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            ‘But the effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive: for the growing good of the world is partly dependant on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.’
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         The cockerel crows. 5.30 a.m. I pull the blanket over my head, trying to hold on to the night, just a little longer. Some days there is a blurry moment just before I wake up, when I exist in a dreamlike state. I forget which bit of my life this is, forget that I am a mother and a wife and that I have a thousand things to do. I didn’t always have these roles, but I knew them well. I grew up in a busy farmhouse. My bedroom was in the attic. Some mornings I would lie staring through the skylight to the clouds, with a headful of teenage ideas about how I’d escape the farm. The noises of the kitchen would drift up the stairs. The kettle boiling. Dogs barking. Doors banging. Mum calling for help with the work or for me to get ready for school. I dreamed of being an artist and travelling, with days that opened out before me to create things, and with lots of time to think and read. I didn’t want the life of a farmer’s wife. The women and girls worked indoors and smelled of soap. Their chores never ended – washing, ironing, cooking and cleaning. Men and boys did the outside work; they smelled of muck. They lived by a dirty, wet and cold routine of milking, feeding and shepherding, and didn’t talk about much else. I hated the bind of ‘the farm’.

         But, despite all my girlish ideas, I am now here, in my own farmhouse on a hillside in the Lake District, just six miles from where I grew up. I live with my husband, James, and we have four children – Molly, Bea, Isaac and Tom. There are also six sheepdogs, two ponies, twenty chickens, five hundred sheep and fifty cattle to care for. I am a farmer’s wife, and this is my story.

         My dad often says, ‘You make your bed, you lie in it.’ I recoil every time I hear it, usually because he says it when I am struggling with something. I don’t find it kind or helpful. I know what he means – that we all live by our choices and they have their costs. It is kind of true, we can’t ‘have it all’. But that hard old saying doesn’t offer any possibility for change. It suggests that a bed, or a life, is made once and is then fixed like that forever. It suggests that you can’t ever grow and change but must simply suffer and endure. But I think we make our beds anew every day – life is really a constant remaking and reshaping of ourselves and our days. I am always looking for different ways to ‘make my bed’ and for ways to avoid becoming stuck.

         A fly is buzzing at the window. I get up and open the latch to let it out. A cuckoo calls across the green valley. James has already gone out to check on a cow calving and the rest of the house is asleep, despite the racket outside.

         I wrap my pale-blue dressing gown around me and carry three cups downstairs that the children have abandoned. There are telltale crumbs of stolen biscuits on the carpet.

         I take my stainless-steel kettle to the sink, tip it out and refill it, light the gas on the stove and put it on to boil. I circle the kitchen, the room we live, work, cook and eat in. After shaking the cushions back into shape, I place them neatly on the grey velvet sofa. I pick up toy dinosaurs and discarded socks from the floor and tidy a pile of papers and yesterday’s post. The flowers from our garden have wilted so I gather them up and put them out, setting my grandma’s old vase in the sink to wash later. It would have been her birthday today. I wipe the table and straighten the wooden chairs around it. The flagstones are cold under my bare feet, so I find my slippers. Floss, our retired collie, is still in her bed with no desire to get up so early. She wags her tail at me gently as I pat her. I make some tea in my favourite mug and clutch it in two hands, the tea steaming my face. I go and sit snug on my nursing chair. I have kept it near the fireplace, beside the arched double doors that lead onto the patio in front of the house. I no longer need this chair, but it is my cosy place in our busy family home. Rocking back and forth, I am nostalgic for the days and nights that I nursed my babies, but relieved too that I no longer have a little one clamped to my breast or needing to be rocked to sleep through the restless stages. I am through those all-consuming baby days and the best memories are warmly tucked in my heart.

         The sun’s rays pierce through the leaves in the trees and a red squirrel hops along the top of the garden wall, oblivious of being watched. I pick a book up from the footstool in the window and try to read, but my mind wanders across the words on the page.

         I love this quiet time in the house. Soon it will be noisy and chaotic.

         Upstairs, Tom calls out ‘Mum’ but then rolls over and has gone back to sleep by the time I reach his bedroom. I take a bundle of dirty clothes from the landing, sort them and put a load in the machine. I hang wet things from the previous wash on the rack and fold a basketful of dry clothes. Through the glass door of the utility room I can see our two saddleback pigs snoozing among the tussocky grass. They have been rooting around a patch of ground that I want to grow vegetables in next year. They flick their ears and lie on their sides, nestled into each other.

         The familiar sound of a lamb bleating makes me finish sorting the clothes quickly. I have been feeding her in the sheep shed for a week or so, as her mother was poorly and didn’t have much milk. Her mother has now recovered and they are living back outside in the field next to the lane, but she doesn’t have enough milk yet so I am still helping. The lamb now thinks she has two mothers. I go to the kitchen and mix powdered lamb milk from a tub near the sink with warm water, and put it into a bottle with a rubber teat. She has squeezed through the garden gate and waits noisily by the kitchen door.

         I sit outside on the wooden bench feeding her in my slippers and listen to the birds chirping around me. She takes no time at all to suck the bottle dry and nearly knocks it out of my hands before racing off to find her slightly cross mother who is waiting for her. The blush-pink roses are blooming against the blue Lakeland stone of our house. As I walk down the garden steps Floss follows me. The lavender brushes against me from the raised beds by the gate. I am soon down in the paddock in front of our house, stamping on the nettles and dockens with my slippers to make a path. I let the hens out of their coop, check for eggs in the nest boxes and load up my dressing-gown pockets with five deep-brown-coloured eggs. I dip the hens’ water bucket into the beck and hold it under the flow to fill it. Back at the coop, the hens run and gobble up water in their beaks. They tip their heads back to let it flow down their throats. Floss sniffs the ground; there has likely been a fox here through the night. The hens cluck around me and I throw a little of their feed on the ground as I have no scraps of kitchen waste with me right now. I am always feeding or watering someone or something.

         The fresh morning breeze in my hair feels good. I tell myself that I mustn’t stay indoors all day. It is easy to bury myself in the housework, doing everything for everyone else. It is up to me to share the load. The children need to learn to do some of the jobs themselves. I have to make my family see the unseen jobs and value them.

         Sometimes I only see the pile of dirty washing on the floor and lose sight of the ever-changing world outside. Visitors tend to think our life is idyllic because they turn up on a sunny day, when all is green and the valley looks stunning, and we are all smiling, but we are much like any other family: we work hard to pay our bills and our individual moods change like the weather.

         An hour later, everyone else is up and the house is humming with electric toothbrushes and chatter. The quad bike roars into the driveway and Bea jumps off it and runs in to reluctantly swap her farm boots for school shoes. She has been up to the barn to feed Bess’s litter of puppies – they will be off to their new homes next weekend. I manage to brush the hay off the back of her jumper as she walks to the car. ‘Quick, you’ll be late for the bus,’ I say. I pass James half my slice of toast as he turns and follows her to the car. ‘I’ll cook you some bacon. It’ll be ready when you get back.’ I can hear the girls arguing about who left the wheelbarrow full of muck and didn’t tip it out. They have to try and switch from being at home, working on the farm, to being stuck in a classroom all day, and I know which they would prefer. Molly is about to start her exams and can’t wait to leave school. As far as I can tell, nothing is inspiring her to stay there.

         I chase Tom around the kitchen to get him dressed. ‘I need to put these on you so you can go to nursery – you can’t go in your pyjamas!’ He giggles as I grab and tickle him. ‘I want to stay at home and play with my dinosaurs,’ he says. ‘It’s OK, you’ll be back at lunchtime, it’s only a morning today. Granny will pick you up and bring you home. I promise I won’t touch your game on the floor. It will be exactly the same when you come back.’ He twists his body into all sorts of awkward shapes to make it more difficult for me to dress him. Once his socks are on, he does a wiggly half-naked dance and is now determined to do the rest himself. He gets tangled with his long sleeves by trying to put his arm through the head hole of his top.

         After helping him, I crack three eggs into a bowl, melt some butter in the frying pan and stir and fold the eggs with a wooden spoon. Isaac is busy buttering his own toast. ‘Put a slice in for me, please,’ I say, and spoon some of the egg that I have cooked onto a little plate for him. ‘Here, eat this, it will fill you up.’ Tom sits up at the table when I get him a bowl of yogurt and his favourite granola with the ‘pink bits’ in.

         The boys’ primary school is a fifteen-minute drive along the lake road. I spend hours driving this route. On days that I find it a chore, I make myself remember that it is one of the most scenic roads in Britain. The fells open out as we leave the village, and the lake is sparkling in the sunshine down below us. Tom presses the button on the car window as we curl down the road; he tells us that he wants to feel ‘the wind of change’ on his face and makes me and Isaac laugh with his nonsense. I can see his chubby fingers gripping the window as it doesn’t go all the way down, his little nose scrunched up against the glass. I ask the boys to give me one word to describe the water today – Tom says ‘deep’ and Isaac says ‘glistening’.

         I know this road so well. I know its blind spots, where I need to slow down and where I can speed up. Driving it twice or three times a day has made it become muscle memory. I watch out for Tommy on his tractor or Adam in his pickup as I go around the huge lump of rock that juts out on a particular bend. When we get to school, just in time, the boys run off to their classes without looking back. ‘Love you … See you later!’ I call to the wind. As I turn back to the car, I feel the strange mix of relief, freedom and crushing emptiness that every mum knows.

