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      There had been a forge at Anford for about a thousand years, but not until the twentieth century was the blacksmith a woman.

      From a childhood and adolescence scarred by rejection and loneliness, the forge became Ann Mayall’s sanctuary, and the traditions of its craft brought her success, security, and the tentative beginnings of friendship.

      But the new owners of the neighbouring manor see her presence as a threat, although she doesn’t know why. She rejects their increasingly large offers to purchase her inheritance. Hostility and intimidation fail to move her, so they revert to more violence; if she will not leave, she must die – but they have not reckoned on Ann’s formidable physical strength.

      Unfolding with brooding and devastating menace, The Blacksmith is a uniquely gripping novel of suspense.

      Jenny Maxwell is a Scot, was born in Egypt, educated in England and now lives in Germany.
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      For Sylvia and Niki Liebertz, 

      for friendship, for love, and for fun
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      After a hot spell everything around the forge is grey. The dust comes mostly from the quarry, two miles away behind the wood, and it’s heavy, not hanging in the air for long. The wind carries it over the trees and the lorries churn it into long soft ruts on the track, clouds of grey dust, stirring a little in the breeze, but then dropping again to lie in drifts on the window ledges and the roofs of the cottage and the forge, and to cover the hard packed earth in the yard. The yard seems to be made of dust. The chickens scratch in it, scraping it over their backs and shaking their feathers so that it sifts down onto their hot skin. Dogs lie in it, in whatever shade they can find, tongues hanging out, panting. I haven’t got a dog now, but most people seem to bring at least one with the horses. There are flowers in a bed against the cottage wall, and under the dust their colours seem to blend, all the same tone, dust-pink, dust-yellow, dust-white. Dust covers the bushes, there are many, many shades of dust-green. The rowan tree by the forge door has its own dust colours.

      Lyric likes to mouth the rowan leaves when she’s tied up outside the forge. So far as I can see she never eats them, never even bites them, just lips at them so that even in the dust a few of the fronds show shiny and clean against the golden stone of the wall. When Jake sold me Lyric he warned me that a thoroughbred will starve itself almost to death rather than eat food it doesn’t like, but Lyric likes to mouth the leaves of bushes she won’t eat.

      Uncle John advised me to buy Lyric when I first moved into the forge. I thought he was mad, but he has never, ever given me bad advice, so I did. She cost me next to nothing anyway, and it was her or a big ugly cob. Jake said a thoroughbred is the best for carrying weight, and I turn the scales at nearly fifteen stone now. Even though I am six foot six I couldn’t deny it if you were to say I’m fat, but the flab doesn’t go right down to the bone. I can lift that anvil. I wouldn’t want to carry it far, but I don’t know many men who can do much more than raise one end of it, and I bet I’m the only woman who can do it within fifty miles.

      Lyric was dirt cheap because she was a failure. She’d cost nearly a hundred thousand as a yearling filly, and she’d won three races in her first season. Lord Ackland owned her, and she was trained at Lambourne in one of the big stables. Halfway through her second season he sold her, to some Dutchman who spent the next three weeks crowing about how he’d got the better of the bargain with the old man, something not many people did, Ackland being no fool and well able to tell one end of a horse from the other. She won another race, and then she broke down, some problem with her knees she’d inherited through her dam’s line. The Dutchman spent a lot of money trying to put her right, and then sold her as a brood mare down in Somerset. She had two foals, both born with shortened tendons in their forelegs, which cost more than the foals were worth to put right. Then she slipped a foal, and missed twice more. So there she was, seven years old, barren, and likely to cripple herself at any time if she was ridden too hard. It was hardly surprising she was cheap.

      Uncle John said it would do me no harm at all to have a good-looking horse tied up outside the forge, particularly since she was a dark bay, so people might not notice it was always the same good-looking horse. I had to have a horse anyway, to ride through the park. It’s one of the assets of the place.

      There’s been a forge on that site probably since blacksmithing began, which is a long time before people started keeping records. It’s on one of the drover roads, near the crossing with the old coach route, and there’s a stream beside the forge, fed by a spring that hasn’t dried up in living memory, although sometimes the water gets a bit low. Part of that stream’s been dug out and the bank faced with bricks. I keep it clean, even though there’s a standpipe by the forge now, and Uncle Henry put a basin with hot and cold running water in the workshop. But somebody took trouble over that pool in the stream, and you never know.

