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PROLOGUE





�


The family computer is temporarily free of my small sons looking at cartoons of annoying oranges. I am sitting at it looking across the valley to Sliabh Buí – the yellow mountain. At this time of the rolling year, August, the name is apt. Golden cornfields predominate and, studded across them in pleasingly uniform ranks, the harvested bales are drying in the warm air. Interspersed amongst the yellow, there are meadows of light-green pasture. Dotted with drowsy cattle, they make a geometric contrast, an oblique patchwork draped across the gently tilted hills – it is absurdly beautiful. It looks like an ad, but it is real. The harvest is being gathered. The sounds that reach my half-attentive ears are those of the full panoply of agricultural machinery. Combine harvesters lumber in the distance. From time to time tractors in low gear strain up the hill, towing heavy loads of grain or long trailers of hay and straw. Nearer by, the high note of a strimmer whines intermittently – a neighbour is trimming the verges of the fat hedgerows that line the usually quiet road on which we live. The country ants are at their harvest offices and I am happy but still slightly surprised to feel part of it all.
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Twenty years ago in England, where I had been living since the age of nine, I imagined such a place at such a time but never foresaw actually inhabiting it. I was in a play set in County Donegal during the time of Lughnasa – the old Celtic festival celebrating the August harvesting. For a year, in London and on tour, I played a part I adored. My character spoke wry, haunting speeches of yearning, regret and misremembered boyhood and I spent those months lyrically evoking an Irish country childhood. In cities throughout the UK, in various theatres, through the year’s cycle of seasons, the set remained the same: a small stone cottage amidst a swathe of ripe, golden corn. A decade later I found myself buying the reality.


This was not quite what I had envisaged when I was pacing the stage of a venerable theatre in the heart of the West End. Ambitious notions of theatrical glory hovered around the edges of my mind – London, New York, the World! Instead my geographical trajectory has been London, Dublin … a village in Wicklow. And the world, not surprisingly, is indifferent.


In retrospect, moving back to Ireland seems inevitable. Twenty-five years in England had not erased an essential sense of being from ‘elsewhere’. Much of my work in London had been in Irish roles or Irish plays – an English education hadn’t prevented my being seen as an Irish actor. I felt a little fraudulent, not having lived here since I was a boy, and I became adroit at changing the subject when asked in auditions what work I had done on the Irish stage. I suspected that singing ‘Michelle, Ma Belle’ for my granny in Glasnevin didn’t count. Irish literary, musical and theatrical culture seemed to be dominating the world when I was in my early thirties and I was curious to get back to the source. To my mind, England had been getting greyer and grimmer, whilst, across the water, an inspirational Irish president, Mary Robinson, lit a candle in the window of her official residence to summon home the Irish diaspora. I accepted the invitation and then deferred it. I dithered and prevaricated for a year or two, slowly loosening my ties to London.


I allowed my career to languish (actor-speak for ‘didn’t work much’); although I did form a soul and blues band with a friend in order for him to play tasty guitar licks and for me to pretend I was Otis Redding. I had been meaning to do this since failing to be cast in an Irish movie about a Dublin soul band. I wanted to demonstrate that the casting directors had been fools to overlook me. We played a couple of pubs in London and did a triumphant tour of three clubs in south Wales. Having made my point, I was finally ready to move, and, apart from anything else, Ireland just felt like … well, home.


I had been an urban dweller all my life. I was used to the lurid light of shopfronts reflected in wet pavements and weaving briskly through busy streets, dodging charity muggers. Capital cities have much in common, so when I left London for Dublin I quickly adapted and slept well. I added peaceful snores to the soothing noises of the streets – the steady growl of traffic, the occasional siren and the singing of jovial drunks. It was all quite familiar apart from the subtle difference in the songs that the revellers sang to proclaim their nationality – ‘The Fields of Athenry’ for the Irish and ‘Wonderwall’ for the English.


I met a cosmopolitan country girl – oddly, not a contradiction in Ireland – and she has been my beloved now for seventeen years. I knew of ‘the country’, of course. It was a place where one went for short but dull breaks to have your inappropriate footwear sniggered at by locals, and she didn’t tell me much that changed my view. She had been raised in rural Leinster and when growing up was often entertained on family jaunts with gripping games of ‘Name That Grain!’ as they drove past yet another cornfield. On our occasional trips out of town she hooted with derision when I mistook barley for wheat, as I often did – deliberately, of course, just to amuse her. But our relationship grew in the bustling atmosphere of bars, cafes and restaurants, and we were both happy living in the city – until we decided to buy, that is.