         As I drive home, I pass people standing on the shore taking photographs. One couple are unloading a kayak from the top of their car. The man who feeds the swans every day in Glencoyne Bay is out, knee-deep on his paddleboard. The white birds flock around him. The water looks serene. I drive on and spot a space in a lay-by near one of my favourite places, so I pull over. The ground beneath the trees is covered in a carpet of bluebells stretching from the road to the shoreline. I walk through their delicate flowers. Just a few weeks ago the bluebells were dormant and hidden beneath the frozen ground. They spent the spring soaking up energy from the sun through their leaves and now they have burst forth and bloom. And when they finish flowering they will die back into their bulbs and repeat the cycle. I love that something so small and pretty can be so tough.

         I walk down and sit on a rock by the shore. I look across Ullswater to the little rocky bays and the scrub on Hallin Fell. It is so peaceful. The holiday season has only just begun. The water is still too cold for tourists to splash about in, the wind too sharp for having barbecues on the shore. The lake laps gently around the stones by my feet. The branches above me burst with vivid green shoots and leaves.

         I can afford this pause, a moment for reflection on my own, because we have just got through our busy lambing season. It has been an intense six weeks of teamwork during which our own needs came second to the sheep. Lambing time brings our children right up close to life and death. I can already see in our three older children a deep understanding of what looking after livestock and land means. They know the world is bigger than any one of us, that nature carries us forward.

         My phone rings and I see the accountant’s number. He is chasing me for some forms we were supposed to have signed and returned. I tuck the phone back in my pocket, guilty that I am stealing time. I will ring him when I get home.

         I drive back to the farm, up the windy road past Gowbarrow Fell, and through the village, and pull into our lane. A van is pulling out. ‘Is your husband about?’ the driver says to me.

         I look at him for a second. He is wearing a shirt and tie, with a company logo on the sleeve of his jacket. ‘Why?’ I ask.

         ‘Well, I wanted to talk to him about road planings for your lane – I can get him a good deal.’

         ‘How much a ton are they?’ I ask, my tone irritated because he wants to speak to my husband instead of me. I can see James in the distance on the tractor, lifting a hay rack back to the yard. He hates salesmen. The man in the van is surprised by my question, and looks to a clipboard with notes on it, fumbling towards an answer. But before he gives me a price I say, ‘The last lot that I bought were rubbish’, adding, ‘Far too much dust in them – and, look, they haven’t filled in the potholes very well.’

         ‘I’ll leave you my number,’ he says quickly, and I take his card through my window and chuck it in the footwell.

         I drive up the lane to the house. The hens are pecking around in the raised beds for slugs, and Floss is waiting by the door for me.

         I am never quite sure what kind of day I am going to get. Some days, all I can do is firefight. I am pushed to and fro by events, the weather, or the needs of the farm animals or my family. Sometimes it seems relentless, but I try to approach every day as a new start and as more than just chores. I look for the beauty in the world around me. I try to learn something new every day. And I remember that this busy life we have created grew out of the love we have for each other. I know that we can do hard things.
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         The big square farmhouse sits up on a hill overlooking the local town. Surrounded by 120 acres of good land with deep-red soil. My grandparents came here in 1946, signing the tenancy just before they married. Grandad was a tall, broad-shouldered man, always dressed in a plain shirt and a jacket, and grey trousers held up by braces either side of his huge belly. I never saw him in dirty clothes. Farm men of that time earned their status, and the respect of their peers, through good ‘stockmanship’, a thing everyone knew when they saw it, even if they rarely explained what it was. It was seen in the shine on your horses’ coats, and the size and health of your cattle, and the beauty of your ewes on sale day. Grandad was a decent farmer, but above all he was a horseman. He was known far and wide for breeding pedigree prizewinning Clydesdale horses. On Thursdays my grandma cleaned the silver in the cabinet in the sitting room. It was full of trophies, including one for winning the male champion at the Royal Highland Show with a horse called Bell Mount Ideal. Once, a man arrived at the railway station in town and walked all the way to the farm with a suitcase full of cash. He bought a mare to go back with him to New Zealand. In the 1950s and 1960s Grandad exported horses to Canada. He travelled to the Winter Fair in Toronto to watch teams pulling carriages around the arena.

         Grandma always told us about the distant places they had been to together, but she sounded sad that they never actually visited the cities or towns or saw any of the sights. Their trips were always straight to the shows or livestock auctions and back home, only stopping in a hotel if absolutely necessary.

         Grandma was one of eight children and she grew up on a small village farm where they worked the land with horses. She remembered running to the next village to fetch the doctor when her mother was giving birth to her youngest sister. The doctor arrived in his horse and carriage to assist the birth, just in time to save the baby. My great-grandmother was small and wore her grey hair in a bun; she has little circular-framed glasses in all the old black-and-white photographs. The children all helped run the family farm, milking the cows, making butter and cheese, hoeing and harvesting potatoes, washing and cooking. Grandma dreamed of being a teacher, but it wasn’t to be. She seems to have settled for Grandad because he turned up when she was thirty and rescued her from becoming ‘an old spinster’. Two of her siblings never married and they took on her family’s farm and lived together for the rest of their lives. Grandad was very quiet when he first met Grandma. Everyone said he was shy, not the most romantic individual, but he offered her a respectable future. Within a few years they had three children.

         Farming made money in the 1950s and 1960s, and Grandma rather liked the status of being a well-known farmer’s wife. They were soon able to afford to furnish the house, which had been bare when they moved in. In the 1960s they went out to dinner dances and had a big car and spent days with friends at the horse racing. Grandma wore a mink coat and glitzy costume jewellery, and Grandad was tall and smart in his suits. I only saw the tail-end of their glory days and as I got older I could see he wasn’t always kind to her. It wasn’t a great love story. Everyone knew he was hard to live with. He sat in the kitchen to be waited upon by her and he drank a lot. Grandma’s family and friends were her lifeline; every Tuesday when he was at the auction mart, and later in the pub, she went to get the shopping and had lunch with her friends and sisters-in-law. We called all these ladies ‘aunties’ as kids, regardless of their being relatives or not. Auntie Doris, Auntie Edna, Auntie Renee, Auntie Marian, Auntie Peggy. There was a kind of sisterhood between these long-suffering farm women. Grandma also regularly met her best friend, Mary Muir, who wore red lipstick and smoked cigarettes in a fancy holder. They drank brandy and played cards together. It makes me happy to look back and think she had good friendships and a little fun and glamour in her life.

         Dad remembers all his cousins’ birthday parties. They celebrated with games and tables laden with food. Dad was the youngest of three, and he left school at fifteen to work on the farm. He didn’t have a choice in the matter as his elder brother, Norman, became sick with arthritis and went blind before he turned twenty. It was a shock to everyone. Grandma cared for Uncle Norman and he lived with them as his health deteriorated, the arthritis making him wheelchair-bound. Despite Dad running the farm for several years and doing all the work, Grandad treated him no better than the hired help. In Grandad’s eyes, Dad was the cowman and he was the boss. Even in my earliest memories they didn’t seem to like each other. Grandad criticised Dad if things weren’t being done his way, and always looked to find fault. The soundtrack of my young life was Mum and Dad complaining about the grumpy old man behind his back.

         We had a herd of black-and-white Friesian cows, and they became Dad’s pride and joy. He was up at the crack of dawn every morning to milk, and out again every afternoon. He was always back in the house for supper at 6 p.m. He got up through the night to check on a cow if she was calving, and would not leave her until he knew all was well. The year had a rhythm to it: feeding sheep and cattle in the barns in the winter months, lambing and calving in the spring, silage-making in May, hay time in July and sales in the autumn. Dad kept a flock of a hundred turkeys to be ready for Christmas. From the age of about seven I helped weigh the turkeys and organise the orders. After they had been killed, plucked, hung and gutted in the barn, we laid the oven-ready birds on big sandstone tables in the cool cellar of our farmhouse. There was a flight of narrow stone steps down from the kitchen, and I always worried about falling down because it was dark and there was no handrail. For the three days before Christmas, Grandad would sit around drinking whisky with the farmers who came to collect the turkeys. The men would be oblivious to the time, and would happily take another whisky, swapping stories with Grandad. The wives would stand around in our kitchen, saying things like ‘We can’t stay long …’ They would chat to Mum about how much they had to do at home, coats on, agitated and frustrated by their husbands’ blathering. There were endless cups of tea, homemade mince pies, and a sink full of washing-up. There was also a Tupperware box kept in a drawer in the bureau that the cash was stuffed into. At the end of the day Grandad would open it, fold the pound notes up and tuck them into his jacket pocket. Mum would curse him as she swung the door shut, because she and Dad did all the work and he took all the money.

         Outside, I liked feeding the calves best. I’d whisk up their milk-replacement powder in warm water. I loved how their pink noses snuffled and their tongues slurped it from the grey metal buckets. If they weren’t used to drinking from a bucket, I’d put my fingers in and they’d suck them until they got the idea. I didn’t like it when we had to dehorn them with the gas torch that Dad pressed onto their tiny buds. I sometimes held their heads but hated the burning smell.