      Gorsedown Manor has been around in one form or another for over a thousand years. It’s mentioned in the Domesday Book. The house that’s there now is Victorian, but some time when Henry VIII was King the Lord of the Manor lost the forge, and the land it stands on, in a game of dice. At that time, the farrier was a villein of his, paying rent and giving feudal service. From then on, the poor man had two masters, de Meureville, the Lord of Gorsedown Manor, who still demanded service from the smith and was in a good position to get it, and Baron Fitzallen, who lived a few miles away. The forge was surrounded by Gorsedown land, and the right of way of the drover road was very much at the whim of de Meureville. When Fitzallen sent his agent to collect his rent and to take some horses to be shod, the way was barred. The forge might be the Baron’s, but he had no way to reach it. He took his grievance to the King, who found it too good a joke to spoil, and refused to grant him a right of way to the forge, but Henry declared the farrier and his family had the right to ride over Gorsedown lands as they wished, and with that Fitzallen had to be content. The smith rode to the Baron to pay his rent, and rode the Baron’s horses back to the forge to shoe them, and the title to that right bearing the King’s seal is still part of the deeds to the forge, even though the original piece of parchment is in one of the libraries of the University of London. There’s a stable behind the forge, old sandstone and timber, dating from that time, the last of the Tudor buildings. It’s well-made, Fitzallen caring more for his horses than for the men who worked with them. At one time there must have been stabling for about a dozen horses, but most of the stables were knocked into one large workshop at some time, and now there are just three loose boxes and a tiny tack-room. The workshop has all the machinery in it, and the racks for the materials, so the flooring is modern concrete, to take the weight of the machines. I suppose it looks incongruous, racks of tools mounted on old Tudor walls. The cottage was only built just before the war, but the forge is even older than the stables.

      The Gorsedown estate was broken up in Victorian times. The village of Anford stands on the southernmost part of it, and most of the rest is farms, with the quarry and the gravel beds to the east. Gorsedown Manor has just the big park now, a long, oval shaped tract of land, with the four acres that go with the forge sticking up into its southern boundary like a thumb.

      The forge fell into disrepair during the war. It and the cottage stood derelict for twenty years, nobody knowing who owned it, since the blacksmith, a childless bachelor who had joined the Navy when war was declared, had been drowned on the North Atlantic convoys. Eventually, a sister was found in Canada, and she immediately put it on the market. Uncle Henry bought it.

      Henry, John and Peter Mayall were brothers. The family came from Birmingham originally, and there was a family business, making spare parts for army vehicles. Old Fred Mayall, their father, had been a blacksmith, working in the same forge as his own father and grandfather before him. When Henry left school he went into the forge as an apprentice, and later, when he passed his test to become an Associate of the Farriers Company of London, Fred gave him a partnership. By then, Fred had given up the idea of having any more children; he was over fifty when John, and then Peter, were born, and Henry was nearly twenty.

      Fred himself held the higher title of Fellow of the Worshipful Company of Farriers. Fred was a proud old man, and jealous of his craft, but he could see war coming and invested his money in his cousin’s engineering works. By the time the Second World War broke out Fred held the majority shareholding, and he sold the forge and ran Mayall Engineering with a work-force consisting of fifty women and half a dozen men who were unfit for military service. Peter and John joined the Navy, and Henry, despite being well over the age limit, talked and lied his way into the Royal Engineers, throwing together spare parts for broken down vehicles out of whatever materials were available, often with only the tools he had managed to cram into a kitbag. Despite his experience as a farrier, he avoided the cavalry regiments. Being the eldest, and likely to inherit Mayall Engineering, he thought he’d better learn the newer skills, but when the old man dropped dead from sheer overwork the brothers decided to accept an offer from Lucas, and sold the business. It was a wise decision. The parts they were making were mostly for obsolete vehicles, and retooling would have cost a lot of money.

      John came out of the Navy and studied law. He did well, and now he’s a senior partner in a practice in Holborn. Henry moved to Wales, and took his engineering skills down the coal-mines. He picked up a Welsh accent, which he never lost, and he met Ruth, a dark little woman rather older than himself with a fierce scowl and a loving heart, and married her a month later. When the coal-mines began to die from mismanagement and from having all the profits bled away, Henry saw what was coming, and left the ruined valleys of Wales for the English countryside to go back to his old career as a farrier and blacksmith. Peter stayed on in the Navy waiting for the war effort to run down and employment prospects to improve, married my mother, a good-time girl he’d mistaken for a princess, and, when that failed, returned to the sea, this time in the Merchant Navy, mostly on the other side of the world. He sent money back to Uncle John for our support. My mother once said he’d taken one look at me lying in my cot, and walked out. I don’t doubt it. She never forgave him.

      Naturally, when Uncle Henry found the forge, it was Uncle John who handled the purchase, and who found the piece of paper which spoke of King Henry’s Deed. Henry was inclined to shrug it off as being of no importance, but John was not the man to throw away an asset. The owners of Gorsedown Manor were furious when they found out, and tried to get the deed set aside in the courts, partly on the grounds that the practice of the blacksmith riding in the park had fallen into disuse, but Aunt Ruth, who had more common sense than horse sense, had seen that one coming. She and Uncle Henry bought an old pit pony, one of the quietest in the mine, and by the time the case got to court she was bumping doggedly around the park at least once a week, and almost beginning to enjoy it. The pony was not so sure. He was a stubborn little beast, known as Fag End, and he was used to constant temperatures, a warm stable, and regular meals. Also, he had never been broken for riding, and viewed the change in his circumstances with astonished disapproval. When it rained he was inclined to turn his tail to the wind and stop until the weather changed. Where other riders carried a crop, Aunt Ruth took an umbrella.

