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  Prologue


  It was a crisp March Monday morning and I was on the High Moor gallops at Middleham. It was the first time it’d been light going into work since last October. Consequently, it was the first day since then that I hadn’t had any problems getting out of bed. It hadn’t been like that a month ago. The Yorkshire Dales turns into Finland during February and on some days, we seem to have about two hours of daylight. That’s why I used to use three alarm clocks; all set at five-minute intervals and all positioned in different parts of the room.


  Dawn was only just beginning to break when my first alarm went at 5.15 a.m., but there was enough light shining through the curtains to assure me that spring had finally arrived. Well, that and the fact that I wasn’t freezing my bum off and fighting my boyfriend for the duvet!


  Monday mornings usually put a cloud over everything, but not that day. We’d had three winners on Saturday; two at Hexham and one at Sedgefield. That had definitely helped us to celebrate the arrival of springtime. There’d also been an incident in town involving a member of our staff which had put a smile on everyone’s face. A stable lad called Kenny had got hammered and he’d ended up getting smacked in the face by a lass from another yard. Apparently, he’d drunkenly suggested that women were inferior riders to men and got a fat lip for his trouble. He looked like Mick Jagger when he walked through the yard gates! He also had a massive hangover, bless him, and a reputation that was temporarily in tatters. He was on the far side of the gallop on a horse called Salute the General that had won last time out, and I could tell that everyone was ribbing the hell out of him.


  I was on a seven-year-old bay gelding called High Country and the following day I was due to ride him in the 1.50 at Wolverhampton. It was to be my first ever race as a jockey and I don’t mind admitting that I was absolutely petrified. I’d already had three or four people ask me if anything was wrong that day.


  The ‘what ifs’ had been incessant and new ones had been appearing daily. What if I fall? What if he won’t come out of the stalls? What if I come last?


  The reason my boss, Micky, had put me on High Country was because he was a seasoned pro. What’s more, he absolutely loved going racing. To this day he’s the only horse I’ve ever known who spins around in his stable when the horsebox arrives. He used to get so excited. This morning had been no exception and when a horsebox pulled into the yard just after breakfast he’d gone bananas. I was putting his tack on at the time and if I hadn’t had him tied up I’d have been in trouble. When I eventually led him out, the horsebox door was open and he’d tried to walk straight in! He was gutted when he realized it wasn’t for him and had sulked all the way to the gallops.


  Because he was running the following day, High Country was taking it easy that morning and once Kenny and his tormentors had cleared the gallop we prepared for a seven-furlong canter. He’d stopped sulking by then but as we approached the entrance I got the feeling he was going to be tricky. He was already pulling a bit, so keeping him to a canter was going to be tough.


  As we lined up alongside the two other horses and riders, I gave the signal to set off. The moment I did I knew I was in trouble. There’s a point when you realize that a horse has taken back control of its actions, and this was it. His body had stiffened up and my commands, both physical and verbal, were being ignored. As the other two riders set off as ordered I tried wrestling back control, but it was no use. This was obviously revenge for not getting in the horsebox and going racing. The question was, what punishment was he going to dish out?


  Just as I was trying to reason with him by stroking him behind the ear he suddenly took a few steps back. Oh no, I thought. Please don’t go backwards! This had happened to me before, but never on the gallops.


  ‘You listen to me,’ I shouted. ‘Don’t you dare start going backwards. I mean it! If you start going backwards there’ll be no racing tomorrow!’


  Why can’t horses understand English?!


  I knew there were horses waiting to start behind me.


  ‘Clear the gallop!’ I screamed. ‘I’ve lost him!’


  Fortunately, he only got up to a backwards slow trot so everyone managed to get off in time. He wasn’t stopping though, the little sod. I just had to sit there and wait till he’d had his fun. You get a very different perspective going backwards on a horse. Normally I love the scenery on the high moor, the multitude of green fields that stretch from Wensleydale across the Vale of York to the North Yorks Moors. It’s less appealing when it’s moving away from you instead of towards you. Funnily enough, you also get a very different reaction. Everybody on the gallop was laughing. Even the horses, I think.


  When High Country finally came to a halt I was treated to a nice round of applause and a few cheers.


  ‘Well done, Gem!’ somebody shouted. ‘That bodes well for tomorrow.’