         By the time we moved to the farm, when I was three, there was only one mare left. She lived in the front field and I liked to watch her, but she was big and towered over me when I went near her, and I felt too scared to brush her. When she foaled, they were sold, as Grandad was getting too old to do the horses any more. Dad didn’t like them – he said they were a hassle when there was real work to do. But when I was eight or nine I desperately wanted a pony. I went to bed every night with a book called Show Pony tucked under my pillow. I dreamed of riding the winning pony at a local show, all dressed up in fancy riding clothes. I spent hours reading stories of girls having adventures on horseback. But I couldn’t persuade my parents to take me to riding lessons. Dad just kept saying he hated horses. It wasn’t until I was much older, when I thought about it all, that I realised it might have been born from hurt and sadness, because Grandad had been so kind with the horses and so hard on him.

         After an awful lot of pleading from me one year, Dad agreed to winter a pony. We borrowed her for a couple of months from Dad’s cousin, who ran a local trekking centre. The pony was called Pearl. I loved brushing her and desperately tried to tame her fuzzy coat, but she always looked messy whatever I did. That winter I only rode her up and down our yard a handful of times, with Dad leading me, before he had to do the milking.

         In the family album, there is one photograph of me with my grandad. I am a baby bundled in a blanket and set on his knee for a second while someone takes a photo, and he looks like he is forcing a smile. I can’t remember him ever noticing me or showing me any kindness as I grew up, and I didn’t feel much sadness when he died. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to cry at his funeral – no one else was. I didn’t learn until much later in life that his own father had died when he was eight. It’s only now, as a mother myself, that I imagine my grandad as a little boy losing his dad and know how hard that must have been for his mother. As a boy he’d picked turnips in cold fields, ploughed fields by walking behind a horse, and cut the throats of pigs, gathering the blood into pans for his mother to make black pudding. Farming boys like him had to do hard things. He had grown up fast to be a strong working man, and he took pride in the fact that he’d got a farm of his own and won shows with his horses. Family life seemed alien to him. He knew a lot about farming, but perhaps not much about love.

         Until I was three, we lived in a bungalow a mile or so away from the farm. Dad came home every day for his dinner. My parents talked about the farm all the time, but Mum and I weren’t actually there very much. Mum played with me and my baby brother a lot. We had tea parties and picnics and made mud pies in the flower beds. She was good fun. The garden behind the bungalow was maybe seventy feet long, but to me it seemed so big I didn’t dare go to the other end. Once, Mum disturbed a sleeping fox in the garden shed. Another time she rescued a racing pigeon with a broken wing, and we fed it birdseed that we got in the pet shop. She kept the pigeon in the front porch for a week or two, but we had a black-and-white fluffy cat called Dandy and Mum thought it might kill the bird if we opened the porch door, so she would scream at anyone who went to open it without her putting the cat away first. The pigeon made a full recovery and Mum found the man it belonged to from the number on its ring.

         The bungalow was Mum and Dad’s first home, but also kind of not their home, because it belonged to the farm. The plan was that it would be where my grandparents retired to, so everything had to be decided by committee. Family farms often work like that – everyone in the family is in everyone else’s business. When we eventually swapped houses with my grandparents it looked from the outside as if Dad was the farmer now, but Grandad was still very much in charge. He would turn up each morning and sit by the Aga in our kitchen asking how many lambs we’d had or if Dad had spread the muck or ordered the turkeys. Dad could barely eat his breakfast for answering questions. I kept out of the way when Grandad was there.

         Mum’s life wasn’t her own any longer; managing the busy farmhouse and feeding the farm workers and us kids was a full-time job. She also had a big garden to see to. There were freshly dug potatoes and carrots to scrub, peas to shell and raspberries, rhubarb, plums and apples to deal with when they all became ripe at once. Cabbages came into the kitchen with wriggling little green caterpillars to be picked off. Mum said she’d always wanted to be a farmer’s wife, but I think her dream was more like keeping a few hens and working outdoors; tending the garden was as close to that dream as she got. The farm work was all done by the men. There was no option for Mum to be anything other than a full-time housewife.

         Marmalade

         I am standing on a chair at the table wearing a navy-blue corduroy pinafore with bronze buckles that my grandma sewed for me and bottle-green tights, my long T-shirt sleeves rolled up. Mum is hurriedly setting things out on the table. I turn the handle on the meat mincer as she pushes chunks of orange rind and thick white pith into the top. I try and copy her. ‘Don’t put your hand in there!’ she scolds. The kitchen is a mess. The meat mincer is screwed to one side of the table, with a clamp with newspaper above and below to stop it marking the table. The rest of the table is covered in an old oilcloth, which can be wiped clean. Brown glazed Mason Cash bowls are full of chopped rind and the diced flesh of oranges. Muslin cloth bundles, packed full of seeds and pith and tied up with string, sit in bowls of juice. It is nearly time to start the boiling. All other work, and food, gets put on hold when we are making marmalade.

         I remember that afternoon as if it were yesterday. It was a few weeks after Christmas, but the boxes of decorations were still sitting by the bottom of the stairs. Mum had been frantically cleaning all the rooms in the house, starting at the top and working her way down. Every Tuesday morning the cleaning stopped, and we’d go to the greengrocer’s in town to see if the oranges had arrived. This particular morning we’d been late setting off because Dad had needed her help with a cow calving and was late in for his breakfast. At coffee time Grandma was on the phone to say, ‘I’ve got mine, have you been for yours yet?’ Flustered, Mum rushed us off into town, saying she hoped she hadn’t left it too late, not wanting to be ‘shown up’ by her mother-in-law. We arrived at the greengrocer’s and queued behind a few other determined women. Mum relaxed when she saw the stack of newly delivered boxes on the floor; she pointed towards them and said to me quietly, ‘That’s what we have come for.’ The greengrocer’s was a narrow little shop run by a husband-and-wife team who seemed to automatically know what you wanted when you walked in the door. They spent their days placing two or three pears in paper bags for old ladies, twisting the bags magically around and upside down without dropping the fruits. I liked getting a few cherries in my brown paper bag – spitting the stones back into the bag as we walked around town to get the rest of the shopping. We left the shop triumphantly with three boxes full of hard-looking oranges, all gnarly and bumpy with a leaf or two still attached. They didn’t look very appealing, and they were too bitter to eat. I didn’t know as a child where these oranges came from. The ‘Seville Oranges’ stamped on the box meant nothing to me. There were also a handful of lemons in the box and a few bags of sugar we picked up from the Co-op.

         Mum didn’t even take her coat off from our trip to town; she said Grandma would ‘be here in a minute’. Mum was always trying to stay one step ahead of her. She went straight to the under-stair cupboard, pushing the Christmas decorations out of the way, to rummage deep amongst the jigsaw puzzles, games and old coats before hauling out a rattling box of glass jars. She hurried to the kitchen and washed all the jars with hot soapy water, while I picked last year’s labels off with my fingernails. Then she set them into trays to sterilise in the oven as she worked. These glass jars were reused every year and she had her favourites; there was a variety of shapes and sizes, and, if she gave away a full jar of her precious orange-glowing treasure, people were expected to return the jar. She knew who didn’t, and they weren’t offered any more.

         Grandma arrived with her own boxes of oranges and Mum settled into the work. Together they diced, minced, chopped and deseeded the fruit. I helped weigh out the sugar and squeeze the lemons, wincing when the juice hit my eyes from time to time. So many different things were happening at once. Grandma was in charge, instructing Mum on what to do next. I was their extra helper in this big mysterious business. I was told to put a saucer in the freezer, which baffled me. They didn’t talk much; it was all about getting on. Grandma was kind, helping me learn the skills she had acquired over the years. She was an expert with a needle and thread and would show me how to embroider and make all sorts of things from fabric, often from very little. But as I grew older I saw a very different side to her: she was rather bossy and very good at getting everyone around her to do as she wanted. While she was kind to my mum in those early days of taking on her farmhouse, I came to realise that Mum had to follow an unspoken code of how to do things.

         After a while, a spoonful of very hot golden liquid was scooped onto the frozen saucer and put outside on the windowsill for a minute or two to cool. And then the moment of truth … Grandma’s finger gently scraped and pushed the blob. Her fingers were short and stubby like mine and she wore a plain gold wedding band; she had hard, working hands. The skin on the marmalade had formed: the jelly was set, it was ready. Mum scooped it from the pan with a jug and poured it through a funnel into the cooled jars. I pleaded to write on the little white sticky labels, but Mum wrote the date on them neatly. Instead, Grandma showed me how to place the little circular wax discs carefully on top of the pots, explaining that this was to seal the top from air getting to the fruit, to stop it going mouldy. Mum, like Grandma, always used thin clear plastic jam covers and elastic bands to seal the jars, rather than the gingham fabric that I admired in the shops cut into circles with pinking shears to make a crinkled edge.

         Once cooled, the jars were lined up on the pantry shelves. The effort was over for another year.

         I didn’t really enjoy eating marmalade until I was in my twenties. Maybe because I had so much of it as a child – endless soggy, sticky marmalade sandwiches in my school packed lunches. I always saw marmalade as a lot of work and something that involved a fair bit of stress – seeing whether Mum had passed another of Grandma’s farm-kitchen initiation tests. I didn’t associate it with a delicious tangy conserve from posh shops until much later in my life. I didn’t see making it as a process to be enjoyed and a skill to be passed on. Now, when I taste good marmalade, I am instantly back in that kitchen with those two farm women.