      Fag End lived in the end stable where I kept Lyric when I bought her, and, if I could be said to ride, I learned on him. He never did get used to a rider, and would roll his eyes and hump his back when mounted. He had an awkward stride, and a bad-tempered way of swishing his tail after only an hour or so. If it rained, I could make him move, but then I was a lot stronger than Aunt Ruth, even when I was only seven, and I didn’t share her aversion to hitting him. He still tried to turn his tail to the wind, so we would bump home half sideways, with him threatening to buck and me trying to haul his head round and thumping his flanks with my heels. But he was a gentle pony if nobody tried to ride him, nudging at pockets for titbits, and careful where he put his feet. Aunt Ruth’s cat had a litter of kittens in his manger, and they grew up in the box, scampering around in the straw at his feet, and even climbing his tail. He was a pretty colour when his coat grew back, dark golden brown, like tobacco, which I suppose is how he got his name. The ponies in the mine were shaved. Nobody could groom coal dust out of a pony’s coat, so at the end of the shift they were washed, and they had to be shaved so they would dry quickly. I think they had quite a good life, even though I have heard that some of them went blind. Uncle Henry said most of the miners liked the ponies, and very few were rough or cruel with them. Fag End was certainly a trusting pony, I doubt if he’d ever been badly treated. Aunt Ruth didn’t like it when I hit him, but Uncle Henry told her not to worry. You have to hit a horse quite hard to hurt him, unless you use a cutting whip, or hit him under the belly or in the face. When the horses come to the forge it’s the sentimental people who are the most trouble, so careful to be gentle they forget to be firm: the horses get confused, they don’t know what they’re supposed to do, and then they get nervous and restless, it’s just as harmful as being too rough.

      Lyric was a different sort altogether. She’d been a racehorse, and it wasn’t making her go that was the problem, it was stopping her. I never could. She was always running away with me, and even though it didn’t matter in the park, it was dangerous and downright terrifying on the roads. We’ve come down that hill and round that sharp bend through the gate at a flat-out gallop a few times, and I’ve always been sure she’d lose her footing on that slippery tarmac and break her legs and my neck. I don’t know why she didn’t. Jake tried to help me handle her, even gave me a few hours’ teaching, but then he gave up.

      ‘It’s not that Lyric’s so difficult,’ he said. ‘It’s just that you’re such a bloody awful rider.’

      It was true, but it was just too bad. Jake’s a good man, he sends me some of his horses. The difficult ones, that are likely to cripple you if you get careless. He was one of my first customers, he brought a big grey three-year-old that had never been shod. I fought that gelding for more than two hours, Jake having claimed he was allergic to tranquillisers, and I only got the hoof trimmed back. Even when I’d got one of his forefeet tight between my knees and he couldn’t free it, he still lashed out, one of the only horses I’ve ever known who’d rather fall than have his feet held. Jake paid me for my time, and then admitted I was the seventh to try, and the only one who’d got a hoof-knife to him. Seven is Jake’s lucky number, or so he says. But the horse was useless, the walls of his hooves were thin and likely to split, and he couldn’t be shod, so Jake sent him to Tiverton auction. That incident isn’t important, you can forget it if you like. I wish I could.

      He promised me Lyric was easy to shoe, and she was. When he brought her over, he brought half a dozen old rugs, which was nice of him, and a good idea. As I said, people might not notice it was always the same good-looking dark bay horse, particularly if it was a good-looking dark bay horse in a grey rug, then a good-looking dark bay horse in a blue rug, then a good-looking dark bay horse in a red rug, and so on. I had to keep in practice too, and in the end Lyric got so used to having her shoes taken off and put back on again she’d automatically lift up her feet whenever I laid a hand on her, whichever foot was nearest. The village children thought I’d taught her to shake hands, and some of them asked me to teach their ponies.

      It seems that most of the time the weather around the forge is hot and dry, but it can’t be so. Perhaps it’s the dust, when I walk across the yard there’s so often dust lifting around my feet it’s the picture I have in my mind. But it rains here as often as it does anywhere else, I suppose. I love the rain. There may be blacksmiths who like hot weather, but I don’t know them. For as far back as the craft has existed it’s been the same, a fire, a piece of red hot iron, and a hammer to hit it with. That is hot, thirsty work. When you lay down your work for a minute and step outside, you may like to lift your face to the sun. I like to lift mine to the rain. I like a steady, heavy rain, I like it to wash the dust and the sweat off my face, I like it to run through my hair, I even like it running down the back of my neck. And this place is pretty in the rain.

      The cottage is built of glazed red bricks and it and the forge are roofed with Welsh slate which Uncle Henry brought with him, most of the tiles having fallen off and broken while the place stood empty. All the woodwork is painted white, except the big doors to the forge, which are very, very old, six inches thick, solid planks of black oak with big, diamond-shaped iron studs holding them together. I was told they might be from the ninth century, maybe even older. I don’t know what they weigh, but Uncle Henry made the hinges, and they are massive, and mounted on a big iron frame, I think he made that, too. You can swing those doors by pushing them with one finger, the balance is so sweet and true. Bad workmanship could cost lives in Uncle Henry’s work before he came to the forge, and since in some cases, and I never knew him make anything that wasn’t strong and reliable. He made the iron bench under the tree, and when you sit on it, it curves gently against you, supporting your back and your neck, and it’s hard to sit on it without closing your eyes and sighing with pure pleasure. The tree is, of course, a chestnut: the old cliché amused both Henry and Ruth.

