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            BUDDING

         

         The day is heavy as a coffin. Droves of flies swarm around the cattle. Long tails swish them away. Jack the collie, jumps and barks at the beasts that sit like statues on a bed of green. He runs this way and that, winding in and out of the animals scattered over the field. Playfully nips their noses. Still they ignore him. Bat eyelashes, flick away flies, but continue to chew their cud. Fiona rounds them in wearing a navy blue boiler suit and hair tied up is matted to her head underneath her cap. She pushes on their guts to get them up. Why keep a dug an bark yersel, Drew says. His bulky frame stands at the gate towering over Fiona. His sharp blue eyes watching her as she brings in the cows. Fiona closes the gate behind the stragglers. They jump their heavily ‘in-calf’ bodies over the poached ground. Wearily she winds her way toward the farmhouse. Drew strides ahead of them his wavy hair floats above the hedge. He stops to brush skitter off the byre walk with his muscular arms. Wellingtons stand in a soldiers’ straight line. Blue overalls, a dark pool spread on the outhouse floor.

         
             

         

         Fiona sits at the kitchen table fagged out, her clothes and face covered in glaur. The glint is still visible from her green eyes. It’s Eight o’clock, the morning shift done. She purses her full lips as she goes through her escape plan to a breakfast eaten in silence. The telephone rings. Fiona answers.

         Drew turns his burly body to catch the conversation.

         You’ll no be here till ten thirty. It’s an emergency. That should be grand. No they’re tied in the byre waiting.’ Fiona hangs up, clattering the phone down and stumbles towards Drew.

         ‘It wis the vet, he hud to go to a breach birth.’

         ‘I’ll huv another cup.’ Drew lifts the cup towards her with a giant hand.

         Fiona lifts the large aluminium teapot off the Raeburn and re-fills the mugs.

         Drew’s curly dirty blond hair streaked with silver is bent over his paper. The surly silence of him reading threatens her mood.

         
             

         

         MrWilliams and his assistant wear rubberised trousers. They tie white plastic aprons on after removing their jackets. In the small byre Fiona and Drew stand in the bis holding the stirk’s heads and flanks to stop them jerking. Fiona is dwarfed by Drew and the beasts, but wiry and strong. The young cattle haven’t been handled before. The vet takes a large plastic syringe, inserts the liquid into the corner of the animal’s eye. It tries to grapple and break free. They hold the chain tight. A hoof crunches down on Fiona’s toes making her eyes water. In and out each bis till all the beasts are numb. They bellow and struggle at the closeness of humans. Sense what is to come.

         ‘Did you miss this batch then?’

         The vet nods towards the twenty beasts.

         ‘Aye, I had the flu and the wife here could only dae the milkin, these got missed.’

         ‘It’s easy to take the buds away from the calves, not so easy now.’

         ‘Ah ken.’

         MrWilliams brings out a hacksaw and lays black plastic sheeting on the ground. He’d been the talk of the town last summer. He had an affair with his assistant nurse, Suzy, young enough to be his daughter. His wife now works as receptionist in the practice and Suzy has got a new job on the other side of the valley. Fiona leaves them to it. She tidies the byre, waits for the water to circulate through the pipeline and milk dishes.

         
             

         

         Inside, pots simmer on the stove. Steam circles overhead. Fiona’s freckly, pale complexion is florid with cooking. The flypaper is stubbed with dark shapes. She opens a window to let one escape with the steam. Then she lays the table with knives, forks, and spoons. Lifts a towel and takes the baking trays from the oven, setting the rhubarb tart in the middle of the table. The scones, fairy cakes and fruit loaf she spreads on the worktop, then transfers them to a wire cooling tray. Removes the knucklebone from the broth and gives it to Jack who is lurking around in the boiler house. He sniffs it, jumping back from the heat and paws it around for a bit until it cools. Grinding his teeth on bone and draws the marrow from it. She slips in and out of the door to watch dinner and to see if the men are finished. Finally, she hears voices.

         ‘A bit of a mess aw right.’ Drew says.

         ‘Glad we don’t have to do that too often.’

         ‘Fiona, bring us something to wipe ourselves wae.’

         She recoils at the sight of them. Waterproof trousers and white plastic aprons are covered in blood. Hands and arms with sleeves rolled up, a mass of red. The men’s eyes are wide and wild as slow drips darken the outhouse floor. Jack wanders round licking the drops that fall. They take turns using the sink. Fiona gets some old cloths and towels and stretches her arm over the bis.