         
            GRANNY PYPER’S MARMALADE

            
               If you like even more bits, slice up the lemon rind too, or another citrus, and mix in with the orange.

               Prep 1 hour 30 minutes

               Cook 1 hour

               Makes 12 jars (454g size)

            

            Ingredients

            
               1.4kg/3lb Seville oranges

               3 lemons

               3 litres/5½ pints cold water

               3kg/6lb 9oz caster or granulated sugar (570g/1.2lb to every 570ml/1 pint liquid)

            

            You will need

            A large pan, a selection of 12 glass jars with lids – or a pack of cellophane lids with wax discs and labels (found in preserving section of supermarket or online) – a muslin cloth, some string, a wooden spoon, a measuring jug, a large bowl, hand mincer or chopping board and knife, a sieve, small saucer or plate

            Method

            
	Wash the glass jars in hot soapy water, rinse well and warm in a 180°C/fan 160°C/gas 4 oven for 10 minutes to kill any bacteria. Warm them up again before you need to fill them; boiling-hot jam may break a cold jar.

               	Peel the oranges with a knife or hand peeler and halve them. Halve the lemons too but don’t peel them.

               	Squeeze the juice out of the oranges and lemons and sieve it into a jug or bowl.

               	Take the pips and pulp from the sieve and put them into a muslin cloth, then tie it with string.

               	Mince through an old-fashioned hand mincer or slice and chop the pith and peel from the squeezed orange halves. Cut it coarse or fine according to your marmalade taste.

               	Put the lemon halves, orange peel and muslin bag of pips into a pan with the water along with the strained juice. You can leave this to stand overnight or just carry on to the next stage.

               	Bring the mixture to the boil and simmer for approximately 40 minutes (including the muslin bag of pips).

               	Allow to cool and remove any rougher pieces, if you want to, with a slotted spoon.

            


               [image: ]

            

            
	When cool enough, squeeze the bag of pips over the pan to release any pectin (natural thickening agent). Scrape away the pectin with a spoon or knife and stir it back into the mixture.

               	Put a saucer or small plate in the freezer.

               	Measure the mixture in a jug then return to the pan, adding 570g/1.25lb of sugar for every 570ml or pint of liquid.

               	Bring the mixture to the boil again and keep stirring for 10 minutes.

               	Put a teaspoon of the marmalade on the cold saucer to test for a set. Leave it to settle for a minute. You are looking for a wrinkly skin on it as you push it with your finger. If it doesn’t wrinkle, put the plate back in the freezer and keep the marmalade boiling for another 5 minutes. Keep going until your marmalade wrinkles on the plate.

               	Pour the marmalade into warm sterilised jars and top with a wax disc to seal, and either a fabric cover or cellophane one – these are usually included in the pack with the wax discs and elastic bands – or a jam jar lid.

               	Label the jars with the date. They will keep for over a year if properly sterilised and sealed and kept in a cool dry place.

            



         Grandma was always in and out of our kitchen when I was little. It had of course been, until recently, her kitchen. But she and Mum didn’t work alongside each other, except for making marmalade and the Christmas cake each year. I didn’t know at the time that Mum had never done any of this kind of work before. She had arrived in this world where all the women seemed to know all of the things that women like them were meant to know, yet somehow she never seemed intimidated. She had more or less no cooking skills, because her mother had taught her nothing. Through a mixture of fast learning and winging it, she had got through those early years on the farm. I would often hear her mutter under her breath when Grandma overstepped the mark with well-meaning advice. By my teenage years, Mum had learned how to bake a better Christmas cake than Grandma, and everyone loved her marmalade. Every January she would often work late into the night, and when Grandma asked her ‘Have you got your oranges yet?’ Mum would appear with a couple of jars made the week before and casually say, ‘Yes, would you like some?’

         
             

         

         My dad never cooked anything – apart from a pan of custard because he said he could make it better than Mum. He learned to make that on Tuesdays because that was the day my grandma left a cold lunch for the men and went to do the shopping and meet her friends in town. Grandad would be in the Agricultural Hotel boozing and she would drive him home. On Tuesdays it was a plate of bread, cold ham or beef, or cheese, and a tomato cut in half, all seasoned heavily with salt and pepper. They always wanted a piece of cake or tinned fruit with custard afterwards to make it into a ‘proper dinner’.

         
            CUSTARD

            HOME-MADE CUSTARD

            
               Prep 10 minutes

               Cook 25 minutes

               Makes approx. 800ml/1½ pints

            

            Ingredients

            
               570ml/1 pint whole milk

               200ml/7fl oz double cream

               1 tsp vanilla extract or a vanilla pod

               4 large egg yolks

               3 tbsp cornflour

               100g/4oz caster sugar

            

            Method

            
	Pour the milk and cream into a pan and add the vanilla. If using a vanilla pod, split the pod with a sharp knife and scrape the seeds into the milk/cream mix along with the pod.

               	Warm the milk/cream over a medium heat. Bring to a simmer but do not boil.

               	In a bowl, whisk the egg yolks, cornflour and sugar together.

               	As the milk/cream is nearly boiling, pull it off the heat for 2 minutes. Carefully remove the vanilla pod (if used); this can be washed and dried, and put into a jar of sugar to make vanilla sugar.

               	Pour the milk/cream mix over the egg, cornflour and sugar paste. Whisk together quickly.

               	Pour into a clean pan and gently warm, stirring for about 20 minutes until thickened. Serve immediately or drape cling film over the surface of the custard to prevent a skin forming, allow to cool then keep covered in the fridge for up to three days.

            

CUSTARD MADE WITH BIRD’S CUSTARD POWDER

            
               Makes approx. 570ml/1 pint

            

            Ingredients

            
               570ml/1 pint whole milk

               2 heaped tbsp custard powder

               1 tbsp sugar

            

            Method

            
	Pour the milk into a pan.

               	In a bowl or jug blend the custard powder and sugar with 2–3 tbsp of the milk from the pan to form a paste.

               	Bring the milk to the boil until it is rising in the pan, then lift off to pour into the paste in the bowl or jug, stirring it fast. It should thicken quickly.

               	Leave to stand for 2–3 minutes before serving.

            

MACAROONS (TO USE UP YOUR EGG WHITES)

            
               Prep 20 minutes

               Cook 10 minutes

               Makes 24

            

            Ingredients

            
               2 egg whites

               125g/4oz ground almonds

               175g/6oz caster sugar

               ½ tsp almond (or vanilla) essence

            

            Method

            
	Heat the oven to 170°C/fan 150°C/gas 3.

               	Whisk the egg whites in a clean, dry bowl until they have formed stiff peaks.

               	Fold in the ground almonds, sugar and essence with a spoon until combined.

               	Place evenly spaced 12g blobs of the mixture onto a greaseproof-lined baking sheet and bake in the oven for 10 minutes or until lightly browned and firm to the touch. The crusts will harden as they cool.

               	Leave to cool and store in an airtight tin.

            



         Mealtimes anchored the days. With very little experience, Mum had to find her way around managing this big farmhouse and doing all the jobs, mostly by herself. There was no money to pay a maid to live in the attic, like there had been in Grandma’s day. Life was changing. Mum soon refused to put a cooked meal on the table at twelve noon every day for the men. ‘Enough is enough,’ I heard her say. She told the farm workers to bring packed lunches and told my grandad to have his at home. Dad got a cheese sandwich, and custard (if he made it himself). Her next blow was to inform my grandad he couldn’t just come into ‘her’ kitchen and sit by the Aga for as long as he liked. I was glad about this, because I didn’t like him being in our house. A few years later, Grandma only came on Fridays, when she came to get her hair done by Mum. As Grandma leaned over the kitchen sink with a towel around her shoulders, Mum would pour jugs of water over her head from a basin and rub shampoo into her grey curly hair. Grandma always looked much older to me when she turned around with wet hair.

         
             

         

         If Mum was irritated with her, the water would accidentally be too hot or too cold. Mum then combed and pinned her hair in rollers and blow-dried it under a hair-drying machine that sat on the edge of the kitchen table and was placed over her head like a space helmet. Grandma would sit under the dryer, often scowling as she watched Mum work. Because Grandma was deafened by the blower, Mum would call her all the names under the sun, her response to Grandma’s endless criticisms and comments. But Grandma brought fresh baking with her, and we were always eager to see what was in her tins and tubs – apple pasties, ginger biscuits, madeleines and gingerbread. Her coconut and jam tarts were my favourite. Mum reckoned this baking was a thinly veiled insult, the unspoken insinuation being that her precious son might waste away in this renegade house otherwise.

         
            COCONUT AND JAM TARTS

            
               Prep 20 minutes

               Cook 20–25 minutes

               Makes 24 small tarts (you will need to make 2 batches unless you have 2 cupcake tins)

            

            Ingredients

            For the pastry:

            
               400g/14oz plain flour, plus extra for dusting

               ½ tsp salt (unless using salted butter)

               200g/7oz cold unsalted butter (or 4oz lard + 3oz butter)

               1½ tsp caster sugar

               5–8 tbsp cold water

            

            Of course, use ready-made pastry if you want to, but the joy of making your own is knowing that it doesn’t contain a lot of hidden ingredients.