At the time we were deafened and deranged by the roar of the Celtic Tiger economy (which has since reverted to the much more familiar mewl of a tentative tomcat) and we quickly realised we could hardly afford the smallest of apartments in town. I say apartment: we looked at a few tea chests fashioned from plasterboard and plywood and grew discouraged. Then the Beloved suggested we take our limited borrowing potential elsewhere. I was slow to catch on. She didn’t mean crossing the river or exploring the suburbs: she meant out of the city and into the country. I laughed and then, seeing that look in her eye, stopped laughing and humoured her. I thought we’d maybe glance at a place or two and think better of it. It would be a day out. I would choose my footwear carefully and maybe amuse her with some cereal-related faux pas. We casually looked at two pretty houses and I felt grown up but not seriously so. One was isolated and the other needed work and commitment. Both prospects scared me, but a seed was sown, because they were cheap. The property bubble had not quite spread everywhere and at a certain distance from the city houses were almost affordable. We did some sums. Our tiny flat in town had a low rent and we had saved a little. Taking out a small mortgage on a place we could possibly let and occasionally visit might actually be feasible. We would never live there, of course, but a weekend retreat and a toehold on the property ladder seemed attractive and adult things to have.


The third house we viewed, and the first I really looked at, was suggested by the Beloved’s mother. Until recent times, one of her preoccupations had been to explore every quiet lane in southeast Ireland in search of the perfect house: often making offers and just as often reconsidering and moving on. This barrage of bids over the years was largely responsible for the property boom. She has since settled – hence the recession. She looked at a cottage, discounted it, then thought it might interest us. We came, we viewed and, in a rush of blood to the head, we offered. The next day, to my alarmed surprise, the offer was accepted. A panicked call to our accountant assured us of mortgage approval by the end of the week. We had a deposit and my recently consistent earnings had seemingly reassured potential lenders of my financial probity, despite my dodgy profession – acting has never been an altogether respectable trade. That night after the show I was in at the time, a friend asked if I had done anything that day. I replied, still slightly stunned, ‘I think I bought a house.’ I’ve spent longer choosing a tie.


Then the wait began. We offered in spring and eventually got the keys as the harvest was drawing to a close. In the mean time I bought some wellies. There were delays involving land registry, as the house came with an acre. I was a landowner! I bought a tweed jacket. There were delays involving planning retention for the septic tank. I didn’t know what that was. So I did some research and bought the Beloved some wellies. The spring dawdled into summer which ambled into autumn. And I really noticed the difference. We never had any real doubt that the house would be ours, so we made regular trips down to observe the changing seasons and admire the view from the front door across the fields to Sliabh Buí. We explored the area and discovered the nearby river flowing languorously through a forest of ancient oaks. We picnicked beneath the same trees in May amidst the bluebells. In June we found a fantastic pub on one side of a steep valley. We sat outside sipping our pints amongst the roses and felt we could almost reach over and pluck a sheep from the facing hill.


As for the cottage itself, I love it still. Although now it barely contains us two and a pair of large-spirited small boys, back then, at nearly a century old, it was in pretty good shape and mostly habitable apart from a vivid colour scheme which we rectified later. It also had an old stone piggery with its original trough. I was delighted by this discovery. I had always wanted pigs – or at least I imagined I had when I realised I owned a pigsty. I bought a tweed cap. I was now ready for anything and we took possession.


That first night I didn’t sleep well. I couldn’t relax to the nocturnal sounds of the country, which were anything but peaceful. Trees creaked loudly in the gentlest breezes. There was a startling cacophony of bleating when a fox worried the flock of neighbouring sheep. My fitful dreams were punctuated by the piercing squeaks and grunts of voles copulating in hedgerows. Dawn came absurdly early into our un-shuttered room but the gleaming sun illumined the valley below as it emerged from the morning haze. It was the time of year that Keats called the season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, and through the actual mists I glimpsed a possible future. I imagined vegetables ripening in my own patch and an orchard maturing with apples, plums and pears.
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LUGHNASA


The Harvest





�


Picking Fruit


Ten years on, the abundant vegetables and orchard fruits I’d once only imagined are now manifest and I have more produce than I know what to do with. The open fireplace in our kitchen is packed with tiered jars of piccalilli, chutney, pickled shallots, crab-apple jelly, pickled cucumbers, elderberry cordial and sloe gin. I can’t give it away. More accurately, I won’t give it away. At least not until Christmas, and then only begrudgingly to recipients who will truly appreciate the gift. We went to Sunday lunch with some friends recently and, along with the obligatory bottle of plonk and the prearranged vegetable dish, we brought a jar of apple and courgette chutney. The response was polite but lukewarm. I was close to being offended until I saw, stretched along the kitchen window sill, ranks of green tomato chutney jars. At least, I gloated, they don’t have as many varieties of chutney as we do!


Still, jars of produce have currency hereabouts. For a few successive winters some years back, we cut our Christmas trees from another neighbours’ small plantation of them – in exchange for a jar of homemade mincemeat. This was a standing arrangement for a while, until the man died. The grief-stricken widow felled the remaining trees as they were too painful a reminder of her late husband. Or perhaps she just hated my mincemeat. Another neighbour who knows about plumbing (and is therefore a god) helped fix our pump in exchange for a jar of chutney … and a bottle of whiskey … and a few quid.


We watched a family movie together recently. The story told of a dwarf king whose lust for gold made his kindred delve ever deeper to satisfy his thirst for glittering riches. There was an image of him amidst mountains of sparkling treasure with a look of fierce delight in his avaricious eye. I look at my preserved hoard and feel the same. The thought of parting with any of it is hard to countenance and the memory of a recent loss of a large batch of pickled cucumber is still a source of emotional pain.