  Many a true word said in jest. What if he did go backwards at Wolverhampton? I hadn’t thought of that! Why did I ever open my big mouth? I’d been dreaming about riding as a jockey ever since I was a little girl and I’d been hassling Micky about it for years. What is it they say though, be careful what you wish for?
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  Dropped in the Dales


  ‘Isn’t our Gemma brave becoming a stable lass?’ is what Mum and Dad had said to absolutely everyone they’d come into contact with over the past six months. Had they known what the job really entailed, they’d have locked me in my room and wouldn’t have let me out again until I was aged at least forty. Now, sitting on the back seat of my dad’s old Ford Sierra on the way to Middleham and my new life, I felt petrified. Not only was my safety net (Mum and Dad) about to be taken away from me, but I was also about to embark on a career in one of the most dangerous and physically demanding professions there is. What on earth was I doing? I wondered to myself.


  As we drove out of Horsforth in Leeds, which to me at the age of sixteen represented the world, civilization and everything, I felt no bigger than a pin. Until then I’d always been Little Miss Confident, striding around home, schools and assorted shops, leisure centres and friends’ houses like a mouth on a stick. Yet now I was silent (thankfully, Mum would say).


  Apart from spending a few weeks at racing college, I’d never even been out of Leeds without my parents before; as soon as we’d made our way through the market town of Wetherby and on to the A1, I blurted out, ‘Mum, I don’t feel too well.’


  ‘Are you feeling car sick again?’ Mum turned to look at me in the back seat. ‘I’m surprised you made it as far as the A1,’ she said wryly. ‘Norman, pass me a carrier bag, would you? There’s a Morrison’s one in the bottom of your door.’


  I was always car sick, and Mum was right: I could never usually make it to the end of our road without asking for a bag. This was different, though, as normally I couldn’t give you a reason why I felt sick. Now I could have given you a thousand.


  The reason for me wanting to swap my cosy, cosseted life in suburban Leeds for a potentially perilous new adventure was an all-consuming – some might say obsessive – interest in horses. Ever since I’d first sat on a pony at the tender age of seven, I had thought about nothing else (no pop stars or hunky soap actors on my bedroom walls, thank you very much), and this was the result of my passion. Up until then my new career had always been described by my proud family as me going off and ‘living the dream’, but now it was actually happening I had this awful feeling that that was exactly what it should have remained – a dream. As well as worrying about whether I’d be up to the work and whether anyone would talk to me on my first day, I had the deeper concerns of someone still in their teens who had always lived at home. Who was going to make my meals and wash my clothes?


  We arrived in Middleham, which was to be my base for the duration of my adventure, at exactly 2 p.m. on 21 October 1998.


  ‘Where are your digs, Gem?’ Dad asked me, looking round curiously.


  ‘Up here on the left,’ I said. ‘Opposite the shop.’


  These were the first words I had spoken since announcing to Mum that I felt sick; since then I had answered all her enquiries as to how I was feeling with just a nod.


  Middleham is a ‘chocolate-box’ market town on the edge of the Yorkshire Dales. It is simply brimming with character and history, and I’d visited it before when I’d done a bit of weekend work in Micky Hammond’s yard. But as I stepped out of the car, my usual excitement – even gratitude – at being in such a stunning location had been replaced by an overwhelming feeling of absolute dread. Once again, I wondered, what on earth was I doing?


  ‘Come on, then,’ said Mum, beaming at me from the other side of the car. ‘Let’s go and find your room.’


  I thought Mum and Dad were behaving like a couple of large, excited school kids, while all I wanted to do was burst into tears and scream, ‘Please, take me home!’


  ‘All right, Gem,’ said Dad, taking control while I just stood there silently. ‘I’ve got all your bags. Let’s go and have a look.’


  Castle House, which has nine bedrooms, was certainly not a castle, and, in the true sense of the word, it wasn’t even a house. In fact, as far as I know, before it was invaded by stable lads and lasses, it had been a very popular restaurant and a regular haunt of the cast of All Creatures Great and Small. Though that was well before my time!


  When Dad opened the door to my bedroom, which was on the first floor, my heart sank. It was awful – like something out of a really bad 1970s sitcom. The wallpaper, which had a gap of about two centimetres between each strip, was a sickly yellow colour, and the carpet, which looked like a ginormous scouring pad, was dark green. The curtains – sorry, curtain – only covered one half of the window and looked more like a see-through nightie. If I wasn’t careful, the shopkeeper and his wife would be getting a right eyeful at bedtime.


  ‘Oooh, this is quite nice,’ said Mum.


