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      Lonely was a word I heard people use about my life here, lonely, and unnatural. Women said it most often, particularly married women.

      Not that they went so far as to suggest I should find myself a husband. I doubt if they considered it possible. But the hard physical work, and the muscular strength they imagined it entailed, this was something strange. It was this that was unnatural.

      I was never lonely, and although I am very strong I don’t often need that strength. I don’t often use it. A farrier doesn’t wrestle with horses. No matter how strong we might be, we wouldn’t often win a contest against an equine opponent.

      Nor am I the first woman who’s shod horses and mended farm implements in the forge at Anford. A historian came here a little while ago, and he told me of another woman, the wife of the blacksmith at Anford. The smith was taken off to one of the wars with France and she ran this place for him until he came home a few years later. The local priest threatened her with a charge of witchcraft.

      ‘Why?’ I asked.

      ‘The usual reason. She was a strong woman, and she wasn’t subordinate to a man. The taint of the old religion.’

      I was shoeing a nervous young horse while we talked, so most of my mind was on my work, but I was trying to picture that other woman, and I wondered whether she and I had faced the same problems, and how she had handled them. People who won’t pay their bills. Men who feel they should advise us.

      The witchcraft threat had come to nothing, the man said. Without somebody to shoe the horses and make and mend the tools the local economy would have collapsed, and the priest’s word was law only when there weren’t more important matters to consider.

      ‘When the smith came home he was told his wife was a wicked woman, evil in the sight of God, and he was ordered to beat her.’

      ‘By the priest?’

      ‘I think so. I can’t remember if it was the priest or the Lord of the Manor.’

      A car drove up the lane, the engine roaring in low gear, and the horse jerked his head and fought for his hoof. I gripped it hard between my knees, and spoke soothingly until he was still again. There was sweat on his neck and his eyes were ringed in white, his ears still flicking.

      The young man drew in his breath to speak again, but I raised my head.

      ‘Could we not talk for a moment?’

      He looked at the horse, and nodded. I didn’t have to explain.

      I went on rasping the hoof, keeping my movements as steady and even as I could, and after a little while I felt the horse’s head come down, and he lipped at the back of my shoulder, tasting, and smelling. He was quiet again.

      ‘What happened?’ I asked.

      ‘When the smith came back? I don’t know. I could guess, if you like.’

      ‘Go on, then.’

      ‘This is a grossly unacceptable practice among historians, you understand?’

      ‘Except on every second Tuesday,’ I agreed, and he grinned at me.

      ‘You’ve met us before. Yes, well, I would say the smith’s wife stayed out of sight for a few days, and when she reappeared she affected a slight limp. There might even have been a bandage or two.’

      Yes, I thought, that was probably quite a good guess. The smith would have had a bellyful of war by then, he would hardly have been anxious to start one with his wife. A fabricated beating, for the benefit of the priesthood and the aristocracy, was a reasonable enough conclusion.

      I released the horse’s hoof and straightened up, stepping away from him. He threw up his head and jerked at the rope, tugging from side to side, sweat breaking out on his neck and shoulders again.

      ‘Why’s he so nervous?’

      ‘He’s only a baby,’ I said. ‘His dam’s a bit highly-strung, too.’

      ‘And hers before that?’ He was looking at the horse with a half-smile on his face.

      ‘Probably,’ I agreed.

      I’d wait for a while now before I approached the horse again. I’d let him grow tired of fighting the rope. He was young, not very strong yet. The muscles in his neck would start to ache, and, as long as nothing else happened to frighten him, he’d stop soon, and step towards the ring to which the rope was tied. As soon as that happened the strain on his head and his neck would ease. A connection would be formed in his small brain. Stop fighting, stop pain.

      Wind in the chestnut tree, the leaves sighing quietly, the long grass on the banks of the stream stirring, silver on the green, the young horse shivering the skin on his shoulder as a fly settled on it; distracted by the fly, he moved forward, dropping his head. Soon I would pick up another foot, slowly, and gently, but once I had his foot off the ground I would not release it. I would grip it between my knees, and he would be off balance, unable to use his strength against me.

      ‘I’d thought about generations of people at Anford forge. Generations of horses hadn’t occurred to me.’

      But I’ve thought about the horses who’ve been here. This forge is mentioned in the Domesday Book, but nobody knows how old it is. It’s sandstone and black oak, and the floor is made of great sandstone slabs, golden flagstones, worn and scarred. Draught horses, pack ponies, warhorses, palfreys. Carriage horses and hunters, showjumpers and steeplechasers, children’s pets and millionaires’ status symbols, standing on the golden flagstones, briefly moving through the great river of history that has flowed through this place.

      Ninth century, maybe? they’ve suggested, but it’s only a guess. Who could know? And suppose they’re right; what stood here before the sandstone and the oak? Anford’s on a crossroads, all four of the ways lead through valleys, and the stream runs deep and fast. I think there’s been something on this piece of land from the time man first worked iron with fire and water.

      I was glad that young historian had come. Now, when people remark that mine is an unusual job for a woman, I can reply.

      ‘I’m not the first.’

      Horses, and farm machinery, and gates to make, garden tools to mend, special orders for something different, everyday work from people who’d rather pay more now for craftsmanship and save three times the money in the end.

      It’s the horses I love the most, and the racehorses best of all.

      But I don’t often travel, so I only have the racehorses when nobody else can be found. The big racing stables have their own farriers, and even the smallest ones insist on the farriers coming to them; taking racehorses to a forge is almost unheard of.

      When I was an apprentice, I had no option; where the master goes, the apprentice follows. I hated it. I hated the riding schools most of all, the children whispering behind their hands, their eyes bright with laughter. And the racing stables too, where some of the lads had looked me up and down with open contempt on their faces.

      Now, I can stay here, and if people want their horses shod they come to me. Here, I can face them, and they can look at me, they can even murmur to each other, or whisper, and I don’t mind. It’s not so bad now. I’m known around here, perhaps even respected. I no longer hunch my shoulders and make myself as small as I can when I go into the village shop or when I meet strangers. I can travel if I need to, or in an emergency, but I prefer to stay here. I don’t earn as much money as those farriers who go to their customers. I have enough, and it doesn’t matter.

      Occasionally the racehorses come here. Sometimes a farrier’s ill or injured, or booked elsewhere, and then there’s a telephone call: three horses on their way to Hereford, or Worcester, will that be all right? At five in the morning?

      Half-past four on a summer morning, the flowers smell wonderful, and sometimes there are deer on the grass verges of the lane. When I see them it’s as though there’s been a blessing on the day. I watch for a little while, and then I have to cross the gravel from the cottage to the forge. At the sound their heads lift, and they’re gone, fleeing into the shelter of the dark woods.

      I go into the forge and light the fire, set out my tools, and then I stand in the door drinking my coffee and looking around at the place I love. The paddock and the garden, the sandstone forge, and the red-brick cottage. It’s not a pretty house, it’s square and low under dark Welsh slates, but Uncle Henry left me this place when he died. I wish I could tell him how much I loved him, and what his gift has meant to me.

      The two gates at the end of the gravel drive, I made them when I was only fourteen, and I hung them. I suppose I should replace them; they’re not much of an advertisement. They’re not quite straight.

      But I don’t have to tell children not to swing on those gates. It would take more than four or five children to make them sag. I made them strong, as Uncle Henry taught me, and I made them to last, as I make everything, as he did before me.

      I hear the horsebox as it turns into the lane from the main road, and I check, quickly, that I have everything I need, that the forge looks clean and tidy, that the concrete path and the square have been swept. Racehorse trainers notice.