            For the filling:

            
               2 eggs

               125g/4oz caster sugar

               50g/2oz melted butter

               1 tsp vanilla extract

               225g/8oz desiccated coconut

               175g/6oz raspberry jam (for a quick home-made recipe, see p.164)

            

            Method

            
	Make the pastry. If you have a food processor, whizz up the flour, salt, butter and sugar until it resembles fine breadcrumbs. Otherwise, rub the butter into the flour, salt and sugar lightly with your fingertips in a bowl.

               	Adding 1 tbsp of water at a time, pulse the mixture until combined into a ball, or stir in with a fork until you are starting to form a ball of pastry.

               	Tip the pastry out of the mixer or the bowl onto a clean, lightly floured surface, and combine the rest by hand.

               	Once in a ball, flatten into a disc, cover, and chill for 30 minutes.

               	Heat the oven to 190°C/fan 170°C/gas 5.

               	To make the filling, beat the eggs well with a whisk. Add the sugar, melted butter, vanilla and coconut to the beaten eggs and mix to combine.

               	Grease and flour the cupcake tins.

               	Roll the pastry to ½cm thick or as thin as possible, cut into 24 circles of 8cm and gently press the circles of pastry in.

               	Put a scant teaspoon of raspberry jam in the bottom of each pastry case.

               	Cover the jam with 2 tbsp of the coconut filling. Lightly press the mixture down if you’re after neater tarts or leave them with a bit of texture.

               	Bake for about 20–25 minutes, until lightly golden brown.

               	Leave to cool before removing from the tin (the residual heat from the tin helps to crisp up the base of the pastry shells).

            



         The whole farmhouse was freezing cold, except in the kitchen by the Aga. When I went to bed I huddled up in my blankets, often sitting on my pillow, scared of going to sleep because of my recurring nightmare about hens at the bottom of the bed pecking my toes – even though we didn’t have any hens. Ice formed in pretty patterns on the inside of my bedroom window in winter. I started my period aged eleven, and for the first few months I’d go downstairs in the middle of the night with awful tummy cramps. I’d sit with my back to the warm oven, quietly crying in pain and holding a hot-water bottle to try and get some comfort.

         Under Mum’s instructions, the outdated farmhouse got a makeover. She wanted to earn her own money, separate from the farm, so she and Dad decorated two rooms for bed and breakfast, and had an en suite shower room installed in the old dressing room of one of the front bedrooms. We were shunted out of the good bits of the house to make room for all this. I had to wash my hair in what we called the ‘back kitchen’, a room near the back door where smelly boots and damp coats were thrown off before the men entered the warmth of the main kitchen. A large chest freezer full of home-produced meat sat under the window, and there was a coalhouse in the corner.

         
             

         

         Nudging empty cans of dog meat and thin leftover bars of dried Fairy soap out of the way, I stand on a wobbly wooden stool and dip my head over the grotty metal sink. The taps are grimy from the men’s hands. I push the two ends of the rubber shower hose onto the hot and cold taps, securing the ends as tight as I can so that, when I turn the taps on, they don’t fall off. Getting the temperature right is tricky and I am not allowed to use a lot of hot water, Mum always reminds me. The basic plastic showerhead barely gets all my shoulder-length hair wet properly but I lather it quickly with a two-in-one shampoo and rush-rinse it before someone draws the hot water from another place in the house and makes my water go cold.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Upstairs, the ‘main bathroom’ is immaculate, but we are forbidden to go in. The white porcelain bath and sink are polished dry with a towel, the silver taps are shiny. A new bar of soap sits freshly unwrapped on the basin. The toilet paper is folded into a V. Mum has vacuumed the carpet in neat lines like a football pitch on TV, and fluffy towels hang on the warm rail.

         
             

         

         Through the B&B season, our family mealtimes became chaotic. Mum was always up at the crack of dawn, fretting over the presentation of her cooked breakfasts for the guests. She often stripped the beds before the last visitors had driven to the bottom of our lane and always cleaned the rooms thoroughly. She cursed the phone ringing with potential bookings when she was upstairs making the beds and had to run down and answer it. She set out fresh milk in jugs and biscuits on tea trays in the bedrooms before guests arrived, and spent hours washing, drying and ironing sheets, duvet covers and pillowcases. She would chat politely for hours to old holidaying couples who had nothing better to do. She also spent a lot of time on more eccentric issues, like which teaspoons to put in little bowls of jam and marmalade. She vented at us when she was exhausted and it was all getting too much. By late afternoon, she no longer much cared what we were having for supper.

         
             

         

         Once, as I retreated through the house on tiptoe after washing my hair, I heard Mum at the front door saying, in her poshest voice, ‘Oh, I’m sorry, we don’t have any vacancies tonight, but I can give my friend a call and see if she has a room.’ No vacancies? Both of the rooms were empty. I wanted to run back downstairs and shout ‘Yes we do!’ but I kept out the way. Mum had her own special system of running a B&B, and it didn’t involve the rest of us. I asked her, later, in front of my dad, ‘Why didn’t you take them in?’ She snapped at me that the pillowcases were not ironed yet, the room hadn’t been hoovered, and she didn’t have enough mushrooms in the fridge for breakfast. None of this made any sense to me because the rooms were fine. Dad said, ‘We need the bloody money’, but Mum had her own rules. She never did any paperwork, paid any bills or had a clue about the farm finances. Dad did all of that by emptying out an overflowing drawer from the bureau onto the kitchen table once a month and writing cheques until late at night.

         As a teenager I spent most of my time in my room in the attic. Mum hardly ever came up the three flights of stairs. She had enough on her plate focusing on the bits of the house that other people would see. There were bare rooms alongside mine in the eaves that had once been bedrooms for the staff of the farm, in my grandparents’ time. There had been two farm lads and a maid called Nelly. All the meals in the farmhouse had been made from scratch, so the growing, harvesting, preparation, preserving and storing, along with the cooking, had been relentless – as was the washing and cleaning without modern machines. Grandma had needed Nelly’s help to do it all. They fed the family of five plus two farm men, and a constant flow of visitors, particularly at lambing, clipping and hay-making time. When Nelly left, Grandma took on a young woman called Joyce. She came a few days a week to work in the house and spent a lot of time looking after my dad when he was little. Now all these workers were little more than ghosts, but they’d left the attic for me. I often wondered about girls who’d lived in attics in houses like this, and whether they’d been treated well by the farm women like my grandma. Their stories didn’t ever get told. The only stories we heard centred upon the big men like my grandad, or on the horses or cattle that won rosettes at the sales and shows.

         As I got older, I was expected to do more jobs to help Mum. After school I’d get kindling sticks from the woodshed to light the fire in the sitting room. I set and cleared the table at suppertime. I had to tidy the worktops, wash up and take things back to the pantry. And when Mum took the washing down from the rack above the Aga and folded it, I carried it upstairs. My brother was never asked to help in the house. This infuriated me, and I always protested about him getting away with doing nothing. He didn’t work outside on the farm at all, like boys had once been expected to, so I didn’t understand why he wasn’t asked to put the shopping away, or ever wash up. He seemed to be allowed to do whatever he liked. One day, when I was asked after school to go and get the dryer for Grandma out of the cupboard in the bathroom, I snapped and said, ‘No.’ It turned into a horrible shouty row – Mum raged at me for showing no respect to her in front of Grandma, and I was sent to my room for the rest of the evening.

         I resented having guests in the house. We had to tiptoe around and not slam doors or play any loud music. Also, if Mum was supposedly running it as a business, I couldn’t understand why she didn’t try to make more money. The lack of focus on this drove me insane. Everything she did seemed haphazard and disconnected; she got lost in tiny presentation details that just didn’t matter. To me it was simple: once we were open, from Easter to September, every bed, every night, should be filled.

         
Carbonara (of sorts)

         It is 5 p.m., long after school has finished. We are all hungry, and Mum is nowhere to be found. Ready Steady Cook is on the TV on the kitchen shelf. I’m glued to the little screen, watching the celebrity chefs race around behind the counter griddling steaks or fish, tossing beans, cherry tomatoes and shallots in a vinaigrette they just made. Then they crush meringues, whip cream and fold in raspberries in seconds for a simple dessert.

         I can’t wait any longer. I take my wooden chair into the pantry to stand on and look through the cupboards. The room is bitterly cold, so cold that I can see my breath. I look around and see food everywhere, but nothing I want to eat. I need something to make a meal with. The cupboards stretch from floor to ceiling and are glossy from many layers of thick green paint. I am faced with the sight of hundreds of tins of Princes pear halves in syrup. It looks like my mother has stockpiled tinned fruit for the apocalypse, but really it’s the spoils from an accident. When a lorry spilled its load onto the road near our farm, my grandparents rushed to load up a trailer with the damaged goods, saying, ‘It’ll only get thrown away.’ We have been slowly munching our way through the dented tins of overly sweet fruit for the last three years and we still have a way to go.

         In amongst the pears, I see packets of flour, sugar, oats and cheese crackers. Several flavours of blancmange powder, a flan case, three tins of baked beans. Tinfoil trays and Tupperware tubs tumble out onto the floor as I rummage. Nothing yet. On the left of the door is a large, fixed stone table, a dumping ground for leftovers: a bowl of cooked mince, half a stale sponge cake, empty biscuit tins and a plate of last night’s supper that should have been fed to the dog. I try the fridge. Here the shelves hold a large catering pack of bacon, lumps of badly wrapped cheese and a few nearly empty packets of sliced bread. More bowls of leftovers – mashed potatoes, broth and salad at various stages of decay. The vegetable drawer contains half a slimy cucumber, a few limp carrots, a head of broccoli and lots of mushrooms and tomatoes that I am not allowed to touch because they are ‘for the guests’.