  I didn’t have the heart to complain. She and Dad had moved heaven and earth putting me through college, and they were the ones who were going to be paying for my digs until my trial period was over. It had been really hard for them, although they hadn’t said as much, and as I sat down on my bed (the mattress was so old my bum almost touched the floor), I looked up and smiled at her.


  ‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘You see, everything’s going to be fine.’


  It was going to have to be.


  Dad, who was an electrician at the time, had to get back home so he could pack for a job he was starting down south, and so after around twenty minutes, he uttered the words I’d forgotten were coming but had been dreading.


  ‘We’ve got to leave you, I’m afraid, Gem. You’re on your own now, love.’


  His words hit me like a flying horseshoe, and the urge I felt to run around the bed, slam the door shut and then lock it before swallowing the key was the most powerful compulsion I’d ever experienced.


  ‘Are you all right, love?’ asked Mum, putting an arm around me. ‘You look a bit scared.’


  ‘Of course she’s scared!’ said Dad. ‘She’s not going to have you running around after her, is she? You spoil that girl, Moira.’


  ‘Be quiet, Norman! What is it, love? What’s wrong?’


  ‘I’m just a bit nervous, I suppose,’ I admitted quietly.


  ‘What’s there to be nervous about? You’ve had twelve weeks at racing college. And you’ve had some work experience at the yard. They don’t teach you all that stuff for nothing, you know. You watch. In a few weeks’ time you’ll have forgotten about us and you’ll be riding winners here, there and everywhere.’


  ‘I still don’t know if I want to be a jockey, Mum!’


  ‘I think you might have to be if you’re ever going to earn any bloody money,’ said Dad, giving me a wink. ‘And make sure you send me a few tips. I want to get some of my investment back.’


  ‘Norman!’ Mum scolded him. Then she turned back to me. ‘Right love, we’d best be off. Take care of yourself and remember to ring me tomorrow after work.’


  ‘OK, Mum.’


  As my parents left Castle House and got back into the Sierra, a wave of homesickness washed over me. Tears wouldn’t come for some reason, and I’m glad they didn’t because, once the car was out of sight, I suddenly resolved to pull myself together.


  Apart from the nine bedrooms, Castle House had just two bathrooms (which meant it could get quite interesting first thing in the morning), a kitchen, which I just ignored, and a large, damp-smelling sitting room. This was without doubt the most eye-catching room in the house, as on top of the sickly mint-green carpet sat a turquoise leather-look sofa, one beige geriatric armchair, in that it was at least sixty-five years old and had a high back to it, and an old black-and-white television that took almost as long to warm up as I did on a cold January morning. It even had some decorative horse brasses on the wall. Bizarrely enough, this would become my favourite room and, despite the damp smell and the ‘interesting’ decor, it always felt very cosy.


  To avoid just hanging around aimlessly for the rest of the day, I went for a wander around Middleham. Sitting on the north-facing side of the stunning open valley of Wensleydale – well known for its crumbly cheese – and on the outskirts of the Yorkshire Dales National Park, it has a population of about 900. I wandered the winding streets, stopping to stare at the old school house at the top of the town with its bell tower and tall arched windows, and at Jasmine House, a beautiful Georgian townhouse in the marketplace. This large cobbled square is flanked by houses that mainly date from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and is home to the vast majority of the town’s commercial establishments. I counted four pubs, a fish and chip shop, a minuscule restaurant which was basically a converted cottage, a fruit and veg shop and a few B&Bs. Just a few yards north of the marketplace, on the road leading out to Coverdale, sat the town’s only shop, Central Stores, and opposite that was Castle House.


  I managed to do a full tour of the town in just a couple of hours, but the only building I dared venture into was the church. I wasn’t looking for guidance (yet!), but because it was open and seemingly deserted I decided to have a look.


  According to a history of the church which was displayed on one of the walls, St Alkelda’s Church had been built in the thirteenth century, and as I looked around the beautifully preserved medieval building, I noticed it had the most striking stained-glass windows I’d ever seen, the colours deep and bright. St Alkelda was an Anglo-Saxon princess who had been murdered by two Danish women in AD 800, and whose bones were apparently buried somewhere underneath the church. Later on, as I was having a look around, I noticed a depiction of her murder within one of the stained-glass windows. That’s nice, I thought.