      When it rains, everything sparkles. It seems to come alive in the rain, the dark red bricks, the golden sandstone, the black slate that isn’t black at all when you look but a sort of green, and the flowers and trees and bushes, all dancing as the water flicks at them. Everything starts to shine, the horses’ coats gleam under the rain and they step quickly to turn their tails to the wind if the rain has come suddenly. The people who come with the horses nearly always run into the forge, into the dry heat, but I like the rain and go on with my work. I stop only for hail, or for a thunderstorm when the horses are nervous. I only made that mistake once, shoeing a quiet little mare, but there was a big clap of thunder almost overhead and the lightning was very near. She was startled, and she dragged her foot back between my knees with a nail still protruding. It laid open the inside of my left thigh, seven stitches and it hurt like hell. I may trim feet if the thunder’s not too near, but I won’t nail, and I won’t hot shoe either. Hot shoeing is holding the hot horseshoe against the hoof, so it shows up any parts that aren’t fitting properly and burns off any rough edges so the shoe fits tight and even. It stinks and it smokes, but it doesn’t hurt, and horses soon get used to it. I prefer to hot shoe, you get a better fit, but it isn’t always practicable.

      I’ve been here for four years now, and I’m doing all right. It’s not just horses any more, though I’ll never give that up, it’s balconies and garden gates for the executive housing estates, and, sometimes, copying pieces of iron work for antique restorers, or people who seem to spend every penny they earn keeping vintage or veteran cars on the road. You may know the type, turning up in the evenings with some bit of machinery, hoping, as they say, they’re not disturbing me, and enquiring about the cost almost with the next breath. Sometimes I can help, but I rarely work for nothing. Children with something they’ve broken perhaps, or a pensioner’s garden fork, but not cars. I had to fight for this business, and it nearly killed me; I remind myself of that when I’m tempted by the anxious expression on the face of someone who’s trying to bring the first flush of youth back to the appearance of his One True Love, a 1910 Daimler Benz, or a seventy-year-old traction engine. If the machine means that much to them, then they can save up for a couple of months, and polish their darling’s brass headlamps in the meantime.

      I still dream of the Children of God sometimes, and then I wake up crying, but it’s getting better now. Dr Mantsch said I should try to write it all down, it would help. For six months I’ve been saying I will, and I suppose it’s time to try, but even writing the name’s making my hand shake. I didn’t know many of the people they killed, but if I had been pretty enough to be a sacrifice I would certainly have been one of them. This time, being rejected saved my life.
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      Uncle Henry and Aunt Ruth bought the forge at Anford and invited the three of us to come and stay. They had no children of their own, John never married, and Gloriana and I were the only members of the new generation. We’ll probably be the last.

      My mother didn’t like the place or, more probably, didn’t like Uncle Henry, who was not noticeably affected by her air of pretty helplessness. She used to say that Henry was sexless, and Ruth ragingly jealous. Glory was frightened of the animals. She’d found, by the time she was six, that expressions of fear won attention, petting, and bribes, and anyway we’d both been told that men like to feel protective. What men liked and did not like governed the way we lived. By the time Glory was eighteen she had quite a handy little collection of phobias, one for almost every occasion, large animals being one of the first. So Lucille, Gloriana and Antoinette went to the forge together only once, and a thoroughly rotten weekend it was, with Lucille alternately bored by having nothing to do, and shocked by Ruth’s ideas of entertainment, not only for herself but for the girls. Particularly appalling was Ruth’s suggestion that we might like to ride the pony. Riding, as everybody knows, leads to bow legs, ugly, disfiguring. Glory cried, silently and beautifully, huge tears rolling down her cheeks from the drowned blue eyes. She was frightened of Fag End, and terrified of bow legs, whatever they might be.

      Two weeks later I was back at the forge, on my own. Ruth met me at the station, thanked the guard for looking after me, and gave me a big, welcoming hug. Back at the cottage my pink summer dress was hung carefully in the wardrobe with a sheet over it to protect it from the dust, and for the next month I usually wore nothing but my knickers. Aunt Ruth fed me, and Uncle Henry said I could stand up straight if I liked, and not bend my knees or hunch my shoulders.

      I was five years old, and six inches taller than Glory, who was seven. She was blonde and delicate; I was dark, bony, and awkward. She called our mother ‘Mummy Darling’, or ‘Mama’. I called her Lucille, so that some people at least might not realise we were related. I was bony because Lucille was trying to diet me out of my rapid growth. By then, I knew a great many things that men were understood not to like, and at the top of the list came women being taller than them. Also, men did not like sulks, scowls, and stubbornness. Lucille, depending as she did upon men for almost everything, was bound to try to bring up her daughters in the same mould.