The jars in question were looking a little cloudy and emitting dribbles of thick, clear gloop – which is not ideal. We opened them and they were fizzing – which was not reassuring. Fermentation of some description seemed to be taking place, which, for an instant, was a little exciting. Maybe we had accidentally invented a new liqueur? I am open-minded and adventurous in trying alcoholic drinks. As an inquisitive teenager I experimented with many exuberant cocktails when raiding my parents’ drink cupboard. As an adult, I have tried dubious and unique concoctions. However, mulched cucumbers in what looked like slug juice and smelt like horse piss was a step too far, and into the compost it all went. Half a dozen large jars of it. This was a tragic waste and, in terms of our very small-scale husbandry, an ecological disaster.


Talking of horse piss, the Beloved and I recently ate our way through a horse fart, which is the local name for a giant puffball. This has been a great year for mushrooms of all types (though we have confined ourselves to non-hallucinogenic varieties) and one recent misty morning, whilst gathering ordinary field mushrooms, Older Boy spotted what looked like two fungal footballs. We brought them home and looked in our book ‘Mushrooms for Morons’, which told us they were edible – though, just to be sure, we offered one to our farmer friends up the hill – thinking that if they ate it we’d be okay. ‘A horse fart!’ said Male Farmer Friend. ‘I haven’t had one of them in years. Lovely!’
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He explained that when these particular mushrooms ‘go over’ they become yellowish and leathery to the touch – they also become hollow and when tapped sharply they split open, gushing a cloud of spores reminiscent of, to agricultural eyes, a horse’s fart. This one, however, was soft and smooth and when cut it revealed itself to be made up of firm, white flesh throughout. Delicious fried like a steak, or curried, or in sandwiches, or in a risotto, it was big and took a lot of eating. The field mushrooms kept coming too. I have nearly, but not quite, tired of picking some first thing in the morning and frying them with an egg for breakfast. They have bolstered many casseroles and bolognese sauces. The freezer contains tubs of mushroom soup and cartons of sautéed mushrooms ready to do service. Sadly I have not found a recipe for mushroom chutney but I have found one for mushroom ketchup! Surely we need some of that in our hoard? ‘No!’ the Beloved yells. ‘Enough with the mushrooms – please.’ I don’t understand this attitude. They are there for the picking … literally.


When confronted with a free bar at a function, I feel in some obscure way that I ‘must get my money’s worth’ and drink it while it’s going. I usually end up noticing that everyone else is talking quicker than I can think, or else I drag someone up to dance even though the music may have stopped half an hour before. It’s a bit like that with mushrooms. Eat as many as you can while they’re growing. Unfortunately, the ketchup recipe requires kilos and kilos and the fungal season is nearly over. But there is always next year.


Abundance is everywhere. Up behind the house, the vegetable garden, though late starting this year after a delayed spring, is still producing profusely. As we walk the boys down the hill to school in the morning, we pass a few hazel trees which are currently dropping their nuts on the path. I am keen to gather the lot but the boys insist I leave most of them for the squirrels. In the field behind us there is a large heavy-cropping crab-apple tree. Its fruit are deeply unpleasant to eat – I’ve tried – but mixed with a little sage or elderberry they make a delicious jelly which goes perfectly with roast pork. The blackberries in our hedgerows also make a fine jelly and this is the Beloved’s preserve. We have a few remaining muslin squares we bought for wiping the boys when they were babies. She has recycled these into a complex contraption involving string and bowls. The pulped fruit drips slowly through the muslin. Then she extracts the essence and ‘jellies’ it. Despite frequent washing, these muslin squares are now much more deeply stained than ever they were when first used. This surprises me – I thought there was little outside an industrial laboratory that could match the potency of infant emissions.


And the orchard is finally bearing fruit. We planted three apple trees in the first year. More recently we added a plum tree, two pear trees and two cherry trees, and this summer just passed, we have seen a little action. Hopes have been raised then dashed. It’s been a rollercoaster. As I write there is one pear hanging on one tree. This is very exciting. I had been warned: ‘Pears for your heirs’ – meaning, I suppose, that it would be years before they produced. But there it is – slightly scabbed, granite hard and singular. I took a picture of it and I admire it daily. It represents … I don’t know, something or other: promise of future plenty; produce of past efforts; or paucity of the present, perhaps.


I look for metaphors and portents everywhere, particularly in the orchard and the night sky. I am a living embodiment of the observation that the danger with not believing in something is that you’ll believe in anything. I see signs in many things. Although officially an atheist (albeit a Catholic one) I do occasionally feel the ‘twitch on the thread’ – the church might try to reel me back in at any time. I understand what Sartre meant when he said that he denied God’s existence with every ounce of his intellect whilst yearning for him with every fibre of his being. It is comforting to believe there is purpose to and meaning in an apparently arbitrary universe. Acting work this summer has been, unlike the cow and sheep shit hereabouts, thin on the ground. Generally buffeted and alternately excited or disappointed by the uncertainties and vicissitudes of this absurd profession, it is steadying to ground myself in more tangible things such as shooting stars or what the fruit trees foretell. These all blossomed beautifully this year in a rolling wave of pale pink and delicate white, seemingly promising bounty. It looked like the cherries would crop especially heavily, which gladdened my heart. This indicated life was to be more than merely a ‘bowl’ of cherries: there would be armfuls, basketfuls – a cascade of riches! Then they all drooped and died. This meant that my hopes and dreams were insubstantial and inevitably doomed. Despondently I looked in my book ‘Fruit Trees for Fuckwits’ (most handy) and discovered that this was normal. Cherry trees do this as they are gaining maturity, building up reserves in preparation for fruiting. Ah! Good, I thought, this signifies merely a postponement of success – or at least a deferral of failure – maybe next year?