  Also featuring in the long history of St Alkelda’s Church was the Duke of Gloucester (later Richard III). I knew he’d spent his childhood at Middleham Castle, which stands proudly on the edge of town. Built early in the twelfth century, it has the largest castle keep in the north of England. Realizing that Richard III had been a worshipper in this very church as a boy was strange and quite poignant. After all, he wasn’t the only one who’d give his kingdom for a horse! Indeed, Middleham is often referred to as the racing capital of the north. When I arrived there were thirteen racing yards, many of which were in the town, hidden behind houses and cottages. There were nearly as many racehorses in Middleham as there were people, plus about 250 stable staff, almost all of whom lived within a couple of miles of the town.


  When I got back to Castle House I noticed one or two people shuffling around. To be honest, I didn’t feel up to meeting new people so, after buying myself a sandwich and some crisps from the shop across the road, I scurried off to my room, locked the door and read for a while.


  The last thing I did before getting into bed was to open the wardrobe and put my empty suitcases in the bottom of it. As I was closing the door, I accidentally caught a quick glimpse of myself in the mirror that was attached to its back, and the shock of what greeted me almost made me jump out of my skin. I don’t often wear make-up, and because I’m not especially vain I rarely have cause to look at myself in the mirror. In the past, I suppose I’d always looked – and felt – like a little girl. But that wasn’t who was staring back at me. I wasn’t yet a fully grown woman, but I was certainly no longer a child, and after the initial surprise had faded away I somehow felt able to cope with whatever was about to befall me. By the way, just so you can picture the person falling off the assorted racehorses, I was 5 feet 2 inches small, about a size 10 (I originally put 8 but remembered there are going to be photos), and had shoulder-length brown hair.
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  First Day at the Yard


  Funnily enough, I slept quite well on my first night in Middleham, and it was all down to that springless mattress. I know it wasn’t good for my back, but after slowly sinking into the middle of it I actually felt very safe and secure. It was like being cocooned.


  I think the best way of describing me on my first day in the racing yard is ‘all the gear, some idea.’ I know the popular phrase is ‘all the gear, no idea’, but after twelve weeks at the Northern Racing College, where I got my NVQ Level 1 in Racehorse Care, I could muck out, tack up, ride out, feed, water and brush down horses just as well as the next terrified, inept novice. These tasks are basically what make up a stable lass’s working day. So what’s the problem? The problem is that at racing college you do everything at your own pace. There’s never any pressure.


  ‘Shall I muck out now?’


  ‘Yes. Take your time, though. There’s no rush.’


  At college we didn’t even lift a yard brush until 8 a.m., whereas in a racing yard everyone has to start feeding by 6 a.m. at the latest. I know it’s only two hours, but to some it’s the difference between night and day – or, if it’s a Monday morning, between life and death!


  In race terms, life at college and in a yard could be compared with two well-known flat races. College would have to be the Queen Alexandra Stakes: two miles, five furlongs and – until the last few – it’s just steady away. Whereas life in a racing yard would have to be the Derby: one mile and four; you go like the wind, and if you fall off or make a mistake, you’re screwed.


  On my first day it was, as we say in Yorkshire, siling it down. That didn’t matter though. Some places don’t lend themselves to bad weather, but that could never be said of the Yorkshire Dales. And, besides, I was wearing a brandnew waterproof puffa coat, not to mention new jodhpurs and a nice new pair of riding boots. These had cost my Dad £95, which in Yorkshire money is about £500.


  I’d actually been to the yard before. The woman who taught me to ride, Georgie Pullein, had worked at the yard in the past and, before I went to racing college, I used to help her out on the odd weekend. That was more akin to a child helping out on a busy farm really, and I hadn’t noticed anything much apart from the horses. Aside from Georgie, nobody had really acknowledged me and, because I wasn’t allowed to ride out, I’d spent the majority of the weekends mucking out, feeding and trying to keep out of the way.


  This time I would be getting paid but it would remain to be seen if anybody was bothered about me being there. I’d heard all kinds of horror stories about new people either being bullied or frozen out at stables or in racing yards, and I knew one girl who’d ended up thumping somebody on her first day. You don’t get too many shrinking violets in racing and, back then, if you encountered any trouble, you were expected to fight your corner as opposed to telling your boss. It’s different now, thank goodness.


  Somebody in Micky’s office had arranged for a girl who worked in the next yard to give me a lift from my digs each day and, as I shut the door of her car and walked up the road, I kept having to remind myself over and over again that you only ever hear about the bad experiences. What about all the good ones? That must be the majority, right?