      At the forge I was not Antoinette, I was Ann, or Annie Love, and I was liked. There were always animals around, and I got on well with them, not because I was sweet and gentle, but because I understood from the first that they were animals, not subnormal children. I was allowed into the forge, a place barred to other children, and that made me special. Uncle Henry got me a sort of canvas smock to wear, high necked and long sleeved with close fitting cuffs to protect me from sparks and bits of sharp metal. If you want to see a blacksmith stripped to the waist as he pumps the bellows of the forge and works red-hot iron you’d better go to the cinema, although I do admit that most of us roll up our sleeves. When I said I wanted to ride Fag End, the Pony Club Jumble Sale supplied a pair of second-hand jodhpurs and a hard hat. I hated the hat, but Aunt Ruth put her hands on her hips and glowered, which meant no discussion. We were risking the bow legs anyway, skull fractures were Taking Things Too Far, a crime in Aunt Ruth’s code.

      And so for two weeks I ran around the forge and the cottage, wearing as little as possible, getting even browner, chasing the chickens until the rooster chased me, and pecked and buffeted my legs so badly I screamed from pain and fright and promised Aunt Ruth I would never be a bully again. I rode Fag End, at first with Uncle Henry leading him, and then on my own, inevitably, on that first visit at least, straight back to his stable from wherever it was we had been taken off the leading rein. I cooked in the kitchen with Aunt Ruth, and she and Uncle Henry ate what I had made and affected to like it.

      And I made a wrought-iron butterfly.

      I still have it. It’s a rather surrealistic creature, and the wings fall off if it’s handled too roughly, but the memory of my first efforts, with Uncle Henry holding a spare piece of flattened iron onto the anvil with the big tongs, and me hitting at it with the hammer, is a true treasure. It’s never been anywhere other than the forge, stuck to the wall with a big piece of putty. We all knew that Lucille would not have received it well, believing as she did that I spent my time with Ruth in the cottage. When I went back to Reading, in the pink summer dress that would no longer do up at the back, to be met at the station by Lucille and Glory (‘Oh, Antoinette, you’ve grown!’) I bent my knees again, and hunched my shoulders, and thought of my iron butterfly. To me, it was a talisman, and as such desperately important. Whenever I went back to the forge, the butterfly was the first thing I looked for, and when the forge was mine, and I walked through these great black doors for the first time as its owner, and saw the butterfly still stuck to the wall, my anxiety was, for a little while at least, replaced by a feeling of triumph and exhilaration.

      Glory and I were sent to boarding school when she was nine and I was seven, almost eight. I was the tallest in my class by almost a foot, and the class mistress’s opening remark, ‘My! Aren’t you a big girl!’ gave me a sinking feeling. Lucille had said, over and over again, that men wouldn’t like it if I grew too tall, and I knew that girls who men didn’t like were failures. On Glory, an air of fragile helplessness was sweet. On me, it was grotesque, but Lucille, trying to do her best for both her daughters, the fairy princess and the troll, trained me to flutter my stubby eyelashes, to listen to inane conversation with an air of enthralled expectation, to smile shyly if a man or a boy happened to look at me, and never, ever to express an opinion of my own if one of the sacred creatures happened to be present. In Lucille’s house, at least one of them was nearly always present.

      At school, Miss Leonard’s well-meant remark told me I was marked for failure, and so I didn’t bother to try. I sat at the back of the class and gazed out of the window and wished I was in the forge with Uncle Henry. I thought of riding Fag End through the park, and I wondered if Aunt Ruth had made a stew out of that vicious rooster, as she had threatened. History and geography floated over my head, the sublime perspicacity of Shakespeare left hardly a mark, and English grammar and mathematics lost themselves in the face of my dreaming fantasies. Only at games, a generic term covering gymnastics, hockey, tennis, netball and swimming, did I take an active part.

      It started one afternoon in the gymnasium, where Miss Holbrook was trying to teach us to climb a rope in the approved manner. I was, and am, an uncoordinated type, with no eye for ball games and a poor sense of balance. I was hanging from the rope, flailing around with my feet trying to get the rope wound around them as Miss Holbrook had instructed, and everybody was laughing. I was getting angry, and frustrated, and then Miss Holbrook snapped at me.

      ‘Antoinette, for heaven’s sake! Just get up that rope!’

      And I did. Hand over hand, my feet still dangling free, faster than anybody else had done it, simply by the strength of my arms. I got to the top of the rope, and looked down, and then I felt frightened, not by the height, but by the fact that I had been defiant, and probably rude and disobedient, three of the things that men didn’t like, and I was going to get into trouble.

      Everybody was looking up at me, open-mouthed. Miss Holbrook did not seem to know what to say. There was quite a long silence, and then Carol Sturbank spoke, and seemed to express the general feeling.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’

      It was Carol who got into trouble, and in the uproar that followed her blasphemous comment I managed to descend the rope almost unnoticed.

      That evening I was summoned to the headmistress’s study.

      Miss Oakroyd was a small woman, with white hair and a very quiet voice. She was gentle, sometimes seemed a little vague, but the questions she asked were nearly always the ones whose answers reached the heart of the matter. It’s a rare gift, and invaluable when dealing with unhappy children.