      I’m ready when they arrive, and watching as the beautiful animals are led down the ramp, watching the way they move, looking for that extra measure of caution that means more than care, that means soreness in a leg or a foot. The travelling lad and the trainer are watching too, but this is my field of expertise, and I can see more than they can, I can spot this sort of trouble before they do.

      I work quickly with racehorses, I don’t like to keep them standing, they can become restless. It’s a simple job, changing the heavier steel shoes they wear for training for the light racing plates that may give them those few extra paces of speed when they need it. As I begin I run my fingers down the hard, slim legs, looking for heat, looking for softness, searching for trouble.

      Once they’re wearing the racing plates I ask their lads to lead them up the flat concrete path, away from me, circle at the end, and then back towards me, and I watch, crouched down, listening to the beat of the hooves, looking at the movement, alert for signals.

      Sometimes I can’t even say what I’ve heard or seen, but I know something’s wrong; there’s a problem here. Stop. Look, and listen. Lift the feet, feel again, smell the sole of the foot, probe, and look again, and there it is, the little soft spot that should be firm, the warmth where it should be cool, the small and sudden lift of the head to signal pain.

      The men mutter and shake their heads. Can he race?

      I stand back. This is not my decision, I have played my part now. They will know. They know the horse, they know the owner. A small bruise, he can race, he’s tough, but the lads won’t be putting their wages on him, not this time. Nothing will be said. The lift of the head never happened; such a little bruise, who could know? Maybe the owner will be told. Maybe.

      I check all the horses who come to me, the same routine, a ritual now. Children’s ponies, draught horses, hunters and hacks, young foals and old pets, I watch, and I listen, and I look for the signals.

      Early summer mornings at the forge, with the dew misting the feathered grass, so lovely, so delicate, the birdsong, the scent of the flowers light and sweet in the still air, the fire roaring softly at my back, and I am so filled with peace and with love for this place I can feel tears in my eyes for the grateful joy of my life here.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              1
            

          

        

      

      You’d have to be very dull to live at the forge here without becoming interested in its history. It was once surrounded by the lands of the Gorsedown Estate, which was huge in medieval times, mile after mile of forest and farmland, with three villages in its demesne. The de Meurevilles were a Norman family, and they owned Gorsedown from the twelfth century until the Civil War, when they backed the wrong side and lost their lands. I’m told that a family called Moorfield are their descendants, but they’re in Lincolnshire now, with no connection to Gorsedown.

      In 1543 Simon de Meureville lost the forge in a game of dice to William Fitzallen. He wasn’t a good loser; he refused to allow Fitzallen’s men to ride across his land, so Fitzallen couldn’t get his horses shod, or his weapons mended, or anything done at his newly acquired forge. He went to the King to complain, and Henry VIII found it amusing, too good a joke to spoil. Fitzallen and his men were still banned from de Meureville’s lands, but the smith and his family were granted the right to ride on Gorsedown, so they could meet Fitzallen’s men on the boundary and take the horses back to the forge. That right holds to this day.

      It was my Uncle John who discovered King Henry’s Deed when his brother Henry wanted to buy the forge. I expect John Mayall put more effort into his searches on that occasion than he would have done for any other client. Henry was only mildly interested; his wife, Ruth, as shrewd a little Welshwoman as ever left the valleys, foresaw a time when riding land would be valuable, and anyway she would never have thrown away an asset. When Henry left coal mining and returned to his original craft he brought a pit pony with him, and Ruth took up her right to ride on Gorsedown lands.

      There are no rights of way at all on Gorsedown, and King Henry’s Deed isn’t shown on maps.

      Four square miles are all that’s left of the great Gorsedown Estate, with the little bit of land that goes with Anford Forge sticking up into the southern boundary like a thumb. It’s changed hands several times this century, and now it’s on the market again, with rotting ‘For Sale’ signs standing at the two great gates alongside the ones stating that Trespassers will be Prosecuted.

      The house that’s there now is Victorian, and not a very good example of the architecture of its type, so nobody is doing much about trying to save it. The windows have been smashed, some of the tiles are coming off the roof. It will probably be demolished in the end, and I doubt if anybody will mind.

      The land is mostly wooded, and now there are brambles and nettles again. Sometimes I take a slasher up there and clear them back from the rides, not because nettles are a problem to horses, but they might hide rabbit holes. I like to know where my horse is putting her feet. She’s quite old now, Lyric, but she still gets away from me sometimes, and then all I can do is hang on and wait for her to tire. That takes a while; old she may be, but she’s a thoroughbred, and she was bred to stay, even with nearly fifteen stone on her back.

      I don’t mind when she runs away with me. I may swear at her, but the lunging heave on the reins and the surge of speed that means she’s won again signals my chance to forget my problems. I have little option; I need to concentrate on keeping my balance, on gripping as hard as I can, and on lying low enough to avoid being scraped off by branches.

      It’s dangerous, it’s yet another sign that I’m a rotten rider, and I love it.

      There’s a hole in the blackthorn hedge up by the west gate, although you have to look very closely to see it. Just there, the bushes are three deep, and the hole is like a tunnel with a zigzag in the middle, quite low. You’d need to be small and agile to get through it, and you’d need to be wearing something thick and tough to protect you from those wicked thorns.

      Jansy Neville’s small and agile, and she wears leather.

      I’d never have known she was on Gorsedown land if she hadn’t stopped me one day, tears streaming down her cheeks as she stood in the track in front of Lyric waving her arms at me.

      ‘Missus? Missus? Got a spade, Missus?’

      Her dog was down a rabbit hole. It had caved in and she thought he was suffocating. I rode back to the forge, collected a spade, and we dug him out. He was bruised and winded, and he snapped at me.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked Jansy.

      ‘Poaching, Missus.’

      It had been a fairly stupid question. Jansy had two ferrets in her pockets and there was a net over the warren.

      ‘Don’t get caught.’

      ‘Thanks, Missus,’ she called after me as I rode away.

      Twelve years old, top of her class in maths and biology, and thought of locally as a good little girl, Jansy led a double life. After the incident with the trapped dog she didn’t bother to hide from me when she heard Lyric’s hoofbeats. She offered me a rabbit once, but Lyric took fright at the smell of blood and refused to let her bring it near. Jansy hung the rabbit on my gate that night, and a week later there was a pheasant.

      ‘What do you want to do when you leave school?’ I asked her.

      ‘University. Biology, I love that biology, I do. Then, game warden, somewhere in Africa, I want to go to Africa, I do. I’ll get those bastards who shoot the elephants.’

      She grinned at me.

      ‘I’ll know how to find them, won’t I?’

      Jansy poaches on Gorsedown because she loves it. Her parents think she’s taking her dog for a walk.

      ‘And I am. I don’t tell lies, I don’t.’

      Janice Neville, top of her class in maths and biology, and a good little girl, never tells lies. Janice will go far.

      Jansy will go to Africa, and get those bastards who shoot the elephants. She’ll know how to find them, won’t she?

      Africa.

      Even I, who know nothing about the place and don’t much want to travel, recognise the thrill of the name.

      One of my favourite customers has a cousin in Kenya, and he talks about it sometimes. Lord Robert Halstay has a chronically lame old steeplechaser I shoe for him, and he always comes along when his groom brings Black Bear to the forge, because he enjoys poking around and getting in the way. Stephens won’t let him drive. He’s polite and deferential to his boss, but it always happens that Stephens is in the driving seat before Lord Robert reaches the door.

      ‘Hah! You want to drive, do you? All right, Stephens. Good man. Good man.’

      Even Lord Robert has given up pretending that Blackie will ever be sound again. He hacks him around his estate, stopping to chat to anybody he meets: checkin’ up, he calls it.