         SEE P.293 FOR PANTRY STAPLES

         I am still hunting for food and inspiration when I hear Dad coming into the kitchen from milking the cows. ‘Where’s your mum?’ he asks my brother, who has now taken over the TV and hooked his Sega Mega Drive up to it. No answer. I hear the tap running and the familiar sound of the kettle boiling as Dad makes himself a coffee. I take the milk through with a few things I have found. My little sister pauses her play with her Cabbage Patch doll and looks up to me. She says, ‘I’m hungry.’

         I take a head of broccoli, some bacon, a few forbidden mushrooms, cream and pasta, assemble my ingredients on the kitchen table and get to work. Dad reads the paper and my brother sits playing Sonic the Hedgehog on the tiny TV screen. I feel like a bit of an alien in my family; I’m not sure any of them actually notice me.

         I put the broccoli and pasta in a saucepan with cold water and it takes a long time to boil. I sizzle the bacon – cutting it up with scissors like they do on the TV – add the mushrooms to the frying pan and a teaspoon of mustard, and swirl in the cream. It bubbles up, turning from silky white to a sort of muddy colour. I drain the pasta and broccoli and mix the whole lot together in the frying pan, then serve it with a few bits of toasted bread crusts. This isn’t just food, this is my food, and cooking it gives me independence, a sense of being free from under my mother’s control. This plain little dish of pasta and sauce is an act of rebellion, and I love making it.

         My brother Stuart glances at the offering and opts for some toast and cheese. My sister Alison has the pasta but starts to pick out the broccoli. As we are nearly finished, Mum appears from the garden with dirty gloves and a bucket of weeds. ‘Oh, it’s suppertime – I lost track of time.’ She scoops the remainder of the mixture from the pan onto her cold plate and tucks in.

         
             

         

         I took on the role of regularly cooking our family meal from then onwards. I saw myself as the one with the rational mind about how to stock the pantry and found myself regularly cleaning it out, reorganising the shelves and adding things to Mum’s shopping lists. I had watched lots of cooking shows to feel confident creating meals from some kind of meat, a vegetable and pasta/rice or potatoes. I was so self-assured. I was going to show my mum how easy it could all be. I was tired of her food. I didn’t want to eat grey lumpy mashed potato four times a week. Or a dried-out lamb chop. Or stringy braising steak thick with lumps of flour and dark-brown gravy and coagulated fat. Or, worse still, the latest offering from the frozen aisle: Findus Crispy Pancakes with rubbery bits of ham and a salty cheesy goo in the centre.

         I didn’t want to go looking for her after school in order to ask ‘What’s for supper?’ I had no idea why she didn’t know how to make food taste better, why she didn’t want to be in the kitchen cooking, using fresh herbs from the garden, and why she didn’t want to be with us.

         As a child I had no concept of how much work she had to do and why being in the garden was probably her escape from all things domestic, her way of surviving it all. I know now how happy gardening makes her.

         SEE P.295 FOR MEALS WE SHOULD NEVER FEEL GUILTY ABOUT

         I wanted to take charge of the kitchen. I wanted to eat pan-fried chicken with couscous and lemon, or honey-glazed pork chops and crispy roasted potatoes. My cooking didn’t always turn out like the food on the TV shows, but some of it was delicious. And there was a thrill in it when my scones rose pleasingly and everyone enjoyed them with butter and jam, or when I made a roast dinner for the first time and the beef was still pink in the middle, not dry and chewy. And perhaps there was also a teenage, slightly mean thrill in doing something better than my mum did.

         
             

         

         I got a job in a local cafe when I was fourteen. It was here that I learned how a lot of kitchen work could get done by streamlining certain things, like making big trays of cakes, or big batches of soups and casseroles and freezing them. I saw how food could look and taste better. But Mum didn’t want my ideas. She only wanted my help to clean up and carry the breakfasts through to the ‘dining room’. To my cruel teenage eyes, it all seemed a scam, pretending things were perfect for guests when it was such a shambles behind the scenes. Mum was always ‘popping into town’ for bits of shopping, sometimes more than once a day. She was always late to pick us up from school. She never seemed to plan a meal or do a big shop to stock up properly. In the mornings when we had guests staying, she watched the clock like a hawk, and if she couldn’t hear footsteps on the stairs or the creak of the dining-room door at 8 a.m., I was sent up to give the guests a knock on their bedroom door and say loudly, in my polite voice, ‘Breakfast is ready.’ The guests were served dry-cured bacon and free-range eggs while we would be helping ourselves to Pop-Tarts and Coco Pops.

         Mum wasn’t particularly secretive about her past, she just didn’t talk about it much. Come to think of it, we never talked about anything openly in our family. Between Mum and me there was either shouting or silence. She’d get in a panic about guests arriving and send me to hoover an already immaculate room, and I’d say, ‘Don’t be stupid, it doesn’t need to be hoovered.’ She’d be furious and yell at me up the stairs to do it, and I’d yell back that I wouldn’t. And then came the silence between us. I just learned to do my own thing, but slowly I began to wonder about my mum. I didn’t know why we didn’t go to see her mum, my gran, in Scotland, so I began to fumble my way towards understanding her previous life.

         
             

         

         The salty wind hits my face as I walk down the metal steps and onto the ramp off the ferry. Cars flood past me, their headlights all illuminating the sign ‘Toutes Directions’. I pull my hood up and hang back a little to take in my surroundings. I am sixteen and have just arrived in Brittany, where I am going to stay with a French pen pal called Sandie. I have my giant rucksack tightly strapped to my back; if I tip too far forward, I’ll land on the ground and look like a tortoise. I grip the small bag with my money in front of me and tuck my scarf up to hide my face. I follow the steady flow of the few foot passengers, as they all seem to know where they are going, and then I see the car park ahead. As I get closer, a man and a girl with shiny dark hair blowing in the wind wave towards me, smiling, and I breathe a huge sigh of relief. I have made it and they are here for me.

         
             

         

         Just after Christmas our teachers stressed the importance of finding a good placement for our ‘work experience’ week in April. Last year I had chosen to work at our local newspaper, fancying myself as a journalist, but it soon turned into the most tedious week of my life. I was given the task of writing up the ‘Births, Marriages and Deaths’ section, which was kind of funny as my grandma and her friends were eager readers and she would earnestly show me announcements from these pages – ‘Mrs Strong has died’, as if I knew who that was. A very boring man instructed me in how to type up the information sent to the paper for that week. People paid per letter, so it all had to be as they wanted, but in the house style. I was given a few examples and told not to stray into using anything other than their particular format – facts, dates, and everything in the right order.

         This took me all of two hours on the first morning, and then I had nothing to do. I hung around, photocopied a few pages of something and then went to sit in the local court with a reporter to hear the verdict on a drunk-and-disorderly offence. The rest of the week was exactly the same. Every lunchtime I went and sat in the town library for the hour, sneaking a sandwich in and reading a romance novel by the radiator.

         This year I was determined I would do something more ambitious, more adventurous, more exciting. When I came up with my plan in February, I told Mum and Dad. I have no memory of how they reacted, perhaps because I wasn’t remotely interested in their opinion. I told them I was going to France for two weeks to teach English in a French school.

         They didn’t stop me.

         
             

         

         The journey starts with an eight-hour train ride from my home in Penrith to Plymouth, changing at Birmingham. To catch the early-morning ferry tomorrow I will need to stay overnight in Plymouth, near the ferry terminal. I find a B&B overlooking the harbour by phoning the tourist information office in Plymouth.

         I get off the train and look around. I have never been this far away from home on my own before. I look at my map: the B&B is only two miles through town and along a main road. I can do this. I strap my rucksack tightly on my back and set off walking, hoping to arrive before it gets too dark.

         My heart is pounding by the time I reach the dual carriageway. I want to walk faster. Cars race by me as I stop and figure out which direction to go in. I follow a hunch and find an underpass that smells of urine to cross to the other side. I keep my head down as I walk, hoping there is no one lurking in the shadows. I am relieved to get back into the fresh air and cross to where the streetlamps are.

         I am hungry but all the shops and cafes are well behind me now. I find a stray Polo mint in the bottom of my coat pocket and suck it for reassurance. I stop to study my little tourist information map in the fading light; I seem to have ended up at the furthest end of the street that I need to be on, so I take a deep breath, knowing there is nothing else to do but walk. The buildings are big cream-painted villas with bay windows and curtains drawn. I finally see a sign, with the name of the place I am looking for, swinging in the wind. I pause, walk up the steps and boldly ring the bell. A man with a gold chain and a shirt unbuttoned too far opens the front door. I squeeze past him to get inside; his breath smells of cigarette smoke.

         He asks me to sign in the book with my name and address. He tells me the bathroom is across the hallway from my room on the second floor, and that breakfast is at 8 a.m.

         I relax when I see his wife pop her head through the door down the hallway. She says hello in a soft welcoming tone. She asks how far I have come. I say the Lake District. ‘On your own, dear?’ she replies in a surprised voice.

         I nod and say I have to catch a ferry to France at 7.30 a.m. so won’t need breakfast. The man says he will book me a taxi to be waiting outside at 6.45 a.m. and wishes me a good trip. I suddenly feel very young and a bit scared.