I turned my attention to the plum trees and watched carefully. Plenty formed like little hard, green almonds. Mindful of the message of the cherries, I was wary of being prematurely excited and waited patiently to see if they would ripen. They did! What a terrific omen! Surely plum roles were coming my way in profusion! I picked one and ate it. It tasted vile – sour, inedible and bitter with false promise. This meant that any plum parts that came my way would be unplayable – superficially luscious but integrally rubbish, leading inexorably to a humiliating end to my career. I regrouped and read the signs aright. When they were ready the plums would fall into my lap. ‘Be prepared,’ the orchard was saying – the readiness is all. Then most of the plums suddenly disappeared – some other bastard must have got the part! By the time I finally got to eat one or two they were practically prunes and that metaphor is too depressing to extend. There is still our one pear – lonely in its tree and far too vulnerable to bear the weight of my massive expectations.


At least we will definitely have cartloads of apples. All three trees have borne a heavy crop this year and, frankly, I can’t be arsed to interpret this in any particular way – perhaps because the novelty value of picking and eating my own apples has now worn off. Besides, no apples taste as good as those stolen in childhood. I remember one particular tree in a garden near my granny’s. Up a lane on the way to the shop presided over by a silver-haired man in a brown shop coat, there was a high wooden gate, and if you shimmied up it (barking your short-trousered knees on the flaking paint) and heaved yourself high enough to peer over the top, you saw it – a solitary, spreading Granny Smith tree casting a cool shadow in the warm sun. Festooned with ripe, inviting apples winking in the golden light, it was utterly irresistible. In later years, when trudging through Milton’s megalithic Paradise Lost and reading of Eve’s yielding to Satan’s honeyed words, I came across the line ‘Such delight till then, as seemed in fruit she never tasted’, and I remembered the first apple I stole from that tree. It was luminous green, crunchy, crisp and utterly delicious. The slight sharp tanginess concentrated the intense sweetness. And it was huge. It took two hands to hold it steady as I gorged myself. As a young adult, I often regretted that you couldn’t get apples as big as they had been in Ireland when I was a child. Eventually I realised that it was I who had grown and not the fruit that had shrunk, but nothing subsequently has lived up to ‘the scent of that alluring fruit’.


Our earliest maturing tree – Beauty of Bath is the variety – produces small, sweet apples that are crisp for a day or two before turning to cotton wool. They have to be dealt with swiftly. This year I borrowed a juicer and extracted a couple of litre bottles of pale pink nectar. Quite delicious once you had skimmed the acrid, frothy scum from the top – maybe I should have peeled off the brown scabby bits first. The Beloved also made two tarte tatins from the crop, but most became food for wasps. They burrowed into the apples whilst they were still on the tree, eating them from the inside out and carving a cavern within. If you picked one, as many as half a dozen of the thieving yellow-and-black bastards could emerge from one small hole in the skin. Once I got over my initial rage, I found it gratifying to pluck an apple and fire it as far as I could into the neighbouring child-free field. Watching the dizzy wasps hurriedly escaping from the flying fruit in drunken pirouettes reminiscent of a comet’s trail is most amusing. That tree is now done for the year, and as for the other two, which are also threatening abundance … well, we might get rid of some at Halloween.


The harvest is nearly over. Our swallows have gathered, twittered and gone. And the noise of combines and tractors is dwindling. Before the advent of modern agricultural machinery, when crops were reaped manually, all hands would gather in the field to watch the last stand of corn being cut. Enough for a sheaf would have been set aside for this closing ceremony and, because the retreating animals would have stayed under cover for as long as possible, this last stand could shelter frogs, corncrakes, partridges and sometimes even a hare, who would hide till the final flash of the sickle. Finishing the harvest gave rise to the phrase ‘putting the hare out of the corn’, and if you wanted to mildly gibe someone who was a little late with their harvest, you would say, ‘We sent you the hare!’ When I discovered this, I wished I grew wheat or barley. ‘Putting the slug out of the lettuce’ really doesn’t sound as good. Still, it’s nice to walk in the cornfield opposite us at the end of a warm day and stroll among the last rows of huge rolled, golden bales as they cast their lengthening shadows across the yellow stubble – ‘a dusk El Dorado’, Heaney calls it. The boys love clambering up on top of them and lying flat on their backs to survey the still sky. Seeing them lying there looking up chimes with a vague memory I have of doing the same – though I can’t remember where or when. A race memory, perhaps: children have been lying on mounds of straw pondering the wheeling heavens for centuries.