      ‘Two old crocks, hobblin’ around. Good old lad, Blackie. Good old lad.’

       

      Riding stables and a dude ranch, hacks and ponies, and the racing stables, now and then. Wrought-iron gates and window grilles, tools to be mended, major jobs and minor bits and pieces, I’m always busy, and usually happy. I don’t mind my own company, and I have Lyric, and a few chickens.

      Sometimes I have Arno.

      He is the secret I hug gleefully to my chest when he isn’t there, when I see the scornful look in a man’s eyes, a man who judges me by my appearance, and decides I am a failure. A woman such as I am could never attract a man. And when Arno is with me, even then nobody can believe he is more than a house guest, this Swedish professor who looks like a cartoon artist’s idea of a Viking. He must be staying in my spare room, Professor Linssen. Of course, the forge is of interest to him. He is an engineer, working at a very high level on theories of metallurgy; it must be fun for him to go back to the roots of his science, fire, iron, hammer and anvil.

      In fact, Arno is a quite hopeless blacksmith.

      But he does not sleep in my guest bedroom, he sleeps with me, in my bed, and he is my lover.

      He came one evening last summer, as I was closing the forge, the big Riley he drives limping through the gate, swaying, the nearside rear wheel scraping against the mudguard. One of the leaf springs had broken, and Arno was in trouble.

      ‘The garage tells me six weeks,’ he said, spreading his hands in despair. ‘I must be in Australia in three. They say you might help.’

      I was defensive with him. He was so good-looking, I found myself resentful. He must be thinking he could persuade me to work late for him. He would only have to smile, and I would melt. So few men would smile at somebody like me. I would be easy, particularly for him.

      ‘I’m closing,’ I said.

      ‘It is late,’ he agreed. ‘And a beautiful evening. You have other things to do, of course. May I perhaps work here on my car? I will not disturb, I can be quiet. Tomorrow, you might make me a spring? If you have time?’

      His smile seemed friendly, and he had a soft voice. The evening breeze was blowing his hair back from his forehead, dark blond hair, a brown face, blue eyes.

      Assuming he had me in the palm of his hand, because I am big and ugly and must therefore be grateful for any crumb of kindness a man might throw me, even a smile.

      ‘Perhaps you’d like to make it yourself?’

      He must have recognised the sarcasm, but his smile broadened.

      ‘That is so kind! In your lovely forge? I may truly work in your lovely forge?’

      I was trapped. I could not be so rude and aggressive to a stranger as to tell him I had not meant it, but I had never worked with anybody in the forge since Uncle Henry died. I didn’t want this.

      But I turned the key in the big padlock and threw open the doors, and Arno followed me in, looking around in wonderment.

      ‘How old?’

      ‘Nobody knows.’

      ‘This is almost magical. Truly, you permit that I work?’

      He held out his hand.

      ‘Arno. Arno Linssen, on holiday from Sweden.’

      ‘Ann Mayall. How do you do?’

      I have made spare parts for cars, vintage and veteran models, nearly always owned by people who do not have enough money to maintain them, but who find the struggle worth while. Usually, one of their first questions is the price, and I will not drop mine simply because they love their hobby; I do not share their enthusiasm for their old cars. I have no great liking for cars of any age.

      Arno asked only about the tools and materials, had I some steel of the correct grade? And a welding torch, and cutting gear, and yes, this would do. Not perfect, not exactly right, but it will do, and how lucky for him to find such a kind woman to let him work in her beautiful old forge.

      Woman. Not lady, a woman. I found I was smiling, I liked that.

      He had overalls. When he’s in England he likes to drive the Riley. It’s a beautiful car, but he says quite often it stops even when he has not used the brakes, and he has to be prepared.

      There was a tool kit, clean steel and wood, all with the faint gleam of oil.

      He talked all the time as he stripped off his jacket and put on overalls, dark blue, faded in places, worn, but clean. Everything about Arno seemed clean and cared for, and before he started to work he rubbed some sort of white grease into his hands. Later, he showed me. It stopped the dirt and the black oil from becoming ingrained into the skin and clogging under the fingernails. Arno never minded dirty work, but he wanted to be clean again when it was finished.

      Talking, all the time, talking, about his car, about his work, his luck in finding me and my forge, my kindness, the hospitality of the British people, his travels over here. Professor Arno Linssen, from Falun, to the north-west of Uppsala, did I know Sweden at all?

      Did I use these big leather bellows for the… Ah, the electric fan, clever, to hide it there! Yes, of course, the modern workshop through the door, but please, Ann, may I call you Ann? So long since I used these tools, and I am on holiday. Do you mind?

      I helped him to use the forge, although it took three times as long, working with hand tools, as it would have done in the workshop. I turned off the electric fan, and I pumped the bellows for him, and he laughed in delight to find they were in such good condition. Uncle Henry kept them like that, so I oil the wood and the leather when it needs it, and sometimes children like to use them.

      He turned off the lights. We worked by firelight, and then I found the oil lamps on the shelf above the door. They were smoky, so Arno trimmed the wicks and wiped the dust from the brass, and we set them on the workbench.

      He made me laugh.

      He was clumsy with the hammer, rueful about being out of practice, and I smiled. It was more than that: he wasn’t good at this work. It was taking far too long, and he wasn’t very sure, with these tools. His work was in laboratories and offices; here in my forge he was an amateur.

      By the time we finished it was almost dark, too late to start on the car itself. Arno stripped off his overalls and the shirt he’d worn under them, and I turned away, misery taking the place of the enjoyment I’d been feeling, when I’d hardly realised I’d been happy. I’d been working alongside a man, and he’d treated me well, as a colleague, as a friend, as his hostess.

      I turned away, because I did try hard not to think of what I could never have, and there’d been the shine of sweat on a well-muscled body, there’d been supple movement of arms and shoulders, lines of shadow and light on a broad ribcage.

      We had finished the work, and he would go. He would return the next day and fit the spring we had made, and pay me, and then he would drive away and I would be alone, with the memory of an evening working alongside a stranger who had made me laugh, and who had respected my skills, and had said so. I would never forget it, this time we had had working together, but I knew I would also remember the ache and the misery of knowing there could be nothing more.

      Was there a hotel in Anford, or a pub? Somewhere not far?

      ‘You could stay here.’

      I had never invited anybody to stay here, only my sister when she’d been ill, and my Uncle John, but I’d never offered hospitality to a stranger.

      ‘Here?’

      I wasn’t looking at him. I was staring at my feet, and I could feel my shoulders hunching defensively.

      What was he thinking? A woman inviting him to stay overnight in her home, what would he think? What did he think I meant?

      And what did I think I meant, asking him?

      ‘I’ve got a spare room,’ I said. ‘If you’d like, you can stay.’

      I glanced across at him, quickly, and lowered my eyes again before he could see.

      ‘In my spare room,’ I added confusedly.

      ‘Ann, you are so kind. Thank you. I would like to stay.’

      I made us bacon sandwiches, which he had never eaten before. He affected to be suspicious, but pronounced them delicious, yet another British invention of genius, comparable with radar and infinitely superior to television. Why were they not served at Maxim’s?

      I was beginning to wonder if he would ever stop talking.

      I made up the bed in the spare room, feeling flustered as I did so, wondering if the sheets and blankets were aired properly. They might perhaps be damp from lying in the cupboard. It was dusty in there, should I have arranged a bowl of flowers? My mother would never have dreamed of leaving a visitor in a room without flowers.

      Was the bathroom clean? What would he think if there was a tide-mark? What would he think of me?

      I lay awake all night, trying to think of Lyric, of riding her in the park, of the time she’d won the race at Wolverhampton. I tried to think of my work, I tried to plan my vegetable garden.