  Strangely enough, what scared me the most as I walked towards those yard gates was seeing the sign hanging outside. Micky Hammond Racing, it read, and it had a logo next to it. I remember thinking, Bloody hell. I don’t remember seeing that before. He’s even got his own logo. It all looked so professional.


  Micky’s yard was situated on a large country estate off the Coverdale Road, called Tupgill Park. Built on a hill about three miles west of Middleham, it covered about twenty acres and consisted of a large manor house, a big pond and a succession of racing stables. I thought back to the very first time I’d set eyes on the yard, when I’d worked there before I went to college. My initial reaction had been that it looked like a town from the Wild West – a very well-lit road, flanked on both sides by hundreds and hundreds of boxes. In truth, there were only forty – twenty on each side – but at that moment it had seemed never-ending, like some kind of stairway to an equine heaven. Above the right-hand block of stables was the office, and the tack room and the feed room were on the bottom right-hand side at the far end of the yard.


  Now I was working here in an official capacity, though, and – once I’d finished freaking myself out – I looked at my watch and saw it was already five past six. I was late on my first day! I picked my feet up, put my head down and walked as fast as I could through the yard gates, only to realize that all the muffled conversations and sounds that had been emanating from the yard had stopped.


  Oh no! I thought. They’re all looking at me.


  This made me slow down, for some ridiculous reason, after which a mixture of curiosity and stupidity made me look up. At first, I didn’t see any humans, although I definitely heard them. In the absence of any voices bidding me to ‘step into the light’, I took it upon myself to continue walking along that celestial stairway and, as I made my way past the first few boxes, I began to notice my audience. They were attentive, I’ll give them that, but they were also smiling and giggling. I knew I was late, and obviously I was also a new recruit. But why the amusement?


  ‘I say!’ one of them called out. ‘Nice puffa!’ Then another shouted, ‘Shall I saddle one up for you, Your Majesty?’


  It was the clobber! As my eyes finally acclimatized to the lighting, I took the opportunity to get a better look at my public. They, of course, were all sporting a mixture of jeans, tracksuit bottoms, fleeces and old coats. I, on the other hand, looked as though I had stepped straight out of a shop window, and must have resembled a shorter, poorer and less well-connected version of Zara Phillips.


  Those one hundred yards from the gates to Micky Hammond’s office felt like a thousand and, as I passed the last of my twenty or so colleagues, I was left in no doubt whatsoever that they thought I was just a helmet, a hairnet and a riding crop away from appearing on the Horse of the Year Show.


  ‘Good morning, ma’am,’ said the last of them. ‘Aren’t we looking splendid this morning?’


  That one got a big laugh, which was fair enough.


  By the time I got to the yard office, I’d gone from a walk, and then a trot, to something approaching a gallop, but instead of knocking and waiting like any polite stable lass should, I barged through the door, slammed it shut and, without even thinking said, ‘Thank god for that!’


  ‘Good afternoon, Gemma,’ said a voice.


  ‘Jesus!’ I yelped. ‘You scared the living daylights out of me.’


  Micky’s office was a kind of L-shape and so his desk wasn’t visible from the door.


  ‘No, I’m not Jesus,’ he said, walking into view. ‘But as far as this yard is concerned I am God, and God says that we’re here and ready to feed by six a.m.’


  I think my jaw dropped when I caught sight of Micky. I’d obviously met him before but he seemed very different from the way I remembered him. First of all, he was a bit older. There was something amiss height-wise, too. Micky is about 5 feet 6 inches tall (if you met him he’d insist he was 5 feet 8 inches), but I remembered him towering over me. I also thought he had fair hair, and a good head of hair at that, when in fact it was quite clearly brown and was short on the top and shaved round the sides. Had I actually met George Michael that day instead? Lastly there were the clothes. He’d been quite smart at my interview, as later that day he’d been going to the races, yet now he looked like a tramp. He’s going to kill me when he reads this.


  Micky was thirty-four at that time (ancient!) and had already been training for the best part of ten years. Before becoming a successful racehorse trainer he had a long career as a jockey, riding a total of 232 winners. In fact, had it not been for two concurrent leg injuries, Micky would have run the great Peter Scudamore very close to becoming Champion Jockey in the 1987/88 season.


  ‘Yes, I’m so sorry,’ I said, trying to hide my shock. ‘I was looking at your logo.’