Here in Ireland, within living memory, at this time of the year young people gathered on higher ground and hilltops for games and sport and bonfires to mark the end of Lughnasa. The old legends tell how Tailtu, foster mother to the sun god Lugh, died of exhaustion after clearing the central plains of Ireland in readiness for cultivation, and that Lugh thereafter held funeral games in her honour at harvest’s end. These seasonal customs survived even into the middle of the last century. (This is not so very long ago. I was, after all, born round about then – much to my sons’ astonishment: the ‘olden days’ they call it.) The highpoint to these games was when the young men leapt over the bonfires to prove their prowess – an urge I dimly recall myself and still see exemplified in my boys. The other evening I lit a bonfire of hedge clippings. I did it the traditional way, using a complete box of matches and a pint of petrol. The two of them leapt like young bucks through the smoke as it rolled in dark billows up the hill. Then the wind changed and it rolled in darker billows down the hill and across the field, fumigating our neighbours. I owe them a jar of chutney.


Another harvest tradition was throwing whole ears of corn into the fire to cook them quickly. The straw and chaff would burn off whilst cooking the grains within. The grain was then dried and the remaining ashy chaff was winnowed by the wind outdoors. This was done on the morning of Lá Lughnasa (the first day of the harvest) to make bread to eat that evening. The custom became so common and general that in 1634 the Dublin Parliament passed ‘An Act to Prevent the Unprofitable Custom of Burning the Corn in the Straw’. The practice seems far too much like hard work to me so I just toast some marshmallows on a stick and the boys are happy. This is a ritual they now expect after any bonfire or barbecue and it is a custom I am happy to observe. Their expectations now dictate more than one of our seasonal family customs. For example, we are now regular attendees at and contributors to the Protestant church’s Harvest Festival. This is a notion my younger self would have shuddered, or at least sniggered, at.


Neither I nor the Beloved are believers. We were both baptised Catholic but it is years, decades, since either of us engaged with what Larkin called ‘that vast, moth-eaten, musical brocade’. I would best describe myself as a lapsed dialectical materialist and the Beloved believes in brisk, no-nonsense ‘living in the moment’, with a little low-level witchcraft thrown in. There isn’t an educational establishment in the village that actively promulgates these principles – just the two usual Christian dispensations are catered for. We chose the Church of Ireland school because it was nearer – only a short walk down the hill in the morning; it was also smaller – two teachers for about thirty kids; and the children seemed happy. Besides, I thought the religious instruction would not be too dogmatic. Having grown up in England, I had a notion that not believing in the divinity of Christ was no bar to advancement in the Anglican Communion. As it happens, the school is a touch more devout than I thought, but so what? If the Older Boy talks of God, I chat about Allah, Yahweh and Zeus. As for Younger Boy, well, he recently described his concept of the divinity to his mother: ‘God is a giant adult who is bigger than the Hulk and he looks like a Viking and is probably a bald angel.’ He added that he believed in him and prayed to him – but that it didn’t work.


So we go to the Harvest Festival and I bring a basket of vegetables to adorn the altar and we both smile tearfully at our boys singing their hearts out. We stay quiet, though. No joining in with the responses – just to demonstrate what radical freethinkers we are. I doubt I could join in even if I wanted to out of politeness. It would remind me of the dreary monotony of the Catholic liturgy blandly mumbled in a cold, depressing concrete church in the industrial town of my grey teenage years … or so I thought.


At the most recent Harvest Festival the church found itself slightly short-handed, especially among the ranks of the choir. We are still blow-ins, of course, and always will be. But our boys are locals, which makes us semi-established. It is also not unknown that we have both trodden the boards whenever allowed to. So we were dragged up to sit in the top pews with the top Prods of the village on condition that we sang out good and loud. Tunefulness didn’t seem to matter. I tried to wriggle out by protesting ignorance, but my excuse of not knowing the hymns was swatted aside and I surrendered. Volume not melody was the key, they said. I know how to take direction so I bellowed and thoroughly enjoyed myself. I haven’t worked much recently, and besides, youthful radicalism is eroded with the passage of time – and I am now middle-aged after all.




SWEET GERANIUM APPLE JELLY


Ingredients


2.5kg crab apples or windfall cooking apples


2.5 litres of water


2 unwaxed lemons


Sugar


10 large sweet geranium leaves


Method


Wash the apples and cut them into quarters. Be sure to cut out any bruised bits from the windfalls. Put the apples in a large saucepan with the water, the thinly pared zest of the lemons and the sweet geranium leaves. If you don’t have a sweet geranium, this recipe is also delicious using sage or rosemary.


Cook until reduced to a pulp – about half an hour. Spoon the pulp into a jelly bag or tie it up in a piece of muslin and allow to drip until all the juice has been extracted. I leave mine overnight. Don’t be tempted to squeeze the jelly bag to get out every delicious drop – it will make your jelly cloudy. Measure the juice into a preserving pan or large saucepan and allow 450g sugar to every 600ml of juice. Warm the sugar in a low oven.