         My room, number 5, is decorated with floral wallpaper and has a single bed with a pink candlewick bedspread in the middle of the room. There is a basin and mirror in the corner, and on top of the chest of drawers a tea tray set out like Mum does at home for the guests. There is a kettle, a cup, some UHT milk and a couple of mini-packs of biscuits, which I eat immediately. I take off my rucksack, coat and boots and sit on the side of the bed, not wanting to mess it up. I look up at the shiny brass light fitting and wonder why I thought this was a good idea. I wish I had asked the man if I could use his telephone to call home, but it’s probably best that I don’t hear Mum’s voice tonight.

         I hardly unpack anything, only my toothbrush and pyjamas, leaving my clothes for the morning set out on the only chair in the room. I check my ferry ticket and zip it neatly folded back into my coat pocket. I climb into bed and the bedspread tries to slide off if I move around, so I lie still and watch the glow of the streetlamp through the gap in the curtains. The sound of a cat meowing nearby keeps me awake. I hear doors opening and closing and toilets being flushed, showers being run. I listen for footsteps near my door. I am frightened that I will miss the ferry if I fall asleep.

         I check my watch repeatedly through the night and when it turns 6.20 a.m. I start to get dressed. I pack up and shut my door quietly, as the rest of the house is sleeping. A bloke pulls his car up to the B&B and says out the window, ‘The ferry, luv?’ in a friendly accent. I smile and nod. I climb into the back of his Ford Sierra with my bag and he speeds along the empty roads, passing only a milk float. I pay him a couple of pounds and wave as he drives off, as if he is family, then walk across to join the small queue waiting to board. It takes ten minutes for my ticket to be checked and then I am on the boat. First stop: breakfast. I haven’t eaten since my journey yesterday, when I munched on Mum’s ham sandwich and the piece of fruitcake that she gave me for the train. I am ravenous.

         I take a tray and load it up with a bowl, cereal, milk and a banana, order a whole cooked breakfast with orange juice, toast and coffee, and then go back for one of the fancy pastries that has a sign reading ‘Pain au Chocolat’. I wrap this rare treat up in a napkin for later.

         I walk around the ferry looking for a comfortable chair in a quiet spot before settling on a lounge with a few old folk snoozing. I tuck my rucksack under my feet, lean back into the headrest, watch the vast grey sea out of the window and nod off to sleep. It is 3 p.m. when I wake to people bustling around me, getting their belongings. I nip to the loo before we queue to get off the ferry, and splash water on my face to freshen up.

         Sandie’s house is only about a twenty-minute drive away from the ferry terminal of Roscoff in Brittany. It is warm and welcoming when we go in. Her mum doesn’t speak English but she hugs me when we get inside. She shows me the bathroom and has made up the spare bed in Sandie’s room nicely for me, with white sheets and a lovely rose-patterned quilt. We have been pen pals for just over a year and my French is good enough for basic conversation. Sandie’s mum seems impressed and asks about my family, and I give them gifts from home, toffee and fudge and a Lake District tea towel with sheep on it.

         I ask to use the telephone to let everyone at home know I am safe. ‘I’m here,’ I say, ‘Yes, the ferry was OK’, and Mum tells me the latest news about the lambing and what Grandma said to her that wound her up when she came for her regular Friday hairdo. I cut her off by saying, ‘It’s probably costing a lot, this phone call – I’ll ring you at the weekend. Bye.’

         At 6.30 every morning we dip baguettes into deep French bowls of hot chocolate made with milk and cocoa in a pan. Sandie’s mum cleans up the kitchen before she goes to work in the local bank. Her dad drops us off at school before he goes to work in blue overalls. We are all out the door by 7.30. The French high school is modern with large windows. All the kids stand around smoking before they go into class; I decline their offers of a cigarette. I listen to their gossip, trying to figure out what they are saying. I get a few curious looks from the boys. When I take my place at the back of the classrooms, the teachers kindly give me sheets of what they are studying, but none of it really makes any sense. I take part in the English lessons by reading aloud to the students and helping them spell their words correctly or form better sentences.

         
            COCOA AND HOT CHOCOLATE

            Hot chocolate and hot cocoa are two different drinks. Hot chocolate in its simplest form is melted chocolate in hot milk – creamy and delicious. But if you want a lighter drink, cocoa can be sweetened to your taste with sugar and stirred into hot milk. Both drinks can be flavoured too with a variety of things like orange, mint, caramel, chilli or spices like cinnamon and nutmeg.

            LUXURY HOT CHOCOLATE

            Ingredients

            
               100g/4oz good-quality chocolate (semi-sweet, 30–40% cacao; darker chocolate will give a richer, bitter flavour)

               1 large mug of whole milk

            

            Method

            
	Chop or grate a small bar of chocolate into a pan of hot milk until it is all melted, then pour into a mug.

               	Top with whipped cream and grated chocolate.

            

COCOA

            Great for kids as it gets them a warm chocolate drink without all the sugar of the shop-bought powders.

            Ingredients

            
               1 mug of whole milk

               2 tbsp unsweetened cocoa powder

               ½ tsp sugar (more or less, according to taste)

               a pinch of salt (again, to taste)

            

            Method

            
	Pour the milk into a small pan and set over a medium heat.

               	Whisk in the cocoa powder and add the sugar and salt, if using, and any flavourings.

               	Heat to dissolve the sugar but don’t boil.

               	Serve in a mug with a sprinkle of cocoa.

            



         Lunchtime is the best part of the day. We take trays as we enter the huge canteen and Sandie shows me that I have to take a cold salad first, then go to the hot counter to get a plateful of steaming beef, pork or roasted chicken dripping with delicious sauces, and potatoes in cream or roasted with herbs; there is couscous or tagliatelle and haricots verts and baby carrots. The desserts are laid out on another chilled counter: tarte aux pommes or chocolate delice and crème caramel. I am in heaven. I have no idea what to choose because it all looks so good. Over the two weeks, I work my way through the menu. The lunch break is long. No one has a packed lunch and there are no silver trays of greasy chips, pieces of chicken in breadcrumbs or dodgy-looking hot dogs or frozen burgers with rubbery cheese.

         After sport in the afternoons and a bit of hanging out at the park with Sandie’s friends, we go back to the house. We munch on baguettes with Nutella and salty crisps. Sandie’s mum cooks every night. Her food is like eating in a restaurant but served in a very simple way. We tuck into medium-rare steaks sliced thinly and stirred into pasta with a side of green salad in a tasty vinaigrette; or breaded escalopes of veal with frites; cassoulet; and some kind of fish, steamed with leeks and pommes Anna – sliced potatoes layered up and cooked in butter.

         
            DAUPHINOISE POTATOES

            
               This is an easy dish to make in advance of your meal. You can either keep it warm or put it together, leave to cool, store in the fridge and bake when you need it. It makes a change from mashed or roasted potatoes and goes well with most roast meats. We have dauphinoise potatoes with roast lamb, lamb leg steaks, ham or shredded ham hock, rump or sirloin steak and roast pork.

               Prep 20 minutes

               Cook 55 minutes

               Serves 6–8

            

            Ingredients

            
               570ml/1 pint double cream

               570ml/1 pint whole milk

               3 garlic cloves, peeled and bashed whole

               8–10 large potatoes (Maris Piper or King Edward floury potatoes)

               salt and pepper, to taste

               a handful of grated cheese, roughly 50g (optional)

            

            Method

            
	Heat the oven to 180°C/fan 160°C/gas 4.

               	Put the cream, milk and garlic cloves in a large heavy-bottomed pan on a medium heat to warm through.

               	Peel and slice the potatoes into 3–4mm slices.

               	Put the potatoes into the pan of warm milk and cream and heat until simmering for 5 minutes, stirring occasionally to stop them sticking together. Season well with salt and pepper.

               	With a slotted spoon, gently scoop the potatoes into a large, buttered baking dish/tray (roughly 2 litres in volume) and carefully pour over the remaining milk/cream. Sprinkle over the cheese, if using.

               	Place the tray in the oven to bake for 40–45 minutes or until golden brown.

            



         At the weekend Sandie’s mum drives us into town for the Saturday market, and we help carry shopping bags laden with leafy vegetables, eggs, fish, meat, and cheese from the fromagerie. We buy crunchy baguettes jambon-beurre for lunch and warm pains aux raisins. I came to France to teach English, but now here I am much more interested in the food.

         When I get back home, my friends can’t believe I went all that way on my own. I don’t let on how scared I felt at times. Mum and Dad have had blackleg among the bullocks, and several have died. They are so stressed that they barely notice I am back. I still live in their house, but I kind of feel like a stranger. Their world isn’t mine: I have been away, seen another life, and I liked it.

         I start my A-levels later that year and buy a maroon-coloured wool blazer that I see on a model in the Benetton shop window.

         My French trip has given me a confidence that I didn’t have before. I start to embrace being a bit different. I never thought of myself as pretty. At primary school I was teased mercilessly about my ‘ginger’ hair. I had freckles all over my face and arms and my ears stuck out so far that, when I complained about them, Mum suggested I could get an operation to have them pinned back. My milk-bottle-white legs and arms shone out in summertime amongst the tanned skin of my friends. If I ever wore a swimming costume at an outdoor pool, the other kids would run around soaking up the sun and I just went red and burned. It made me hate summer; it made me hate myself.