  ‘I’m not even going to go there,’ said Micky. ‘Anyway, you’re here now. Let’s get you mucking out. I’m starting you off with four boxes and we need them all done by seven a.m.’


  All of a sudden, my mood shifted from extreme shame and embarrassment to blind panic.


  ‘But it’s already quarter past six,’ I cried. ‘How am I supposed to muck out four horses in forty-five minutes?’


  ‘How long did you have at college?’ asked Micky.


  ‘About half an hour.’


  ‘For how many?’


  ‘Per box. Maybe two boxes, if I got a wiggle on.’


  Micky’s eyes almost popped out. ‘Maybe two if I got a wiggle on?’ he said disbelievingly. ‘You’d better shift your arse then.’


  I’m not sure if this was all part of some kind of cruel initiation ceremony (I bet it was), but as we left Micky’s office he handed me a pitchfork, a spade and a yard brush.


  ‘Follow me,’ he said. ‘Time’s ticking!’


  When it comes to tidiness, not to mention personal hygiene, horses can be as pernickety, or indeed as slovenly, as any human being. What’s more they adhere to many of our human stereotypes: fillies (young females), for instance, are usually quite tidy and well organized. They always poo and pee in the same area, keep their straw where it should be, and you’ll rarely find food on the floor. I’m not sure if horses can suffer from things like OCD, but I remember one filly we used to have who was absolutely terrified of poo and wee; even her own. Her number ones and number twos were always left at one side of the box, as close to the wall as possible, and she was never happy until I’d mucked her out in the morning. She used to look over to me while I worked as if to say, ‘Don’t you dare miss any,’ and if I ever did she’d let me know about it.


  Geldings are basically four-legged eunuchs. Like fillies, they often keep quite a tidy box and their behaviour indoors is usually mirrored once they’ve been tacked up. They’re the ones you always want to ride out, by the way. Fillies are OK, but at the end of the day they’re female. Would you like to ride out the horsey equivalent of a premenstrual woman whose other half had come in drunk the night before? Geldings, once the vet’s been, have it neither on them, nor in them, as the saying goes.


  And then you have colts.


  Colts, two-year-old males, are basically an equine version of fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boys, and are about as well-behaved and hygienic as . . . well, fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boys. They can both defecate and urinate at will, and, what’s more, they don’t care where it goes. In fact, the further it travels, the happier they seem to be. When it comes to their straw, their food and their water, exactly the same rule applies. So when you open up the box first thing in the morning, not only are you faced with a bad-tempered, hormonal adolescent who’s itching to kick, bite or mount something – usually you – but you’re also faced with what looks like the aftermath of a particularly wild and disgusting stag party.


  Two of the four boxes I was charged with mucking out on that first morning were, not surprisingly, housing the colts; the only ones we had in the yard.


  ‘OK then,’ Micky said after pointing out the boxes. ‘You’ve got everything you need. Get your head down and I’ll see you back in the office just before seven, OK?’


  It was going to have to be.


  As I peered over the door of the first box, there, standing in front of me, was a gorgeous-looking bay colt named Golden Tyke. He never made the grade as a racehorse and was sold into eventing as a three-year-old, but he looked fabulous, like a young Red Rum. I kicked the bottom of the box door to let him know I was there and, as he looked round to where I was standing, he curled up his top lip, which is what horses do when they detect an unfamiliar smell. And then he snorted, which is what they do when they’re pissed off. The perfect start.


  While I was deciding what to do next, I began to sense there were people standing behind me. Sure enough, when I took a quick glance back, I saw a crowd of about six or seven of my new colleagues.


  ‘He’s a bit of a misogynist, this one,’ said one of the lads, smirking. He was tall and skinny and had a very sharp face, like an illustration from a Roald Dahl book. Jason was his name. ‘Hates women, he does, especially ones with brandnew puffa jackets.’


  ‘Thanks for that,’ I replied, desperately trying to give off an air of good-spirited nonchalance.


  ‘Are you not going in, then?’ said another new fan, who was like a smaller version of me. ‘He won’t bite you.’


  ‘Yes, he bloody well will,’ protested Tommy, a short, redheaded apprentice jockey, who was a member of the yard’s very large Irish contingent. ‘He tore a feckin’ chunk outta me last Wednesday and I ended up at Leyburn Surgery.’


  Now I needed the loo.


  ‘Don’t let him see you’re scared,’ said Jason again, now trying to appear authoritative and knowledgeable.


  ‘I’m not,’ I lied.