      She sat in an armchair on one side of the fire, tea in a bone china cup on a fragile table at her side, and I sat on a footstool on the other side, milk in one of the school’s white china mugs clasped in my hands.

      ‘Why do your friends call you Leather Jacket?’ she asked.

      ‘They’re not my friends, they’re horrible.’

      She was looking into the fire. She turned her head, smiling enquiringly. Her question had not been answered.

      ‘They say I’m like a big ugly insect.’

      ‘Ah. Actually, a leatherjacket is the larva of the crane-fly, which is a rather beautiful creature. It does damage grass, unfortunately. Yes. Rude, and misinformed. That would have been Felicity Hunt, I assume.’

      ‘Yes. She says I’m probably a nigger, too.’

      ‘Does she indeed? Do you know what a nigger is?’

      ‘A black man?’

      She was looking into the fire again, and she nodded, vaguely, more in agreement than confirmation.

      ‘A term of abuse for a negro, yes.’

      There was quite a long silence. She stirred her tea, and I drank my milk. I felt more comfortable on that hard footstool by the fire than I had anywhere other than at the forge. I felt accepted.

      ‘Miss Holbrook says you’re a gymnast. She’s really quite excited about you, she says she doubts if she could have climbed that rope faster herself. That’s high praise, Antoinette. Would you like to be a gymnast? It’s probably rather a short career as such, but no doubt you could do something else afterwards. What do you think?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Perhaps you have other plans?’

      Failures don’t have plans. I shook my head, not looking at her.

      ‘When were you happiest, Antoinette?’

      ‘When I made my iron butterfly.’

      ‘Did you really? An iron butterfly? Tell me about it.’

      ‘There are lots of sparks when you hit it, but if it’s cold it breaks and you have to start again, Uncle Henry says iron’s quite fragile if you don’t treat it right. If it gets too hot it goes soft and sort of runny. When you hit it it gets flat. Then you put it in a bucket of water and there’s steam. Uncle Henry put my butterfly on the wall with some putty, he says it’s the forge mascot, and he’s wanted a forge mascot for years. It’s a good butterfly, it’s got four wings, like a real one, but I couldn’t do the legs. Uncle Henry says it doesn’t matter, wings are what matters on a butterfly. It’s black, so it’s quite rare. There aren’t many black butterflies in that part of the world, Uncle Henry says.’

      Miss Oakroyd was smiling at me, her eyes sparkling.

      ‘There aren’t many seven-year-old girls who can make black iron butterflies, either. So, you’re a metal-worker, are you?’

      ‘A blacksmith.’

      ‘Yes, I see. Well, Antoinette, I don’t think a girl who can work black iron needs to worry about silly insults from the Felicity Hunts of this world, do you? But perhaps you could think about being a gymnast too. Miss Holbrook would be so pleased.’

      I was in the gymnastics team, and Miss Holbrook was pleased, but I had no real talent, I was just very strong. Miss Holbrook told Lucille gymnastics would be good for my figure. In the junior school events strength was enough, but later, when we went on to the expensive public school Peter, John and Henry paid for, I was too clumsy and uncoordinated. But by then, it didn’t matter.

      Felicity Hunt and two of her friends cornered me in the art room and told me I shouldn’t be in a school with proper children, there were special schools for things like me. I thought about my promise to Aunt Ruth not to be a bully. I was bigger and stronger than them. Then I wondered if I was bigger and stronger than all three of them put together, and I decided I wasn’t. I picked up Felicity Hunt, quite high, over my head, and then I dropped her. There was a dreadful fuss, with her being taken to the doctor in one of the teacher’s cars, but I didn’t get into as much trouble as I thought I would.

      In the maths class, the teacher gave us a problem about how quickly a piece of hot iron would cool. In English, there was a comprehension question about shoeing horses. In geography, we had a map showing where iron was mined. School was becoming interesting.

      I was never popular. I was still an ugly great insect and I never had a real friend for more than a few days. I can’t say it didn’t matter, I was unhappy and lonely, but I was never bullied again, and I stopped daydreaming quite so much. I learned enough to pass the examinations for the next school.

      By the time I left Harts Hill I was eleven years old and only two inches short of six foot tall. I was round-shouldered, and I rarely raised my head. Lucille had taken me to doctors, pleading for something to be done, her distress increasing with every half inch I grew. There was nothing wrong with me. I was healthy, I was just very big and tall. Most of the doctors responded to Lucille’s misery, and tried to comfort her with reassurance about my health, but I think she hoped they would find something wrong. Even if it was something incurable, there would be an excuse. Some of the doctors were brusque. They had genuine patients, children with deformities and disabilities. Sometimes Lucille cried, just from looking at me.

      ‘Antoinette, please try to be a little more feminine! I know you can’t help being tall, but you don’t have to be so… so…’

      Thirteen years old, six foot one, eleven stone. I was dark and swarthy, with wiry reddish hair and dark brown eyes, the only good feature I have. My shoulders were massive, and heavy. At school someone dared me to tear a telephone directory in half, and I did. The house mistress was annoyed, replacing the thing would be a nuisance, but she did agree not to tell Lucille.