      I saw, again and again, the firelight in the forge, Arno working at the anvil, smiling at me, talking, laughing. I saw the sheen of sweat on his chest as he stripped off his shirt.

      He was only yards away from me, sleeping in that room with the dark green curtains.

      I lay on my back with my hands behind my head, staring up out of the window at the dark summer sky, trying not to think of him. Trying, and trying, not to think of things I could never have.

      When I heard the church clock strike four, I began to cry.

      I was up at six, doing my best to move quietly so as not to disturb Arno. I crept down the stairs, pressing myself against the wall so the old wood might not creak under my weight. I didn’t make my coffee; running water makes the pipes rattle, they might wake him. I went out to the stable block and filled a hay net for Lyric, and brought her in from the paddock, brushed her mane and tail and picked out her feet. I tried to concentrate on what I was doing.

      My eyes felt sore, and I was tired and depressed. I felt foolish, told myself I was too old for schoolgirl crushes, I should pull myself together.

      But I laid the brush on Lyric’s back, and I bent my head and leaned against her neck, feeling the coarse hairs pressing into my hot face, feeling the tears springing again into my eyes.

      ‘I have made coffee,’ he said, and I jumped, knocking the brush off the mare’s back so it clattered onto the concrete and she threw up her head and stamped.

      ‘I am sorry. I startled you.’

      ‘It’s all right. You’re up early, for a holiday-maker.’

      I tried to speak lightly, but my voice was artificial. I didn’t want to look at him because he would see my eyes were red.

      ‘I like the mornings. I put milk in, is that right?’

      ‘That’s fine, yes. Thank you, that’s fine.’

      ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Yes. Yes, fine. I have, sort of, hay fever.’

      Such a stupid excuse. A blacksmith with hay fever, grooming a horse, with hay fever, standing by a hay net, with hay fever.

      ‘More, well, a sort of allergy. Nothing much. It’s OK.’

      ‘Oh. You are allergic to what?’

      To what could I be allergic, in my job, here?

      I turned towards him and smiled, taking the mug from his outstretched hand. I would ignore the question.

      ‘It’s a lovely morning,’ I said, but he was looking at me with his head on one side, an expression of concern on his face.

      ‘Yes, it is a lovely morning. To what are you allergic, Ann? My wife has an allergy also, it was treated. Now she has no problems.’

      His wife. I had lain awake all night, thinking of him, and not once had I thought of a wife. Not once had the idea crossed my mind. His wife.

      ‘She doesn’t come on holiday with you?’

      I could not keep the brittle artificiality out of my voice. I was making small talk, a practice I despise.

      ‘She takes the children to their grandmother for the summer holiday.’

      He sipped his coffee, and turned his eyes towards the paddock.

      ‘I can’t stand her bloody mother,’ he added unexpectedly, and I laughed, surprised.

      He smiled at me.

      ‘I can’t stand my bloody mother, either,’ I said, and then frowned as I considered my words. I’d spoken almost without thinking, and I’d spoken the truth.

      I hate my bloody mother. Lucille, I hate you. I hate you.

      ‘Ann?’

      ‘I hadn’t realised,’ I said. ‘Arno, I hate my mother, and I’d never realised until I said that to you. Isn’t that weird?’

      ‘No, not very. Why do you hate her?’

      ‘I suppose because she hated me. I didn’t know that until I was quite old. In my teens. Then she told me.’

      I threw the dregs of my coffee away onto the grass by the paddock fence.

      ‘It wasn’t her fault. She’s very beautiful. She was then, anyway. I don’t know now. She didn’t know what to do about me.’

      He was looking at me, a very serious expression on his face.

      ‘You are not beautiful like the Miss World women, no. But you are magnificent.’

      I looked away from him, feeling my face growing hot and flushed.

      ‘Oh. Yes? Oh.’

      ‘I would be proud to take you to bed.’

      My coffee mug shattered on the concrete at my feet, and Lyric shied away, her hooves clattering and her head thrown high in alarm.

      I turned towards her, snatching at her head collar, although there was no danger of her breaking free, but in my humiliation and anger I hardly knew what I was doing. I could not look at his face. I could not bear to see his laughter.

      Lyric tugged hard against my hands, and then dropped her head, her ears flicking suspiciously, her eyes still rimmed with white.

      ‘I am sorry if I startled you, Ann.’

      I clenched my fists in the mare’s mane. I still had my back to him, and my cheeks were burning with shame and rage.

      ‘Arno. Just… just please don’t. I don’t mind a joke, but please don’t laugh at me like that.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Don’t laugh at me. Please.’

      He threw his own mug down onto the concrete where mine had shattered, and he was shouting at me.

      ‘Listen. You are angry? OK, you hit me in the face, only not too hard please, because I think you are quite strong. You leave that damned horse alone a minute, she’s okay, you just listen to me instead. Maybe you tell me to fuck off out of it, if that is how you say it, and I apologise and I go away feeling very sorry, because I like you. But you, you, Ann, you do not tell me I am laughing at you. I am not laughing at you. Why can I laugh at you when you have been kind to me? What the hell you think I am, Ann?’

      I was crying again, and I didn’t know what to say to him, or what I should do. No man had ever said I was magnificent, no man had ever shown any sign of wanting to take me to bed, and I could not believe it had happened now.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I stammered. ‘I’m sorry.’

      He fell silent, and I stood looking down, my head hanging in shame and confusion. I could only look at the coffee and the broken china as I tried to control my tears, tried to breathe properly. My chest felt tight and the tears would not stop welling up out of my eyes and running down my cheeks. I brushed them away.

      ‘Oh, no. No, please, Ann. I am sorry, it is me who is sorry. Don’t cry. I should not shout at you, I am very sorry.’

      He walked up to me, close to me, but I couldn’t look at him. I felt so humiliated, so bewildered, and I didn’t even want to think of what he had meant. I did not believe this. No matter what he said now, he could only have been laughing at me.

      I kept turning my head away, looking anywhere but at Arno.

      ‘Please, Ann, please look at me. Don’t cry.’

      ‘I’m not… I’m…’

      ‘Oh, yes, I forgot. Your allergy. Ann?’

      ‘Mm. Yes. Yes.’

      I glanced at him, and he was smiling at me, so I smiled back. He reached out and touched my cheek. I tried not to, but I flinched.

      ‘Oh, Ann. What has hurt you so much?’

      ‘Nothing. Please, Arno, nothing.’

      ‘OK, Ann. Nothing. I hope the coffee mugs were not valuable?’

      I managed a laugh, a slightly choked one.

      ‘Woolies’ best,’ I said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Woolworth’s. Just cheap mugs, not valuable.’

      ‘So, a professor’s salary will be enough for replacements?’

      This time it was a little easier to laugh.

      He said he was hungry. He asked whether bacon sandwiches were also possible for breakfast, and I said I supposed so, why not? But when we were in the kitchen he said he wasn’t hungry at all, he’d wanted us to come back to the cottage, and would I please sit down for a little while, and tell him why I hated my mother? And he would make some more coffee.

      So I told him about Lucille, my beautiful mother, for whom the opinions of men were of paramount importance. I told him of the times she had taken me to doctors because I was growing too tall, and I remembered as I spoke of it how I had felt then when I heard her say ‘freak’, and knew she meant me.

      Arno stirred milk into the coffee, and handed me my mug. He said nothing, but he leaned back against the kitchen table, and sometimes he was watching me, and sometimes he was looking down at the floor, and he was listening to me.

      ‘She put me on a diet and I got ill. I wasn’t fat, I was just big. The doctors had told her diets wouldn’t work. She’d asked them. She gave me gin once, it made me sick. I was about seven, I think.’