Squeeze the lemons, strain the juice and add it to the pan. Bring to the boil and add the warm sugar. Stir over a gentle heat until the sugar is dissolved. Increase the heat and boil rapidly without stirring for about 8–10 minutes. Skim, test and pot immediately. You can put a fresh sweet geranium leaf into each jar as you pot the jelly.





Herding Cattle


Many years ago in London, when I was younger and less yielding, I acquired a coat I had yearned for. It was one of those Australian stockman things – black, waxed, nearly floor-length and with a little half-shoulder cape: Trail Dusters, I think they were called. I loved it. I sashayed around Soho delighted with myself. I thought I looked darkly cool, with an air of edgy, understated flamboyance. I now realise that the effect was closer to a shabby, slightly inebriated Christian Brother. I kept the coat, though. It reminds me that, although I have never been a fashion victim, I have occasionally been a sartorial fool. It had hung for a year or two, half-forgotten, on the back of the door to what was then our spare room. I didn’t quite have the courage to wear it outside for fear of looking like an over-dressed, over-keen eejit – which is what I often am. One day Male Farmer Friend asked if I’d help him herding cattle for the day and of course I said yes – I had the very garment!


The next morning I strode resolutely up to the ‘cross’ – or the crossroads at the top of our hill where the farm is. I was dressed to impress in wellies, the coat and a jaunty black waxed cap to match. I also carried a stick – for waving at cattle. As I walked, I rehearsed useful phrases such as: ‘Hup!’ ‘Easy there!’ and ‘Go on, you good thing!’ to throw out casually when necessary. I arrived at the barn and Male Farmer Friend tactfully suppressed a grin. He said he hoped I didn’t mind getting my coat spattered with cow shit. My hesitation was only split second. ‘Not at all,’ I replied cheerfully. It hadn’t really occurred to me that I would get crapped on. I thought I would be gently encouraging Daisy and Buttercup along a quiet lane with a calm but firm click my tongue and the judicious use of my rehearsed useful phrases.


We headed down to the ‘Long Field’, Male Farmer Friend driving a quad bike and me riding precarious pillion – the long flapping tails of my (now evidently impractical) coat threatening to whip me under the wheels. Relieved to get off, I was positioned behind a large beech tree and told the plan. It was simple, really: the thirty-odd head of cattle would be rounded up and politely encouraged out of the field with kind words delivered from the quad bike; their inclination would lead them down the lane instead of up, which was actually where they were bound. When they were all out and the gate closed behind them, a whistle would be my signal to emerge from my station, stop the herd and send them back up the hill to the barn. I was pretty clear on most of this, though slightly vague on the me-stopping-the-herd bit, but before I could demur, away the quad roared and I was left alone and slightly anxious.


A morbid silence settled. The sun shone pitilessly. The shadow of the beech tree stretched before me like a gallows. Life seemed intensely sweet and far too short. I drifted into a mournful reverie … my mangled, cattle-stomped corpse … weeping friends, inconsolable family, torch-lit procession following my hearse through the darkened village … distraught Male Farmer Friend racked with guilt. I was startled by the raucous caw of a malevolent raven and came to. Behind the beech tree, I was suddenly aware of many confused sounds. The air was thick with roared obscenities and the revs of the quad bike. The ground rumbled with the urgent clatter of heavy hooves. There was a loud whistle, then a shrill one. Then a bellow of ‘Stop the fucking cows!’ My doom was upon me. I stepped out, looked up the lane and narrowly avoided fainting.
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A single cow trotting is quite a pleasing sight. It is a gratifying combination of bulk and elegance. Imagine a hippo walking a tightrope or a large naked lady skipping to the bathroom in kitten-heeled slippers. However, a whole herd cantering straight at you is a different matter. I made a strange, involuntary whinnying sound. Then I took hold of myself and uttered a commanding clicking noise. Nothing. I cleared my throat aggressively and tried a rehearsed useful phrase or two. On they came. There was nothing for it but to deploy the coat. I opened it wide and pointed it straight at the lead cow, sneered, waved my arms frenetically and went ‘Rooaarraarrggghawhooeerrfft!’ The herd stopped in its tracks and stared timidly at me. I snorted with relief and waved my stick in delight. Then, with a nonchalant air that belied my inner confusion, I herded them up the hill.


The coat had not let me down. Possibly what the cows had seen was not the actual tremulous pillock in the inappropriate outfit, but an apparition of an outraged, thundering priest ranting of damnation and hellfire (they were Irish cattle, after all) and it had stunned them into submission. Or else they thought they saw a mad, giant crow and it really messed with their heads. Either way it did the trick. Meanwhile, back in the barn, a white-coated vet was testing the herd for TB and brucellosis (a bacterial disease affecting cattle) and ‘the ladies’ – as I was now calling the cows, with all the authority of an ingénue – had to be encouraged into a narrow bottle-necked passage called a ‘crush’. Here they were held still long enough for the vet to do his thing and for them to defecate copiously, mainly over me. I didn’t mind that much – the coat took most of it. Besides, they may soil me but I eat them, which seems fair. Mysteriously, the vet’s white coat remained unbesmirched throughout the day. I cannot say the same for mine.