  ‘Yes, you are. You’re shaking.’


  He was right on both counts.


  Finally, I was saved by Micky’s forty-year-old head lad. Well, sort of. He was called Andy Crook – or Crooky, to his friends and colleagues – and he had a ruddy face, short dark hair and was about 5 feet 2 inches in heels. For now, let’s just say he was a bit of a character.


  ‘Get on with your jobs, you lot,’ he yelled, ‘otherwise you’ll be out on your arses. Gemma, get a head collar on that colt now and get him tied to the back of that box and mucked out, otherwise I’ll put you on a bus back to Leeds and you can get yourself a job in Tesco.’


  Crooky, like many people I’ve met in racing, did a quality line in tough love. He was great when you got it right, and moved heaven and earth to help you achieve what you wanted to achieve; mess him about, though, and he’d come down on you like a box of heavily pregnant mares.


  The ying to Crooky’s shouty but well-meaning yang came in the form of a fellow stable girl called Rachel. She was quite tall for a stable girl, about 5 feet 7 inches, and had long dark hair and ruddy cheeks, like a gardener. She’d left racing college a year or two before I had and so, by the time I entered the industry, she was already an experienced and extremely capable horsewoman. More importantly, she was a very warm and welcoming human being.


  ‘You’re not going to get all these done by seven a.m., are you?’ she said to me as I was attempting to shift what felt like a ton of colt dung and wet straw out of Golden Tyke’s box. ‘I’ve almost finished mine, so why don’t I give you a hand?’


  I promise you, I almost cried with relief.


  ‘Thanks,’ I gushed.


  ‘Always get in close when you’re mucking out colts,’ Rachel said to me. ‘And if you have to go around them, always go via the head – not the arse.’


  The closer you are to a volatile horse, the less of a kick they can take, but it’s difficult advice to follow when your natural instincts are telling you to get away from an animal that could harm you. In this instance I managed to take Rachel’s advice and, although I can be a slow learner sometimes, I’m pleased to say it stuck.


  Jason was right when he said not to let Golden Tyke see that I was scared, but that’s all down to confidence, and that only comes with experience. Watching Rachel was like being given a master class on how to handle difficult animals; even though Golden Tyke wasn’t her horse, she had an air about her that seemed to act almost like a sedative, and from the moment she entered the box he was as good as gold.


  For me, one of the most important aspects of the job is the relationship that exists between a horse and its carer. Not the jockey, the owner, or the trainer, but the carer: the stable lass or stable lad who tends to it. And why? Because it’s unique. From our point of view – the lasses, that is, not the lads – we see the horse as part pet, part friend, part colleague and even part confidant. Communication with your horse when riding out is deliberately restricted to words of command and encouragement, but during mucking out and feeding you can have a good chat. The first thing I do when I’m feeding a horse is to ask them how they are and how they slept. Then, once I start mucking them out, I get onto the nitty-gritty. ‘That new lad’s a bit of a prat,’ or, ‘If I see that boyfriend of mine I’m going to kill him.’ The only pattern being that it’s almost always a gripe about men. And, providing you look after them, horses can be great listeners. It genuinely does seem as if they’re listening to you intently, which I suppose is one of the reasons we feel we can talk to them so freely. Perhaps they are? The point being that the relationship is made up of the same ingredients as the majority of human relationships: love, understanding, kindness, compromise, and, most importantly of all, an almost indescribable amount of trust.


  Once I’d finished feeding and mucking out, it was time for breakfast, which we had in Micky’s kitchen. Depending on the state of your boxes and the strength of your stomach, it can be anything from a bacon or sausage sandwich to just a cup of tea or coffee. It was going to take more than a dirty horsebox to put me off my food, and I ended up having two bacon sandwiches! I think you’ll find that most stable staff are the same. We’re like gannets. Unless you’re a jockey with a weight to reach, which I definitely wasn’t, this is advisable, as I probably used more calories in that first morning than most people would in two days. Shifting and shovelling horse poo, even at my relatively slow postcollege pace, was extraordinarily hard work. Some people don’t listen, though, and over the years I must have seen dozens of stable staff come off simply because they’re out of fuel.


  Before I move on to tacking up and riding out, which are probably two of the main reasons why people (girls especially) want to get involved in horse racing, I just want to touch briefly on the early mornings, which, conversely, is one of the main reasons they want to leave.