         ‘Are they aw right?’

         Aye. When the freezing wears off they’ll have sore heads.’

         ‘Where did all the blood come from?’

         ‘When you cut through the horn, you sever the blood vessel. The byre floor‘s covered.’

         Fiona loses her appetite, between the heat from the cooking and the sight of the blood. She dishes out the dinner, clatters plates down on the table.

         ‘What will I do in the afternoon, start and muck the small calf pen out?’

         ‘That’ll dae.’

         She sits in the garden with a mug of coffee and fruit loaf dripping with butter. The air gets rid of the smell in her nostrils. Sparrows are splashing in the puddle at the gate. She sees a patch of clover on the lawn. She gets down on her hunkers and looks for a lucky one in the tightly packed green leaves. They all have three, unlucky again. Picking some daisies, she makes a chain. She lays it on the table, rinses her cup before going back out.

         In the implement shed, she lifts a graip. Looks in the small byre at the stirks. The air is heavy with the smell of fresh blood. The animals are quiet, lying down, breathing heavily. The door to the calf pen is ajar. Seven calves run free in the field beside the house. The straw and dung’s piled higher than the doorway. It smells sweet. Their diet’s milky. She hasn’t lost a calf this year. Sticks the graip into the tightly packed manure, fills the barrow, caked in old shit. Wheeling it to the midden she tips it over. A sheep’s carcass lies on top. The shrunken flesh eyeless, something’s ravaged the remains. The sun begins to poke behind the row of beech trees up the old road. Fiona leans on the handle watching the ripples of light dance between the shadows of the trees.

         Jack still rolls the bone around the outhouse floor.

         The daisy chain lies flat and wilted on the kitchen table.

         
             

         

         Next day rain pours from the heavens but by evening it’s stopped. A flight of starlings, making for the city, rests on the shed’s corrugated roof. Every hour they take turns to check the beasts. Most of them have stopped bleeding and bellowing. She scoops some extra cake into the troughs. The blood’s begun to congeal and go black. Carefully she scatters straw in the grip, cuts open a bale of hay, giving each of them a slice; to settle them for the night. She ties the chains securely around their necks to stop them bashing each other. One cow’s separate from the rest, ready to calve, she gives it some extra feed and spreads some soft fresh bedding around it.

         
             

         

         Inside, the windows are veiled in steam from tinkling pans. Fiona lifts the beef from the simmering pot. It leaves a trail of fat that freezes to fondue when it lands on the cold floor. She hands the plate to Drew, who eats the stringy beef adorned in yellow. It leaves his fingers and mouth slimy. Taking blotting paper, she mops up some grease from the grey water. Lifting the wooden chopping board, she methodically slices the potato and leek into small round segments. On alternate days she makes soup, broth or lentil. It depends on the cuts of meat available. She scrapes the neat vegetable sections into the pot. They float, flotsam and jetsam on top of the dark liquid. Fiona slings the steeped broth mixture on top with the rest. Carrot grating she leaves till last. Her back hurts from the angle it’s bent at. Counting to herself: one done, two to go. She stops suddenly as her skin grazes the metal. The blood spurts from her knuckle and mingles with the orange shreds. She examines the fresh marks on her red and calloused hands. Rubs cream into the chaffed skin and runs her finger under the tap then sticks a plaster on.

         Stretching into the chest freezer she takes out frozen stew cooked last week. Shoulder beef from the heifer that stood at the first bis in the byre. Around four hundred and fifty pounds of neat packages came back. She spent the week before last cooking mince and stew and re-freezing it. She sits the block in a pottery bowl to thaw. For the second time that day she prepares vegetables. Her arms rest on the sink as the small of her back hurts. Drew sits at the large oak dining table marking up the books with one eye on the farming weather programme.

         She rinses out the basin and sets the pots on the cooker. Stokes some dross in the Raeburn and turns the temperature down. Lifts the towels from the pulley and folds them into a bundle. From the boiled kettle, she pours water into chipped mugs and carries them through to the living room.

         ‘We’ll need to phone the dead animal lorry. There’s a sheep at the byre end and an auld dun cow in the corner field behind the cottage.’ Drew speaks without raising his head.

         ‘I saw the sheep. What happened tae the cow?’