I was stockman again for a day or two more recently and, being now an old hand at driving cattle, I didn’t feel the need to dress with attitude so I left the coat at home. Amongst many other agricultural outfits, I have a brown leather jerkin I mostly use for gardening. It is supple, faded and judiciously stained from long use and it has many pockets for penknives, bits of twine and small, useful things. It declares its owner to be relaxed, practical, ready for anything and a little rugged. I put it on over a worn pullover and old jeans and ambled easily up to the cross.


We gathered the cows from various fields without any noteworthy events and put them in the barn. They then had to be brought, a dozen or so at a time, into a holding pen prior to being driven in single file through the crush to allow the vet to administer the jabs for the TB test. I hopped into the holding pen with them, the easier to encourage them into the crush, and, feeling quite relaxed and confident in my herding skills, I began to pay attention to what the vet was actually doing. I was leaning on the gate, watching intently, when I found myself suddenly much closer to him – about four feet closer, and indeed three feet higher. It seemed a playful cow had got her head squarely under my buttocks and hoicked me into the air just for the craic. I was a little shaken, but essentially undamaged. I also figured I had ‘made my bones’ and was now a fully initiated stockman, but the vet was scornfully amused when I asked if I had just been ‘blooded’. He replied with a curt shake of the head and a slightly derisive grin. Only a mite disappointed, I turned my attention back to where it should have stayed – with the cattle in the pen. They were doing their thing: bellowing, urinating and defecating. And I was in there hugger mugger with them – their orifices around chest height and mostly aimed at me. It was a cloacal Jacuzzi with jets of piss and shit squirting from random directions. At one point I was a little panicked to find myself face to face with the bull – he had a ring in his nose and everything. For an instant I froze, but he just wandered placidly past me into the crush like a good boy. He had, after all, recently impregnated an awful lot of cattle so perhaps he was feeling relaxed. The concrete floor of the holding pen was now growing decidedly slippery, and we were all slaloming around in the slather and steam when a cow ‘accidentally’ trod on my foot. Luckily she only nipped the edge of a toe but I was wearing wellies without steel toecaps and, oy vey, it hurt. I looked at the vet for affirmation: ‘Now am I blooded?’ All I heard was ‘Hah!’


I limped home disconsolately: shite-spattered and exuding a sweet, sharp stink – a quintessence of grass. My leather jerkin was now much more comprehensively stained. When my sons saw me they laughed with savage glee. The discovery that I had cow poo in my pockets was particularly hilarious. That night they were still sniggering in their sleep.


Two days later I was called upon again. The TB test consists of a pair of jabs in each animal which are later examined for comparative inflammation. It is a way of tracking and containing the disease if it occurs rather than a means of curing it. So we had to go through the whole procedure again. This time I thought it wise to redeploy the coat. I got it out of the garage and examined it. It had long since lost its waxiness but it now had a much more effective barrier – a complete carapace of dried-in cow manure. It was an all-in-one suit of armour. I strapped it on and walked stiffly but confidently up to the cross. This time the cows were much more reluctant to move, it having only been a couple of days since they had been ‘persuaded’ into the crush and jabbed twice. They were consequently in an obstreperous mood. One in particular, with an evil leer and an ugly disposition, stopped in the gateway coming out of the field, stared at me gimlet-eyed, lowered her head, snorted and pawed the ground in the threatening manner of an enraged cartoon bull. I admit that I quailed, but I had to tough it out, so I waved the coat and the cow backed down.


Relieved but a little disconcerted, I followed the herd up the hill. Getting them into the barn took a lot of shouting and roaring and a fair amount of whacking bovine ass. Decanting a dozen into the holding pen was proving impossible – they kept moving down into it and then wheeling back up and out before we could close the gate. You really don’t want to close a gate in the face of advancing cattle – you will be pasted. You let them out and try again. I was just stepping back to allow them past me after the third or fourth attempt to shoot the bolt behind them, and I was on the point of springing forward to secure a few who had loitered in the pen, when one of them made a leap for freedom. She practically vaulted – all sixteen hundred pounds of her. It was awkward, ungainly and strangely beautiful – almost in slow motion, it seemed. And as she passed me in mid-flight, she sort of swerved her body, twisting her spine and rotating her pelvis, and kicked me hard on the hip.


I was batted back against the wall, shocked and winded, but I managed to pull myself over and out of harm’s way. I gathered my wits and felt for damage. The coat was a protective shell but even it had its limits. There appeared to be nothing broken but I felt a general sense of numb elasticity in my hip and a dull pain spreading around it. It was time for mild heroism. I girded up my coat again and returned to the fray. Of course, in the general melee, Male Farmer Friend and the vet hadn’t noticed this rather momentous event. And when the cattle were in due course secured and things had calmed down again, I mentioned with, I thought, quite noble understatement that I had been kicked. Hard. But that I would be alright to continue in a minute or so. I thought I was being really very brave. I got a couple of sympathetic nods. And that was it. No concerned solicitousness, no medal, no nothing. I asked the vet again did this count? Was I finally initiated? And again he shrugged and shook his head. I don’t know what he wants. Do I have to be anally gored before my hazing is complete?