      I thought about that time, trying to remember what Lucille had said, to me, to my pretty, feminine sister, to the doctors.

      ‘“Women shouldn’t be too tall. Men don’t like it.”’

      Arno was looking at me, questioningly.

      ‘That was what Lucille said,’ I explained, and he smiled. One eyebrow lifted slightly before he looked down again and waited for me to go on.

      ‘When I was a child I used to come here. Uncle Henry and Aunt Ruth, I loved it here, I was happy. When Aunt Ruth died Lucille wouldn’t let me come any more. I didn’t understand why. Then a lot later, Henry’s brother, John, he’s a lawyer… Well, Henry had died, you see. And he left me the forge, so I decided to be a blacksmith, and Lucille…’

      Screaming at me. So ugly your own father couldn’t stand the sight of you. Took one look at you lying in your cot, and he left. You just got uglier and uglier and uglier.

      I wish I could have left you, like he did.

      Go, then. And may the devil go with you.

      I couldn’t tell Arno this. My sister Glory had helped me, she’d heard, and she’d helped me, and she’d telephoned Uncle John, and told him. He’d come to the school.

      You weren’t ugly, he’d said. You were rather a fine-looking baby. But it was quite obvious then that you weren’t Peter’s daughter. You were at least partly negro.

      So Peter Mayall, the third brother, the youngest, had left his beautiful wife, and his beautiful daughter, and the baby his wife had borne to another man, and gone back to the Navy. I’d never seen him.

      ‘I still don’t know who my father is,’ I said, and wondered after I’d spoken how much of what had been in my mind I’d said to Arno, and how much remained in pain and silence in my memory.

      My coffee was almost cold, but I drank it, and I put the empty mug on the draining board, and wondered what Arno would say now.

      I gazed out of the window at the paddock, looking at a clump of thistles I’d intended to dig out, and behind the stable block Lyric moved restlessly at the end of her rope, her hay net almost empty.

      Arno was watching me again when I turned back, his expression thoughtful and a little sad.

      ‘So much of your spirit is scar tissue,’ he said. ‘It is a lot of pain, Ann. But you know it is very strong, scar tissue. I think you have a very strong spirit.’

      He reached out his hands towards me, and I looked at them, and gave him mine.

      ‘Now I say it again. I would be proud to take you to bed.’
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      Arno stayed with me for three weeks that time, until he had to leave for the conference in Melbourne. I had counted the days we had left, at first believing they were the days to the end, but then he asked me if he could leave the Riley at the forge, if I could make room for it beside my old van.

      It was early on a Sunday morning when he asked me. We were lying in bed together, and I had said I would have to get up to feed Lyric, and Arno had nodded.

      ‘Horses eat even when they are not working, this is not good economics when compared to a car. Oh, I meant to ask you, Ann. May I leave the Riley here? Can we make some room beside the van, if we move some of that rubbish in there?’

      ‘Yes,’ I’d said, and I’d turned my face into his shoulder and begun to cry again.

      That first day he’d been with me, there’d been so many tears. He’d been very gentle, very understanding, and for Arno very quiet. Every time he’d touched me at first, I flinched. Every time he’d looked at me, I waited for words of scorn: I’d been ready for the pain, and the shame. When he touched me, when he stroked me, I’d hardly been able to breathe. He’d been looking at me, looking at my body, stroking my skin, his hand just brushing, lightly, gently, over my ribs, and then he’d noticed.

      ‘Why aren’t you breathing?’

      I hadn’t known what to say. I’d drawn in my breath, and let it out, and then I’d done it again, and again, and then he was looking down into my face.

      ‘Your skin is as velvet, Ann. I have never touched such beautiful skin.’

      So I’d watched his hand on my body, and found I was breathing again. But I’d started to tremble, and then to shake, uncontrollably, and he’d stopped stroking me and put his arms around me and hugged me, tight and hard, until I stopped, but by then I’d been crying again.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I’d whispered. ‘I’m sorry.’

      He’d kissed me, gently and lightly on my lips, and then he’d looked down at me, into my face, and brushed the tears away from my cheeks with the tips of his fingers, and kissed me again.

      ‘Are you frightened?’ he’d asked.

      ‘No. I don’t think so. No.’

      ‘Do you know what is going to happen?’

      ‘Yes. Of course, yes.’

      Then he’d been smiling. There were deep lines at the corners of his eyes, as though he’d spent a long time in bright sunlight, or perhaps looking into the white heat of a furnace.

      ‘So? How do you know?’

      I’d felt myself flushing again, but I tried not to look away.

      ‘I was very good at biology at school.’

      The smile had turned to a grin, and then a laugh, and I found I was smiling, too, although I could feel my face flaming.

      ‘So? I am very pleased, and very proud, that you were such a good student of biology. At school. What did you learn, in the biology lessons at school?’

      ‘Well. You know?’

      ‘Ann, I think I know, yes. I do not want to talk about the reproductive system of the rabbit, I want to talk about love, and friendship, and human sexuality, and so now, will you please give me your hand. Thank you, and now will you please open your eyes, and forget about your school biology lessons.’

      He’d talked, and explained, and I’d had to listen, and to look, and to touch, and he’d ignored my embarrassment, and talked, and talked, and I’d called him Professor Linssen, which had made him smile in amusement, but still he’d talked.

      Then at last I’d found I was stroking his shoulder, watching my hand on his skin, I was hardly listening to him, just aware of his voice, but looking at my hand, and feeling the smoothness of his skin under my fingers.

      When I’d looked into his face, he was watching my hand, too, and then he’d smiled at me, and he’d only spoken once more.

      ‘Use the palm of your hand, Ann. Not just the fingers.’

      When he was lying close against me, I thought of the evening before when I had turned away in misery and longing as he had stripped off his shirt, and I felt a sense of wonder, that the body I had seen and yearned for was here: for this moment at least it was mine. Now my hands were on the skin that had shone in the firelight, now I was touching the smoothness, and the suppleness, there was warm breath against the side of my neck, there was hair falling onto my face, and when there was pain there was also a gentle voice, and comforting hands, and a smile of sympathy. My name was spoken, in affection and in friendship, and perhaps even in love, just for now, for this small instant in my life, my name.

      ‘Arno,’ I said. ‘Arno.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I just wanted to say your name. Arno.’

      ‘Ann.’

      There was sunlight on our bodies. It was warm, and there was a scent of leaves from the woods in the park, I lifted my face to it, and then bent my neck and rested my forehead against Arno’s shoulder.

      ‘Ann.’

      ‘What’s today?’ I asked.

      ‘Friday. The thirteenth.’

      ‘Arno. I have customers coming.’

      ‘Mm. Yes, all right. We must get up again, and we must work. I must fit the spring to the Riley. And you?’

      ‘Horses to shoe.’

      ‘May I watch?’

      ‘Yes. From a distance, please, Arno.’

      He borrowed my van instead, and drove into Cheltenham. He came back that afternoon with two coffee mugs, Royal Doulton, beautiful.

      ‘They’re too good to use,’ I said, and he shook his head at me.

      ‘Good things must be used. One day they will break. One day you will die, and so will I. Shall I make some coffee?’

      That afternoon we fitted the new spring, and I waited for him to say he would go. Instead he asked if he could work in the forge again that evening. He would like to make something, if I would permit.

      ‘Oil lamps and bellows?’ I asked, and he laughed.

      I lent him my old leather apron. I told him the legend about the cut, made by the jealous tailor when St Clement had forced King Alfred to change his nomination of the tailor as the paramount craftsman and name the blacksmith in his place.

      ‘Do you wear this?’

      ‘No, not now. I used to wear it. I wear chaps when I’m shoeing horses now. They’re more practical.’