         ‘She wis jiggered. Her feet wur bad and her body was aw shrunk. It happens like that sometimes, they just die. Fiona will you phone?’

         She lifts the receiver and starts dialling.

         ‘We’ve got two beasts to be collected the morn, a cow and a sheep. Morton’s Farm.

         ‘Aye that’s right, about eleven the morrow. Right, I’ll tell him.’ Fiona turns to Drew.

         ‘They’ll be around at eleven in the morning. That’s the dinner aw set up ready. I’ll see tae the reddin up when I get back.’

         ‘They two auld mincers that staun at the tap of the byre, the Ayrshires, they’ll need to go to the market. They’re yell, hardly give a gallon atween them. Costing mair tae keep them. They’ll die next. Can you ring the market and get them picked up?’

         ‘Are they no in calve?

         ‘I thought they were but I think they’re jist past it. They can hardly hirple in and out the field, their feet are that bad and their udders nearly touch the ground. Pair things lost the grip of their bags.’

         ‘They’ll be shut, it’s efter nine, I’ll do it in the mornin afore I go.’

         She sits on her usual seat, the mottled tweed sofa with frayed arms. Her brown trousers and woollen jumper merge with the fabric. Everything about her smells of monotony. She pokes the fire and shoves on another log. Sparks fly out onto the fireside rug. Quickly she wipes them away with her hand. Black holes appear on the stained carpet.

         ‘I’m no finished these books yet. Will you check the beast in the byre again?’

         ‘Aye.’ Fiona pushes herself up from the couch.

         
            *

         

         Pulling on boots, she opens the byre door and switches on the light. The bull starts to bellow and shake his chain. From the other end comes a low moaning. The cow has started calving. She’s lying on one side with a pained expression. The calf’s feet are sticking out. Afterbirth spills onto the grip in a pool mixed with the dung. It hadn’t burst yet but its head begins to balloon out towards the cement. Cow’s skin is stretched taut. She gets a shovel and clears away some dung and puts fresh straw bedding around it. The day’s work’s not over; they’ll have to keep checking until she calves. She leaves the byre light on and goes back in.

         
             

         

         Next time they both check and the calf’s head’s pushed halfway through.

         It’s a bulldog calve. It’s head’s too big. After a struggle, she manages to give birth and lies stretched out, wabbit. Insides near ripped apart. The calf tries to stand but it’s too slippy, from the slimy afterbirth. Fiona wipes it away and leads it to its mother, for her to lick clean. Guides its mouth to the teat and massages the calf’s mouth. Eventually it begins to suck. Fiona stands holding it to support its wobbly body and prevent it from toppling over. Once it’s finished she steadies it towards the pen. Prising her finger into its mouth she pushes its head into the milk pail. Soon it’s drinking on its own without suckling her finger. Its head jolts up for air. Fiona gently directs it back into the pail.

         
             

         

         The last of the light is leaving the sky as she walks back to the house. The countryside is silent as though the night is waiting to pass. Quietly she moves through the gloom, a prisoner walking slowly back to her cell. A fragrance of damp grass hangs in the air with the clattering of water passing down the brook.

         Reaching over, she cups some water in her hands and gulps some of the clear liquid. A sprinkling of flies decorates a web on a bush. One struggles to get free, or perhaps it’s just the wind.

         
             

         

         Next morning she sees a carcass lying on top of the midden at the byre end. Drew had put it there earlier. It’s a young Friesian calf. Its white socks poking up through a dung-covered body. Its body is flattened and shrunk. Eyes, black cavities. A scavenger has picked out the eyeballs and surrounding flesh. Around its lashes, flies stick to bloody sockets. It was alive two days ago. She nursed it through white scour but it gave up. Fiona thinks ‘and she wonders why he never told her. Fiona lifts blankets, heater and disinfectant pail from the calf pen. It reminds her of her grandmother when she died. They cleared her things away that day, they’re still in the loft at her Dad’s.

         The other calves bellow to be fed and jump and kick hooves in the air. She goes to the byre to help with the milking. As the last machine pulses she removes the cluster and disconnects the pipeline valve and takes them into the dairy. Hangs up machines on metal hooks and washes around the stainless steel exteriors and rubber cups. She runs the clean water through the pipeline. Back in the byre she loosens the chains from the cow’s necks and releases them out to graze on new springy grass. Large faces with long black lashes butt her, rough tongues lick her hair. A whiff of warm turnip breath makes her nostrils twist. The jolting and jostling is the closest she’s had to contact in a while. A rush of heat awakens her half asleep body. Each animal races to get out, slipping and skidding on the cement.