         As I get older, I can see the fakeness in the tanning creams and perms that all the girls experiment with. The desire to look and be like everyone else drifts away from me. I buy my baguette from the new sandwich shop in town, meet up with a friend and we hang out at her boyfriend’s flat.

         Bacon Butties 

         It is 7 p.m. on a rainy Thursday night. My friend Helen phones to tell me she wants to go out and I have to be ready in twenty minutes. She says, ‘It’s a leaving do for two young farmers, they’re going to Australia – come on, it’ll be fun.’ She knows I’m not that keen, but I don’t tell her I’d rather stay in and read. My boyfriend has gone away to university and Helen thinks I’m lonely. She has just passed her driving test and will find any excuse to go out. ‘OK,’ I say, ‘see you soon.’

         I have a part-time job waitressing and making bacon butties in the local auction mart cafe, and, while I like the people I work with and the job, I don’t like being in amongst lots of young farmers. The boys mostly act like idiots, daring each other to see who can drink the most and then doing silly stunts. The girls act like this is all very funny, also drink a lot, and try to get off with the coolest lads. It’s a tribe and I don’t consider myself part of it. Most of them think I’m weird and snooty anyway, marked out by my maroon blazer, A-level aspirations and unspoken, but obvious, desire to leave this town. They know I’m not interested in tractors or stories of who shagged who last weekend, so I’m a bit of an outsider despite living on a farm like they all do. I don’t care who the leaving do is for – I just tag along to keep my friend company.

         SEE P.294 FOR BACON

         I brush my hair, dab my eyes with some shiny eyeshadow and think that, even though I’m not that bothered about going, I’ll make an effort; it’s a good excuse to wear my new black turtleneck top with my high-waisted jeans. Helen picks me up and drives us to a pub on the edge of town in her pale-blue mini Metro.

         When we get inside it is really busy. I recognise a few faces. I squeeze to the bar and buy Helen a Coke, and half a cider for myself. She chats to so-and-so and we stand around, me trying to look happy to be here. Then I notice the older brother of a girl I work with. He’s standing at the bar and everyone around him is laughing at something he has said. Another friend pats him on the back and passes him a drink, and I realise he is one of the two lads going away. I’ve seen him when I’ve stayed over at his sister’s house, and now and again at the auction. He didn’t really notice me the first couple of times I went – he was mostly busy working with his dad or sitting splayed across a chair in the kitchen, reading a book, which for the farm lads I knew was kind of unusual. But the last time I went over, he joined in with our Scrabble game. His sister hated being beaten so went to bed before us, and we carried on playing until well after midnight. And now he is at the bar, and he glances over to us and I can’t look away. He has straw-blond hair and gorgeous blue eyes. He smiles at me with a nod of hello and I go over to wish him well on his trip. I ask where they are flying from tomorrow and laugh when he tells me that he hasn’t packed yet. He buys me a drink and suggests we sit at a table in the corner. Helen glances over at us, grinning, and I try to ignore her. We end up chatting for the rest of the evening. He isn’t like the rest of the lads. I sense he feels as awkward as I do at this kind of thing, but is better at hiding it by playing the fool. The evening passes quickly. I have no recollection of anyone else being in that pub. Nor do I remember going home. I only know one thing for sure: it’s going to be a long time until he’s back next February.

         We didn’t kiss that evening, but I lie awake wishing we had, hoping he’s thinking about me too.

         I turn eighteen a couple of weeks later, in December, and I finish with my long-term boyfriend. I carry on doing my own thing at school. I dodge all PE lessons. I hate wearing the really short school PE skirts and pants, showing my bare white legs. I’m never able to keep up with the other girls at running. Hockey is terrifying. I spend all my lunch breaks in the art department doing my coursework.

         Then, just after Christmas, I get a postcard from Adelaide. Mum and Dad read it before I can. ‘Why is he sending you a postcard?’ they want to know as I race to pull it off them. They recognise his name, know his parents and tell me that our grandmothers are good friends. He wrote it from the stands at the Grand Prix in Adelaide. ‘Vroom … vroom,’ he wrote, describing the noise and the petrolheads around him. He wrote that he’d been on Bondi Beach with surfer dudes, eating a ham sandwich for his Christmas dinner, and signed it: ‘Love James’.

         I count the days until he is back.

         
             

         

         I am wearing the cutest dress I have, a silver, swishy, low-cut number that makes me feel great, with black tights, boots and my neat denim jacket. I am out with a few friends in town. I heard he was going out tonight from his sister in the sixth-form common room. The pub is noisy and crowded. I lean in to kiss his cheek to say hi. He doesn’t lean away, and I look into his eyes and feel a spark between us. One of the lads makes a silly whistle in the background. They are all being stupid, so I blush and quickly get a drink and catch up with a couple of other people I know. He looks over a few times and one of my girlfriends notices. ‘What’s going on with you and him?’ she asks. ‘Nothing,’ I say. He is wearing a grey T-shirt and I notice his tanned muscular arms with scratches on them, fresh from the sunshine and work in the Australian Outback. His hands are cracked and rough. His friends cluster around him to hear his stories about kangaroos and picking pineapples, but he doesn’t want to talk much about being away. He seems happy being back amongst them, laughing and joking. None of the lads have girlfriends so they all go out as a big group every weekend. I’ve seen them from afar before, all dressed up in their dads’ 1970s suits just for a laugh. Then the attention turns to one of his mates, who runs into the pub to tell the group the ‘coppers’ are taking a lad they all know into the station for fighting.

         Everyone spills out of the pub to see what’s going on. James is holding a bottle of beer and I’m standing on my own for a moment, my glass empty. He asks if I want another and I nod: ‘OK.’ As he goes back to the bar, the group drifts on to the next pub. I say to my friends, ‘I’ll catch up with you soon, after this drink’, and follow him inside. Away from everyone else, we chat about his trip and he asks how sixth form is going. I thank him for the postcard.

         We eventually follow the crowd to the nightclub. Everyone else is pretty wasted, the girls mostly dancing and the lads ogling them. I ask if he wants some fresh air, and we linger outside for a while and kiss at the side of the club.

         Helen comes out to find me. She’s got us a taxi because she promised my mum that we wouldn’t be late – I have work tomorrow. She laughs at me all the way home and says, ‘You said you didn’t like farmers.’

         ‘Yes, but he’s different,’ I say, smiling.

         Basket of Chips 

         James picks me up the next week and we drive to a country pub that his friends don’t go to. He teaches me how to play pool and we share a basket of chips that he orders just before they close the kitchen. When he tells me he read Wuthering Heights on his travels because I had told him I was studying it for A-level, I know I want to be with him more than anything else. He drives me home along the windy country lanes late at night.

         
            [image: ]

         

         We go for walks together at weekends, hiking up the Horse Pasture or along the Long Meadow on his farm. I ride alongside him in the tractor when he has to work. He shows me birds’ nests in the hedgerows and takes me to see salmon spawning in the becks at his grandad’s farm, with torches in the dark. He reads Russian poetry to me and pretends to watch all the French art films with subtitles that I want to. We lie together on the velour sofa that has no springs left in it, in front of the TV screen, late at night at his parents’ house. We spend most of the time ignoring the film. His sister doesn’t speak to me much after that.

         We plan to go away for a weekend. He suggests Scotland and borrows his parents’ car. We walk around Edinburgh eating ice creams on a bitterly cold day and spend a night in a hotel before driving north as far as Inverness and staying in a tiny B&B at Drumnadrochit. In the morning we sit down at the neatly laid table with cups and saucers set out. The owner pours tea into my cup, scowling as she walks away. James gazes out the window at Loch Ness. The water is still, the mountains reflected in it. He is completely unaware of her disapproving looks towards me. She places two cooked breakfasts down in front of us and doesn’t smile, clearly thinking to herself that I am too young to be away like this.

         
             

         

         For James’s twenty-first birthday I write out some of his favourite poems and paint little pictures of brambles and swallows in a ring-bound notebook with a green velvet cover. I know I want to be with him for the rest of my life. I try to impress him with my cooking; I don’t want him to think all we eat at home is stew and mash, so one time when my parents are away I invite him over for a meal.

         This first meal I cook for us is a Spanish chicken stew, with red onions, peppers, paprika and tomatoes. To my eyes it looks delicious. I don’t add olives because buying a jar to use only a few seems extravagant. The table is set with a vase of sweet peas cut from the garden, there is a basket of fresh bread and a bowl of steaming rice, and then I lift the lid of the pot full of delicious stew. I ask if he wants to help himself and I sense relief as he quickly spoons a tiny portion onto his plate. ‘Aren’t you hungry?’ I say, and he mumbles something and then helps himself to more bread, getting busy buttering it. After we have eaten, he rushes to gather up the plates before I offer him any more and helps me wash up.

         It’s not until a few weeks later that I work out the closest thing to flavour he has ever tasted is probably a packet of prawn cocktail crisps. He hasn’t told me that he mostly eats cheese sandwiches and chips. He’s a very fussy eater. We go out for meals together and gradually I get him to try some of mine, and bit by bit he becomes more adventurous – I suspect out of fear of not wanting to seem ignorant.

         
            SPANISH CHICKEN STEW

            
               Prep 15 minutes

               Cook 1 hour 10 minutes
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