      We didn’t work late that night. He said he wanted to make a basket in which he could put a flower pot, but it was too difficult for him, and he gave up.

      ‘I’m tired,’ he said. ‘I lay awake all last night, thinking about you. Shall we go to bed now?’

      ‘Bacon sandwich first?’

      But we weren’t hungry. We went upstairs, and we undressed, and got into my bed, and then we fell asleep, almost immediately. When I woke in the morning his arms were around my waist, his head on my breast, and he was still sleeping. There was a dark shadow of stubble on his face, and his hair was tousled.

      I lay still, studying his face, trying to memorise every line, every plane, every shadow. This would probably have to suffice for the rest of my life, I wanted to remember everything I could.

      Light on the smooth skin over his shoulder blade, and the little hollows down his spine, the curve of his buttocks, and the long lines of the muscles in his thighs and calves. Remember this. Remember the warmth of his breath, and the movement of his ribs. Remember the colours in his hair, dark blond, darker shadows where it falls at the parting, the crisp curls at the back of his neck.

      Remember.

      His eyes were open, he was looking into my face, a slow smile, and I smiled back at him, looking into the blue of his eyes, thinking, the same colour as Aunt Ruth’s kitchen flower vase, remember.

      ‘Ann. What are you thinking?’

      ‘Your eyes are the same colour as Aunt Ruth’s kitchen flower vase.’

      The lines at the corners of his eyes, as they crinkled in amusement, crow’s-feet, they call them. Remember.

      And remember the touch of his hands, and his lips, and the way he breathes, and his eyes, looking down into mine with a question that I don’t have to answer, except with my own hands, and my own lips, and the way I am breathing now, and the way I look back at him.

      Remember.

      How will I bear it, when he has gone, and I can only remember?

      Everything must pass, perhaps even the pain, when he has gone.

      Then he’d asked about the Riley. He hadn’t asked why, when I’d cried, because it had always been something that had hurt in the past, or some fear he had soothed. He’d held me close, he’d been warm, and comforting, and friendly, and he hadn’t asked.

      ‘You can drive it, if you like. I will pay, of course.’

      ‘You don’t have to pay, Arno.’

      ‘But yes. I would rather pay you the two hundred pounds a year than this man in London who puts up the rent for his little garage every time I see him. He thinks I am a rich idiot.’

      ‘If you’re paying two hundred a year just for a garage, he’s right.’

      Arno had grinned, hugged me again, and rumpled my hair. I wasn’t crying any more. If his car was here, he meant to come back to me. I didn’t have to remember; he would come back.

      ‘Not so stupid as that man thinks. At least if my car is stolen from here, I will know you did not have a share of the price.’

      I’d been shocked.

      ‘Arno! Would he? Oh, that’s… that’s dreadful.’

      ‘Oh, yes.’ He was laughing at me again. ‘It is dreadful, that he could be so dishonest, and cheat this stupid, rich, foreign idiot. It is very dreadful. It is also damned inconvenient that every time I leave the car in that garage I have to take so many bits of it home with me. You see, the cost of having them made is nearly as much as the price of the car.’

      While we were clearing the rubbish out of the garage to make room for the Riley I asked him about his wife, and he told me I didn’t have to worry about Brita. I thought he was warning me not to ask him about her, to mind my own business, but he’d been dragging a broken garden table through the door at the time, and when he came back he explained, without my having asked anything else.

      ‘I am away for many months every year, and Brita would be alone. She has Krisu. Kristian. He’s a nice young man, I like him. He’s her lover.’

      He knocked something over, there was a crash, a cloud of dust, and he was coughing, and swearing in Swedish.

      ‘Do you want to keep these goddamned deckchairs?’

      ‘Yes, I think so. Or…?’

      ‘There are worm holes.’

      ‘Oh. No, throw them away, then.’

      ‘I know about Brita and Krisu, and I try not to mind. It is not my business. I do not own her, and if I am not there, I should not complain if he is.’

      The deckchairs were thrown through the back door, and Arno was picking at a splinter in the heel of his hand. Uncle Henry and I had sat on those deckchairs on summer evenings, and I wasn’t sure I believed they had woodworm. Arno could suffer his splinters. I didn’t like what he was saying.

      He’d seemed to guess what I was thinking.

      ‘Don’t be stiff,’ he’d said. ‘Our marriage works very well. I love her. Please understand. If you can’t, please accept it.’

      A week later, he’d flown from Heathrow for the conference in Melbourne.

      ‘I have a week in October,’ he’d said. ‘May I come here?’

      I’d cried that night, alone in the cottage, but I hadn’t tried too hard to remember. The Riley was in the garage, under a big dust sheet, its keys on a hook in the forge, my talisman for Arno, who would come back in October.

      He comes whenever he can, sometimes just for a day or two, sometimes for longer, and people say to me, how nice for him, this Swedish professor of metallurgy, that you put him up when he comes over here, and keep his car for him. It must be so interesting for him, because of course the forge is very, very old, such a contrast to his modern laboratories.

      The villagers like him. He’s always so friendly, you’d never think he was such an important man, would you? Miss Mayall’s friend Professor Linssen, who stays in her spare room when he’s over here for conferences, or when he comes to meet colleagues at the British universities.

      Arno is the secret I hug to myself when he isn’t here.

      When he leaves, for a few days I am unhappy, missing him, feeling alone, and even lonely, which is something unusual, for me. My customers come, and say that I’m very quiet today, a question in their voices, so I summon a smile, and try to talk.

      At those times in particular, I do resent strangers.

      Strangers come here to pry into the past, and we in Anford are trying to forget that. We’re ashamed of the episode that brings the curious and the morbid to our village, and especially to the forge.

      If it hadn’t been for the fact that Arno had left only two days before, and if I hadn’t become so resentful of strangers, so brusque and short with them, I might have taken more notice of the Müllers when they called. They were speaking German to each other, and breaking off their conversation to look at me as though I were something put on display to entertain and interest tourists.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      The tone was as sarcastic as I could make it, but perhaps they didn’t notice, or didn’t understand. Mrs Müller smiled at me. Bright turquoise eyelids and brass-coloured hair, a slightly surprised look about her face. It speaks; this big thing speaks.

      She said something else to her husband, again in German, so I turned my back on them both and went into the forge. Perhaps they’d go away.

      ‘Excuse me, please?’

      He had followed me, and she was standing slightly behind him, so that she had to crane her head to one side to see past him. She did this often; she had this trick of standing behind her husband and looking out from behind him, as though sheltering, or trying to hide.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘You make orders?’

      ‘Do you make special orders?’ she asked before I’d had a chance to answer her husband. ‘Is this correct? To say it like this?’

      ‘What do you want me to make?’

      ‘A door, as the one you have made.’

      ‘A gate,’ she said. ‘Not a door, Franz, a gate.’

      There are four gates on the forge land, and I made them all, but I knew the one she meant. The gate between the paddock and Gorsedown Park appeared in the national newspapers, although nobody had asked me for permission to photograph it. It’s held in place by three springs, and you have to exert a lot of force to move it. When you do, it rings. It’s covered in leaves and flowers and curlicues, all made of steel, and when they move they clash together. There isn’t a straight line on that gate, and there’s only one place where you can get a handhold. Those springs are heavy, and they come into play one after the other. Once the gate has been forced past the third spring, it’s held open by a steel catch. There’s only room for one person to push against the gate. Very few are strong enough to open it, and nobody can do so silently.

      It had taken me three weeks to make it, and I didn’t want to make another one.

      ‘A thousand pounds,’ I said.

      ‘Ja. Yes. A thousand pounds is OK. When can you make it?’