         Drew brings the wheelbarrow into the byre, hands her one of two shovels. We take turns to scrape up the dung and dump it in the barrow. When it’s full, he empties it over the edge of the midden. The dung is overflowing and seeps out into the field. The ground is poached, overly soft from the recent rain. It needs to dry up before the tractor can get on to the field to spread the manure. They move to the next byre. The animals have been out to graze in the day for a week, but the cold keeps them in the byre at night. Enough waste to keep them busy till ten thirty. It’s eight o’clock. They stop for breakfast. Hard graft makes her hungry as pain gnaws at her stomach.

         Fiona takes off her blue denim milking jacket and cap. Both are covered in glaur. The smell of manure lingers around her nose. She leaves her caked welly boots at the kitchen door. Holds her hands over the Raeburn for a heat and lifts the kettle from the hotplate then pours it into the teapot. They sit huddled over the stove and mull over what to have for breakfast. Decide on porridge and eggs as it’s Saturday. The eggs were freshly collected yesterday, still have a coating of hardened droppings on the shell. She sits them in water to check they’re fresh. Fiona does the tasks automatically. Her life mapped out doing the same tasks day after day. She feels the scent of the past coiling around her neck. She puts a plate of piping hot oatmeal porridge circled with cream in front of Drew. Then she fishes out a duck egg from the pot of boiling water with tongs.

         Drew toys with the contents of the steaming bowl.

         ‘Are you no hungry then?’

         ‘No, I feel a bit queasy this mornin.’

         ‘Just eat the egg then. It was laid yesterday by one o’ the ducks.’

         She lifts the bowl away and shoves the egg cup in front of him.

         ‘Is it fae the Khaki Campbells we goat at the market last week.’

         ‘Aye.’

         ‘A duck egg hus a stronger taste than a hen. It’s nice fur a change.’

         She watches as he sticks the spoon into the pale green shell still caked in dried dirt. A yellow liquid spirals down the side.

         Drew always says clean meat never fattened the pig. They never kept pigs. Fiona looks around at the changes she’s made, fresh flowery wallpaper, white paintwork surrounded by the same century old wooden table. It’s solid and reliable, built to last. The surfaces have changed but smells and routines stay the same. She inherited the role of the women who were here before her, trapped. Her ideas for improvement were thin icing on an existing, tough cake. Drew reads his newspaper, stopping occasionally to give information on some event or other.

         ‘The wee show is oan next month. Think I’ll get thae heifers ready, they look guid enough.

         ‘Right.’ Fiona looks at him with a blank stare.

         He assumes she’s interested.

         ‘Will you be bakin?’

         ‘Probably. Help me clear up an then I’ll help you.’

         Teamwork was a less lonely option and that had appeal.

         ‘You stey in and I’ll redd up the byre myself,’ he says without lifting his head.

         ‘Remember, I’m going tae the rural the night.’

         The thought doesn’t offer much hope but at least Fiona would see people rather than cows.

         ‘Whit time is Libby coming?’

         ‘Eleven, I’ll come oot and dae the dishes in a minute.’

         She redds up the breakfast things and sits with a fresh cup of tea and reads an old Scottish Farmer magazine before going back out.

         In the dairy, she waits for the water to run through the milk dishes. Steam forms around the small cement outhouse. Every now and then she goes outside to escape the chemicals and catch some clean air.

         
            *

         

         The sun is trying to break through. It’s a clear day you can see the valley spread out on either side of uneven slabs of land rising gradually from the Avon. She imagines the water spiralling round grassy mounds and rocky edges on its way to the Ayrshire mills. As she listens to the trickle of it passing, Fiona’s inspired. She deliberates on the curtains needed for the bedroom. The ones that are up are frayed. The hills become hazy and distant as she considers the possibilities for making things cosier. Muted colours merge to a shade of brown. Closer to the farm steading, swallows swoop down into the eaves of the shed where they‘re nesting. Starlings sit in the treetops, buffeted by the wind from behind the shed. A white plastic bag trips down the path before being lifted out of sight. Drew passes by with his donkey jacket and hat on, shovel in hand. Morning chores finished.

