: William Harker. Sept 30th 2015 (Apprentice)

Signed: S sept z0th 2015 (Master)
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