      He hadn’t even hesitated. She said something to him in German, and he shook his head. She sniffed and turned away, walking back out into the sunlit yard.

      An average man, grey haired.

      ‘Are you strong enough to open the gate?’ I asked.

      ‘Please?’

      I tried to remember what I had learned of German at school.

      ‘Sind Sie stark genug um das Tor zu öffnen?’

      He spread his hands in bewilderment, and I put down my hammer.

      ‘Come and try,’ I said.

      They hadn’t known about the springs. They pulled at the gate, they talked to each other, quickly and quietly in German so I could neither hear nor understand, and he shook his head.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, and she smiled at me, brightly.

      ‘We will consider a solution to these problem. This. This problem.’

      I didn’t think they’d be back. I assumed they were on holiday, that they’d wanted to ship the gate to Germany, and that they’d give up the idea.

      Somebody telephoned me the next day, a man with an English voice.

      ‘Frau Müller asked me to discuss the order for the gate. Can’t it be made with a conventional latch?’

      ‘Yes, of course it can, but then it could be opened silently.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘If you open it smoothly the steel won’t move. I mean, it won’t shake, so it won’t ring.’

      ‘I don’t quite understand.’

      I’m not very good at explaining, and I was busy.

      ‘You have to jerk the gate to make it ring. It jerks when you hit the springs. Why do they want this gate? Is it for ornament or security?’

      ‘Just a moment, please.’

      There was a muffled discussion in German. The farmer who’d come to discuss hinges for his barn doors looked at his watch, pointedly.

      ‘Hello? Hello? I’m sorry, I can’t hold on any longer, I have a customer here.’

      ‘I won’t keep you long.’

      Again, the hand over the mouthpiece, the voices muted. I hung up the telephone and switched on the answering machine. I didn’t want to make the gate for the Müllers, and Garth Michaelson was a good client.

      ‘Hinges,’ I said. ‘Four for each door on those monsters, Garth. Going to cost you.’

      ‘Always does,’ he answered. ‘But at least it only costs me once.’

      We both ignored the telephone when it started to ring.

      Two days later the Müllers came back in person, with drawings. One plate spring to make the gate vibrate and ring, a latch with three locks, and a catch with a winch, so that a child could open the gate from the inside, if necessary.

      The latch was work for a locksmith, and the winch was dangerous. I said I wouldn’t do it. The winch could slip, and somebody could be trapped between the slamming gate and its frame.

      ‘But then your gate is also dangerous!’ protested Frau Müller.

      ‘Very,’ I agreed. ‘Much more dangerous than this. But it’s mine, and it’s on private property.’

      ‘Our gate will also on private property.’ Herr Müller, not sounding very sure.

      ‘Will also be on private property, Franz. Be.’

      Frau Müller smirked at me, inviting my support. Two women against this man, no? And my English is good, isn’t it?

      I was frowning at the drawings. I didn’t notice. Never turn down a customer, you don’t know where it might lead. Uncle Henry had said that to me when I was seven years old.

      ‘On private property,’ asserted Herr Müller, avoiding the verbs.

      I didn’t like these tourists, and I didn’t want to make the gate. It was genuinely dangerous.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, handing him the drawings. ‘If somebody were to be hurt I could be held liable, even if it was a burglar.’

      ‘But your gate,’ he protested. ‘Also, you are liable if it is a burglar.’

      ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I’ll probably take the gate down when the estate’s sold.’

      Frau Müller was no longer smiling. She snapped at her husband and stalked off, her nose in the air. He glanced after her, his lips tightening, and then he looked down at the drawings. He seemed to be about to speak again, but the telephone in the forge rang, and I turned away.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I called back over my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t think I can help you.’

      I heard them arguing, her voice indignant and a little shrill, his exasperated. Then there were footsteps on the gravel, and one last exclamation from her.

      ‘Ah, Scheisse!’

      It was a wrong number, but I didn’t go out again after I hung up. I wanted to start work on Garth’s hinges; it was quite urgent. One of the doors was sagging, and he’d said he didn’t dare use it until the hinges had been replaced.

      ‘God knows what it weighs. Quick as you can, Ann, I need both those doors, can’t get the big trailer in through just one.’

      It’s a medieval tithe barn, a listed building, and Garth has to be careful with repairs or the Anford History Society threatens him with legal action, not entirely jokingly. Garth lets them use it every June for their annual barn dance, their big fund-raising event, so the relationship is friendlier than that between them and most of the other farmers in Anford, who find them a nuisance.

      The hinges I was to make for Garth had been designed by the History Society’s membership secretary, who was a draughtsman for a firm of architects. He’d done that job for nothing; he’d charged George Fowler fifty pounds to design the locks for his coach house, because George had installed locks made by a modern security firm, and had then told the History Society to mind its own blasted business.

      Its business was preventing that sort of thing, and it had obtained a court order against George, which had brought him to the forge, spitting curses. I’d made the housing for the locks, and some sort of compromise had been reached with the History Society. 

      It’s a pretty village, Anford, it is worth preserving, but that takes money. Old houses cost a lot to maintain, so the young people move away to places they can afford, and the pretty old houses are bought by newcomers, middle-aged or retired.

      Jansy Neville told me the Müllers had bought a cottage on the other side of the village, and she was furious, although not about the purchase.

      ‘Damned old bitch. Keeps me waiting nearly ten minutes for the paper money last Saturday, her and her airs and graces. Leaves me standing there on the doorstep like I’m a beggar. Late for all the other customers.’

      Jansy had come to ask me a favour. Her mother had finally grown tired of the smell of the ferrets and had told Jansy to get rid of them. The dog was bad enough, snapping at the postman; the ferrets were too much.

      A home-made hutch containing two ferrets was now at the back of the hay store.

      ‘Oh, Missus, you are nice.’

      So, the Müllers wanted the gate for a cottage in Anford. I didn’t like them, and I didn’t want to make another gate. I always do my best for local people, and now they were local people. I might have to make them their gate.

      They sent the next drawings by post, dimensions and an outline, with a covering letter that had certainly been translated by someone else. They would be responsible for the frame and the springs; I was to make the main piece of the gate, so it rang loudly when it came up against any resistance. This letter was their assurance that they understood the verbal warnings I had given them, and accepted all responsibility for the use to which they put the gate.

      The gearbox on my van had finally reached the point where even Graham Steel said the thing was only fit for a scrap heap. A thousand pounds would be welcome.

      ‘Oh, bugger.’

      I typed a note to the Müllers to tell them that their gate would differ from mine in design and ornament, but would work in the same way, which meant only one handhold, and nowhere else where a good grip could be obtained. Also, I added, my order book was full and I would not be able to start work for over a month. It would be June before their gate was ready.

      I wrote that with a clear conscience because it was perfectly true, but that evening I started to draw.

      By the time I’d finished it was well past midnight, and the Müllers’ gate was clear in my mind, and on paper. I looked at my drawings with my head on one side, and a smile on my lips.

      It was a vine of sorts, a type I knew well, and disliked, because it was a fast-growing weed I was constantly pulling out of my hedges. It has little white flowers, and I planned to make the edges of the petals sharp. The tendrils hung in spirals, or twined around the stem of the parent plant. It was a tricky, detailed piece of work, but not in the outrageously baroque style of my own gate. This was more realistic; one could believe such a thing had grown.

      Moving through the vine, and curling across it to provide a framework, as well as the single handhold, were three snakes.

      I tapped my pencil against my teeth as I looked at those snakes. I had no idea why I had drawn them; they had been some sort of doodle as I considered the composition of my design and looked for a way of bracing the fragile-seeming stems. The snakes had grown, an abstract metamorphosis from plant to animal. What had begun as wood or fibre had ended as muscle and skin, animal, coiled around the plant and at the same time supporting it.