  It’s relevant now because on that first day of mine, during breakfast, one of my fellow stable lasses came up to me, but instead of introducing herself and saying ‘Hi’, she simply told me that I should never speak to her before 10 a.m.


  ‘I’m being serious,’ she said, stony-faced and bleary-eyed. ‘Don’t talk to me before ten, OK? I hate mornings.’


  ‘Sure, no problem!’


  I remember thinking: I’d be happy to extend the no-talking rule till 10 p.m., if you prefer.


  Three days later she handed in her notice and, once she’d gone, there was a definite sense of relief around the yard.


  ‘Thank god for that, Gemma,’ Micky said the day after she left. ‘We don’t all have to be swinging from the chandeliers every morning, but she was the limit.’


  By the time I finished my breakfast, I’d almost forgotten that in just a few minutes’ time I’d be tacking up and riding out a racehorse in its prime for the very first time.


  ‘You’re going out with the second lot,’ Micky said when I walked back into the yard. ‘I promise you it’s not a colt, though. You are OK riding out, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes, of course I am!’


  This I said with complete confidence, a confidence born from riding show ponies and long-retired racehorses at a canter and in a controlled environment. At that point I had never ridden a thoroughbred at the peak of its fitness over gallops at 40 mph, but in my naivety it hadn’t clicked that there might be a difference. As Micky walked me towards the box of my mount, I had the air of somebody who could have ridden Desert Orchid side-saddle around Aintree.


  ‘You ready to go?’ Micky asked me.


  ‘Can’t wait,’ I replied, nonchalantly.


  ‘How did you get on with the mucking out, by the way?’


  ‘A bit of a slow start, but Rachel helped me.’


  ‘She’s a good girl, is Rachel. Keep in with her.’


  ‘I intend to.’


  ‘Come on then.’


  Tacking up a horse – or saddling up, as it’s sometimes known – is begun in the same way that mucking out is: by putting the bridle on the horse’s head and then tying it to the back of the box. Once that’s done, you then brush the horse’s mane and tail, swing your tack on, which is your saddle, your stirrups and your bridle, choose your cover sheet depending on the weather, and then lead them out into the yard. The last thing you do before you mount a horse is to make sure your tack is buckled on properly, and then you check its hooves. One of the oldest sayings in racing is ‘No foot, no horse’; in other words, unless you check your horse’s feet with a hoof pick, both before and after you ride out, you could easily end up with a lame animal. It’s a job most of us hate, for some reason, but it’s so important. I know lots of people, stable lads mainly, who haven’t bothered and they’ve ended up in really big trouble. Some have even been sacked. There’s no hiding place, you see. No excuses. That horse is your responsibility, so the buck stops with you.


  The horse Micky had assigned to me was a very small but incredibly beautiful chestnut gelding named Polo Venture. As well as being the first horse I ever rode out, he also became the first I looked after full time.


  That morning I was joining a string of about eighteen horses and riders, and when I mounted Polo Venture for the first time, I actually felt every inch a stable lass. Though I was not yet the horsewoman I thought I was, sitting astride Polo Venture on that wet October morning I no longer felt self-conscious about anything. What’s more, all the fear and trepidation that I’d been carrying around with me since I had arrived that morning had completely disappeared. It would come back, though, big time – and very much sooner than I’d expected.
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  Middleham Gallops


  Sitting directly in between Middleham and Tupgill Park is Middleham gallops, a world-famous training facility that’s spread across High Moor and Low Moor and has been used for training thoroughbreds since the mid-eighteenth century. The Low Moor, where we were heading, is the larger of the two moors, with a long stretch of grassland. As well as being used for dog walking it has three different gallops – a seven-furlong all-weather gallop, a three-furlong all-weather gallop and another grass gallop. They’re all unusually bouncy, because the land was used by the army during the war to practise manoeuvres; after the gallops started to sink, they put wooden sleepers down and then covered them with turf. This turned out to be a blessing in disguise as the gallops drain brilliantly. All are in use six days a week and, for anybody who has a love of both horses and beautiful countryside, there’s no better place on earth.


  Ever since I knew I’d got the job at Micky’s, this much-talked-about rural amenity had been giving me dreams and nightmares in equal measure. As Polo Venture and I followed the rest of the group out of the yard and up towards the moor, two worst-case scenarios were racing through my mind: what if I fall off, and, worse still, what if they put me at the front?


  I’d only ever ridden alongside people before, two or three abreast at most, but in a group of eighteen that was
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