      Her name was Elizabeth Mullins, and she was one of the best teachers I ever knew. She taught English, and despite my complete lack of interest in the subject she got me through the syllabus and the examinations. Once we had mastered the grammar of our own language to her satisfaction, she allowed us to break the rules in our own writing, but not before. Sometimes she even accepted new words, if we could define them accurately, and there were no existing words that fell within the definition. ‘Femininny’ was one of her own, and I listened to her explanation of it with fascination.

      ‘A femininny is a woman who glorifies her failings, and justifies them on the grounds of her sex. She regards not understanding electricity, and therefore not being able to change a plug or a fuse, or even a light bulb, for herself, as an asset. Not being strong enough to carry a suitcase, not being tall enough to reach a shelf, and, worst of all, not being clever enough to do, or understand, something, because she is only a woman, all these are the hallmarks of a femininny. Some of them are very successful, they wield considerable power, but only by manipulating men. The damage they do to women who wish to be independent is incalculable. They reinforce men’s belief that they are entitled to judge women, not on their merits, skills, qualifications, talents, but on their personal appearance, their charm, their femininity.’

      Fifteen years old, six foot three, twelve and a half stone, and many times judged by men. Poor Lucille! No wonder I spent so much time with Uncle Henry and Aunt Ruth down at the forge. Lucille tried to take Glory and me to parties, but how do you dress an Antoinette? Lucille cried sadly, tried flared skirts to party dresses, dark colours, flat shoes. Glory, with her tiny waist and her thick blonde curls, was never at home, always being whisked off to parties, taken out to dinner; Glory could wear anything and look lovely. Glory, in Lucille’s eyes, had the world at her feet, her feminine, sparkling little feet. What was to become of Antoinette?

      And what might become of Gloriana, if men realised that the huge, miserable creature trying to smile shyly at them from the darkest corner of the room was the Fairy Princess’s sister?

      Glory failed all her O levels except art. Pretty Glory could paint in water-colours, landscapes, flowers; she could play the piano too, a little. If Glory stayed on at school for another year, she might perhaps get a few more O levels, and then she could go to art school and study dress design.

      Antoinette was doing quite well at physics, but this was not to be mentioned. Antoinette was to listen enthralled as Glory’s boyfriend explained the internal combustion engine to Lucille, who found it quite incomprehensible, but how interesting! And Antoinette was not to offer to change the wheel when the MG got a puncture on the way back from the party, even when Glory’s boyfriend had wrestled with the wheel brace for half an hour trying to turn a stubborn nut. Men do not like women who can do that sort of thing. Lucille and Gloriana and Antoinette will wait politely in the freezing cold for an hour until another car stops, and another man shifts the wheel nut.

      There are double gates at the entrance to the forge, and I made them. They hang properly, and I dug the holes for the posts, and set them straight, and painted them. Those gates are closed on Sundays, and you can climb them, or vault them, or sit on them, and they will not sag. I made them when I was fourteen. The cross bars are not quite straight, and they are plain, but they do their job, and do it well. Uncle Henry and Aunt Ruth liked my gates.

      I saw the look of contempt in the eyes of Glory’s boyfriend, who couldn’t change the wheel on his own car, but who could lecture Lucille on the internal combustion engine. How could I blame him? I was contemptible.

      I was smiling at him as winningly as I could, I was dressed in my pretty, dark blue taffeta, and my face was made up to the best of Lucille’s considerable ability. I was wearing false eyelashes. My fingernails were painted.

      I was nearly six foot four, and I was utterly ugly, my smile a travesty on a face made for scowling.

      Fag End dozed out his days in the paddock, and Ruth and I rode a gentle old hunter through the park. Ruth was old, I noticed she was thin, and she coughed. Her hair was getting whiter, but she was tough, and said she was fine. Henry didn’t change at all. We worked together, he and I, comfortably and happily. I wasn’t really aware that I was learning, but it was a fine apprenticeship I had with Henry Mayall. As he ran his hands down horses’ legs, felt their feet, looked at them, even smelled them, as he watched horses walking and trotting along the wide concrete path between the forge and the stable yard and listened to the beat of their hooves and the different rhythms they made I stood beside him, watching, listening, and learning. I listened as he talked to vets and racehorse trainers, breeders and dealers, and, as another child might learn of camshafts and valves, brake horsepower and compression, I learned of phalanges and flexor tendons, of fullering and frost nails. I was still Annie Love, allowed in the forge when the other children were not, able to handle all the tools now, big and small, allowed to use the forge if Henry watched, with her own leather apron with the traditional cut made by the jealous tailor’s shears in the time of King Alfred. At the forge I wore jeans, and men’s shirts, and a canvas smock of the type Henry had first had made for me, and I still do, although now I wear Western-style chaps instead of an apron. I helped Ruth in the kitchen, and learned to make bread almost as well as she can, but I liked the forge best and she knew it.