      Two of the snakes faced each other, their heads inches apart, passive and incurious. The third turned back from the handhold as if towards an intruder, jaw gaping and the fangs standing sharp and clear.

      That night I dreamed of snakes in the hedges around the forge, holding the beech plants together, watching each other, and waiting.

      I woke in the morning curiously soothed by the dream, with a memory lingering of the snakes, quiet, and not unfriendly, a part of the land. There are snakes in those hedges sometimes, I’ve seen them in summer, sunning themselves on the banks. When I see them I move away, I give them room. That morning I searched for them, walking along beside the hedges, and I was looking into the beeches, although I’ve never seen them climb.

      I asked Garth Michaelson about them later that day while we were re-hanging his barn doors. He was perched dangerously on the fork lift of his big tractor while his cowman took the weight of the massive oak on the smaller tractor and I called out directions and tried to guide the doors into place with a crowbar. The job needed two more people at least, but that farm’s always short-handed.

      ‘Jackson, for God’s sake get the damned thing closer to the frame,’ ordered Garth, and the cowman dabbed at a lever. The door shuddered and swung, and Garth cursed. I began to wonder whether the hinge would stand the leverage that was being demanded of it.

      Jackson muttered something apologetic, and revved the tractor engine for no reason at all.

      ‘Again!’ yelled Garth, and once more the rear lift on the little tractor rose slowly, the nose rising as the huge weight settled.

      ‘Stop!’ I shouted.

      The engine revved again. I braced myself against the long crowbar and glanced up at Garth. He nodded, and I leaned forward and heaved.

      The second bolt slammed home, and we grinned at each other.

      ‘Do snakes climb trees?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Do snakes climb trees?’

      He shook his head. He couldn’t hear over the noise of the engine. Jackson was looking back over his shoulder, waiting for a signal. We’d have to swing the door hard up against the frame to bolt the second hinge into place, and Garth needed to lower the fork lift to be at the right height.

      ‘Ann, lower the lift for me, would you?’

      ‘Not with you on it, no.’

      ‘Oh, get on with it.’

      But I wouldn’t, and he knew it. He grumbled at me, but he climbed down and did it himself.

      ‘Do snakes climb trees?’ I asked again.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘Well. What snakes? I mean, what are you talking about?’

      ‘I wish you’d get some sheerlegs.’

      ‘I’ve got some, they’re broken. What do you mean, do snakes climb trees? Some do, some don’t. What sort of snakes?’

      ‘Pythons climb trees,’ said Jackson. ‘So do boa constrictors and anacondas and moccasins.’

      ‘A moccasin’s a water snake,’ objected Garth.

      ‘Maybe I’m thinking of copperheads.’

      ‘Pythons can swim,’ I said. ‘I think.’

      ‘That’s different from being a water snake. I can swim, but I’m not a fish. I can climb trees, too, and I’m not a squirrel.’

      ‘If you could handle a tractor, you’d be a help.’

      Jackson considered taking offence, and decided not to.

      ‘I’m a cowman, not a tractor driver. I’m a specialist. I can tell the difference between a redpoll and a shorthorn, which some I could mention can’t.’

      Garth climbed back onto the fork lift without answering, and Jackson winked at me. I moved the bricks and timbers that braced the door, and stood back.

      The engine roared again. Another uncertain dab at the lever, and the huge door dropped judderingly onto the timbers. One of them splintered, and buckled. I looked up anxiously at the single hinge now supporting the entire weight. It was pulled rigidly away from the frame, but it was still level.

      The tractor lurched forward, stopped, the small front wheels turned, the familiar roar from the overworked engine, and it backed, the tail lift scraping onto concrete.

      Garth screamed at me over the noise.

      ‘Will two hold it?’

      ‘For ten minutes,’ I yelled back, and he raised his eyes, parodying a prayer, and then nodded to me.

      ‘Lift,’ I called to Jackson, and he looked at me, cupping his hand behind his ear. I gestured, raising one hand palm upwards.

       Again he raised the tail lift too quickly, and this time the door swung against the hinge, dangerously close to Garth, who instinctively put out his hands and nearly lost his balance. If he fell he could be caught between the spikes and that massive door. If that hinge gave way the door would fall on him. I’d calculated it needed four hinges, and now it was only supported by one.

      Horrified, I watched as the huge structure tilted, as it rocked against the prongs of the fork lift, which dipped helplessly under the weight. Garth was trapped now. He had no way of getting out, and the hinge couldn’t hold.

      ‘Down!’ I shrieked at the cowman. ‘Down very slowly.’

      This time he got it right. The oak was creaking as it rubbed against the frame, and as it lowered I jammed the crowbar into the space under the door, dropped it across the bar of the tail lift and threw my weight onto it. Agonisingly slowly, the door slid backwards, straightening as it moved, and Garth hammered the bolt through the iron and the oak.

      He was rather pale, and there was sweat on his forehead that hadn’t been caused by physical effort alone.

      He looked down at me as the tractor engine died.

      ‘What bloody snakes, then?’ he asked.

      ‘Adders, I think,’ I answered, and then, ‘There should be seven bolts for each hinge. Have you got them up there?’

      ‘Yes. I don’t think adders can climb trees. I’ve never seen an adder in a tree. Can you reach that third hinge?’

      I was already tightening the first bolt, so I didn’t bother to answer.

      ‘What about grass snakes, then?’

      Jackson was watching us, very subdued. He looked a little frightened. That had been an extremely dangerous moment, and it was his fault.

      Garth wouldn’t blame his cowman. Garth Michaelson’s a fair man.

      ‘What do you think, Jeff?’ he asked. ‘Do grass snakes climb trees?’

      ‘Nope.’ Jackson was still uneasy, despite the use of his first name. ‘You finished with me now? Can I get back to my cows?’

      Garth ignored the request.

      ‘Any snakes in this country climb trees?’

      ‘Not unless they got out of a zoo. We got three snakes in this country – we got adders, we got grass snakes and we got slow-worms. Far as I know, not one of them climbs trees. Course, I could be wrong, I’m only a cowman.’

      I glanced at him. His face was red and he was looking across the yard, avoiding our eyes.

      ‘If we want those two heifers ready for the show you’d better go and manicure them again,’ said Garth, and as Jackson hunched his shoulders and walked off he called after him.

      ‘Thanks for your help, Jeff.’

      Garth and I fixed the rest of the bolts in silence. Garth seemed to be embarrassed.

      It wasn’t until we’d finished, and tested the doors, that he spoke to me again. He wiped his hand across his face and gave me a shamefaced smile.

      ‘I have to admit there was a moment then when I was downright glad I didn’t buy those hinges they had on special offer at Blake’s.’

      I’m not good at accepting compliments, even oblique ones like that, so I just looked up at the barn doors.

      ‘I wonder what they do weigh,’ I said. ‘You’d think they’d get lighter with age, but oak seems to get heavier and heavier.’

      The doors of the forge are oak, the same shape as Garth’s tithe barn doors, smaller, but even thicker. They’re hung on a massive iron frame which Uncle Henry made when he first came to Anford from Wales. The original oak frame is still there, and it’s probably strong enough to carry the doors. I suspect Uncle Henry didn’t have much to do when he first came. He made a lovely wrought-iron bench which stands under the tree, and it’s really comfortable to sit on. It curves against your back, it invites you to relax. Uncle Henry was a great craftsman.

      I wondered what he’d think of the gate I’d drawn for the Müllers.

      The dream came back that night, the snakes in the hedges watching and waiting, twined around the beech bushes, quiet and friendly in the darkness.
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