         ‘Going tae the blocked drain in the bottom field,’ he shouts.

         Fiona salutes him as he walks away. He quickly becomes a spot in the distance.

         She hangs up the last of the milking machines, as the milk tankard engine hums, reversing up to the dairy. Robert, the milkman, delivers news as well as collects milk. He brings out armfuls of tubes and assembles them, fixing one end onto the shiny silver milk’tank, and starts his machine. He stands eyeing Fiona up and down. His leer latches on to her before she shakes it free.

         ‘I’ve no much news the day, Fiona. Marshall Brown hus lost Glen, it wis out running wae one of the townie’s dogs last night and wis caught worrying sheep at Longholm Farm and Murray shot them both. Three sheep are dead, seven mair in a bad way.’

         His lips grow tight and narrow.

         ‘There’s a milk test the morrow, make sure there’s no ony water in the tank,’ laughs Robert loudly as he packs up.

         He edges in towards her, catches hold of her right arm.

         ‘Drew’s in the field, I passed him oan the way.’

         Strong arms push her back over the tank. Cold sharp edges jab into her back. He grapples a large hand around the contents of her jacket, massaging her breast like a teat.

         The calluses on his hand rub through her layer of clothes.

         ‘Get aff me.’ She pushes him away.

         Fiona spreads her hands over herself, wiping herself down, and smooths her hair.

         
            *

         

         Libby arrives at eleven in her smart white Micra. She unloads the hairdryer and white bag from the boot. She has a short, red suit on and long, black boots. Her hair is in a high ponytail with a red scrunchy.

         You first, Fiona? Cut an set?’

         Libby is the mobile hairdresser. She lives on the other side of the valley. Donald, her husband, farms two hundred acres of poor ground. Their farm has sheep and some beef cattle, no milkers. You can tell she’s a townie from her fashionable clothes and garish make’up. They have no family. He fires blanks. She does nothing on the farm, hardly cooks a meal, so they say. Tom’s laid back, never bothers. He’s grateful anyone will marry him and live in his cottage in the middle of nowhere. Anyhow, she jaunts around the country fixing up folks’ hair.

         Fiona moves into the front room with Libby’s portable dryer covering her head. After half an hour the hair rollers, metal pins get burning hot and dig into her scalp. Her face is purple as she flicks through the People’s Friend for a second time.

         Libby snips away at Drew’s head. He’s a big chap, nearly six and a half feet of him and broad as a good bullock. Hands like shovels. His hair is saffron coloured with silver white threads curling at the edges like a Hereford bull. He’s a man of few words. He bends his head over the sink. She massages soap in his scalp, pressing on his muscular legs.

         Fiona sees that Drew is relaxed and enjoys the close contact. He’s been used to women rubbing against him.

         Fiona lifts the Perspex lid of the dryer and goes into the other room to cool down. She glimpses their closeness. They say nothing when they see her but fall slightly apart. Libby finishes, packs away her things and leaves.

         
             

         

         Drew gets shifted into a clean blue boiler suit, buttons up his tweed jacket and cap. He puts on fresh socks and his polished lace’up shoes. Looks like a turkey trussed up ready for market. He’s taking the milk cheque to the bank before closing time. Feeding for the cattle is needed. He ordered from the grain merchant yesterday. Taking the list from Fiona, he tries to grasp hold of her hand.

         ‘I thought you could come with me today. Get a bite tae eat.’

         ‘I’m too busy, bedclothes need chinging. I need logs cut and kindlers, an remember. I’m going tae the rural.’

         ‘I’ll be back fur lunch then.’

         
            *

         

         Outside Fiona throws the axe down, chopping wood into small logs. Puts the dinner in the raeburn and chops kindle for the fire in between. When Drew comes back for lunch they eat silently. He goes to the bottom field to unfankle a ewe, its wool’s got caught in the fence. At four Fiona takes the dogs and brings in the cows. The light is leaving the day, taking its warmth with it. The cows stampede to get into the byre. While the milk machines pulse away she feeds the calves, bedding them down for the night with fresh straw. The calves drink their milk. So far the scour hasn’t spread. Their coats are shiny and bump against her, a surrogate mother. Drew does the rest of the milking. When night comes she’s knackered. Sitting over the open fire she falls asleep till Drew wakes her, steering her to bed.
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