      Most of Henry’s work was with horses, and he had a good name. He knew a lot about corrective shoeing, and horses were brought to him from a long distance for that work. He had notebooks on a shelf in the living room filled with drawings of horses’ feet and notes he had made on the shoes that had helped to correct faults, and the shoes that had failed. When I was still a child, about nine I think, I had gone into the forge and seen two horse’s feet lying, bloody and covered in flies, on the bench. I had been upset by the sight, but Uncle Henry, seeing my distress, had sat me up on the bench and talked to me.

      ‘I knew this horse, Ginger his name was, he was a good old friend. But he’s dead now, he doesn’t need his feet any more, he wouldn’t mind me having them. See, he always had a problem, he never could keep his hind feet straight, always a bit tilted over at the fetlock here, I never could put it right for him. But if I can see what it was, maybe I can put it right for another horse. Old Ginger, he would have liked that.’

      Sentimental rubbish it might have been, but for a child, upset at the sight of a dead horse’s feet, it was ideal. Half an hour later we were both probing at those feet and discussing the bony growths that had developed in the joint, and I was learning about the bones, and how the wall of the hoof grew down from the coronet, and the difference between sand cracks and grass cracks. As I touched and searched and probed those feet, oblivious now to the blood on my hands, I learned something else from Uncle Henry. I learned a sense of wonder at the beautiful engineering and the intricate design of bone and tendon and muscle. Now, if I have a horse with problem feet, I always ask for those feet if the horse is destroyed, and my books of drawings and notes are on the shelf in the living room alongside Henry’s, but I never cut open a horse’s foot without an echo of the wonder that I first felt at Henry’s side, sitting on his work-bench and watching him searching for the cause of old Ginger’s problem.

      That last time I went to the forge I think I knew Ruth was dying. Her face was thin, with a frightening, blueish look, and she staggered when she stood for more than a few moments. Henry was spending more time with her, and his work was falling behind. They wanted to be together for as much time as they had left, so I worked alone in the forge, except with the horses, and never thought I was a blacksmith myself, I was still just Ann, helping Uncle Henry. There were gates to mend, plough shares to sharpen and reset, bits and pieces of farm machinery, broken garden furniture, nobody questioned the fact that it was me writing down the orders in the big ledger, I suppose they thought, as I did, I was still just helping, only a bit more now.

      Fag End’s teeth were giving him trouble, he was getting thin. We three decided it was time to send him to the knackers. I went with him to make sure nobody was rough with him. I cried when he sank down into the straw when the man pulled the trigger on the humane killer, and the poor man was horrified, he hadn’t realised I was a child. He tried to make me leave, but I wanted to stay with Fag End, and I sat beside him patting his old head as the light died out of his eyes, then I went out and caught the bus back to the forge. I didn’t want to see the rest of it. We were all sad, we all missed him. That afternoon I cleaned out the stable, and washed down the walls. I wanted to get rid of everything that would remind me of the old pony. We had already given his saddle and bridle to a riding school that taught disabled children, we hadn’t ridden Fag End for two years. Ruth had a photograph of him on the wall of the living room taken just after they came to the forge. I couldn’t look at it then, but I have it now, and I’m glad of it.

      I was at school when Ruth died. The housemistress called me up to her room and told me, and said that my mother had given permission for me and my sister to go to the funeral. Glory refused, saying she didn’t know them anyway, and funerals gave her the creeps.

      Henry met me at the station, he seemed pleased to see me. A lot of people came to the funeral, the village church was crowded. He and I sat together in the front, me in my school uniform, he in his dark suit with a black crêpe band around the sleeve. I hated the service, I felt people were looking at me, and for the first time down there I stood as I did at home, my knees bent, my shoulders hunched, my head lowered. We watched the coffin being lowered into the grave, we threw our handfuls of earth, we went back to the forge in the hired black limousine.

      Uncle John was there waiting for us, the first time I met him, a tall, thin man with grey hair receding from a high forehead, and the same blue eyes that Henry had. He shook my hand and smiled at me. I left them together, changed into my jeans, and went into the forge. There was work to be done. I assumed I was to stay and help.

      I was wrong. Lucille telephoned, and told Henry I was to go straight back to school, even though it was the weekend. I thought he must have misunderstood, so I telephoned her back.

      ‘Darling, now Ruth’s dead it’s impossible, you can’t stay at the forge any more. What would people think?’

      ‘But Henry needs me here. I can go back on Sunday, I can’t leave him alone, he’s…’

      ‘Antoinette, don’t argue, please, you know I hate arguments. It won’t do, now just say goodbye nicely, and catch the next train back.’

      I hung up on her, and went back to the forge. Lucille had never known what I did there, I had always allowed her to believe I helped Aunt Ruth in the kitchen. We all knew what her reaction would have been if she had found out I was working in the forge, she would hardly have thought it a suitable occupation for a young girl. But with Ruth dead, and Henry dazed with grief, I no longer cared what Lucille found out, I was needed there. I was unhappy too, so I just started work on straightening out some bent garden tools that somebody had brought in.

      The police arrived. The sergeant was very apologetic, but ‘the mother’ was insisting that ‘the child’ leave immediately, and go back to school.

      I never worked with Henry again.
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