After the vet had left, having established there was no TB in this herd, we were sorting the cattle in readiness for bringing them back to their respective fields when Female Farmer Friend got a kick from the same cow. I now recognised her as the one who had snorted at me at the beginning of the day. Possibly she was also the one who had butted me in the arse in the holding pen. She must have taken some evolutionary step and was having great sport twatting bipeds about the place. We must eat her soon, I thought, before she spreads her poisonous, seditious ways.


Female Farmer Friend, meanwhile, having taken the blow, had been flung to the floor and was sliding ten feet through slurry till the barn door stopped her. The cow had really connected – she must have got her eye in. Anyway, up she got (Female Farmer Friend that is, not Kicking Cow – that beast was now skulking in the herd). She shook herself, surveyed her totally-soiled-from-head-to-foot overalls and hobbled towards the farmhouse. Her husband nodded and said nothing but watched her walk away with a proud glint in his eye. His steady gaze followed her through the door and into the house, then he turned his stern brow to the herd and fixed the culprit with a grave look. I have known these people for ten years now and I can testify to a happy, loving marriage with a deep and easy affection. But there is no place for sentimentality on the cattle field. For uncomplaining fortitude, the oft-caricatured English stiff upper lip is merely a pale shadow of the grim forbearance of Irish cow folk. After this the cattle were, well, cowed. They went submissively where they were bid and then I went home and spoke no more of my injury. What vengeance, if any, Male Farmer Friend wreaked on the miscreant heifer I do not know. Whereof we cannot speak, thereof we must pass over in silence, as Wittgenstein once said in similar circumstances.


Sawing Wood


The days are getting shorter and the leaves are falling. It will soon be time to light the stove again. I am proud and fond of our stove. It stands in a corner of the living room on a little plinth that I built and it has warmed us and belched occasional smoke at us for years now. When we first bought the house we found that we spent very little time in the sitting room. It was a still and quiet space, despite the loud pink on the walls – which we have since painted over. It had a nice view down our acre to the old oak forest across the valley. But I found if I sat there reading the paper, the pages started wilting after a few minutes.


The cottage is a century old, but it has central heating and double glazing – the problem was in the much more modern extension out the back: a single storey tack-on hastily knocked up out of breeze blocks and damp as bejaysus. Half of it consists of the bathroom, which is tiled fore and aft and still seems watertight. The other half is the aforementioned sitting room, where we didn’t really feel like sitting very much. Something had to be done. The Beloved looked in my direction … Ah! Something had to be done by me.


I had recently begun to get acquainted with my inner handyman. I was rather surprised to find that he existed at all, never having been particularly practical. I quite liked Lego as a child but Meccano scared me. I suppose I must have changed a plug once or twice without electrocuting anyone. Oh wait, there was that time when … but drink had been taken and the relationship was doomed anyway. However, once I actually owned somewhere, I found I was keen to ‘fix’ things. I was still feeling quite smug about having replaced a rotten window sill in our bedroom, even if the replastering was more jazz than classical. And it was still a pleasant novelty to me to be hanging out in hardware stores talking of tools. So I cheerfully set about fixing the sitting room. Off I went to have deep discussions, take advice and buy stuff. Within not too long a time, and to my smug satisfaction and the Beloved’s surprise, I had dry-lined the external walls, put in skirting boards and built a raised concrete platform to receive the stove. I was thrilled with myself and I still occasionally pat the plinth to reassure myself of its enduring solidity.


[image: image]


The stove has done great work over the years but it does smoke us out from time to time. Sometimes because of a sudden veering of the wind which sends the smoke back down the flue to mushroom out into the room – eliciting excited yells from the boys; and once or twice because we have forgotten to clean the flue and it has become completely blocked – which is pretty bloody stupid of us. The result was a steady greying of the nice off-white colour scheme we chose. The recent drawing-in of the evenings emphasised the gradually accumulating gloom of the room so we repainted it. The Beloved did the ceiling and I did the walls in stages, moving furniture, dinosaurs and the boys’ arsenal as I went. When finished, we stood back for an admiring appraisal and the customary exchange of congratulations and compliments on another job completed in readiness for winter.


The stove is now lit and, as I write, the flickering orange glow keeps drawing my eye from the laptop. There was a light frost during the night, and when I opened the shutters this morning the grass glinted slightly in the field. I went out to the woodpile in pyjamas and Crocs. The air was clear, crisp and scrotum-tightening. I filled the baskets with logs, sticks and kindling. I have it all arranged in the piggery, which is currently full. Like the store of chutneys and pickles, a large stockpile of fuel feels like a bulwark against the cold months to come. We burn a lot of wood and I am often busy gathering it. We try to limit our use of fossil fuels. Like most people we are aware of the ecological cost of peat and coal and they are also much messier. Coal burns bright and hot, though. In a particularly cold winter it can really bang out the heat and we do use it from time to time – we are not fundamentalists. However, it leaves dirty black ash and a stony residue – clinker, as I have learnt to call it – which needs to be shovelled out each morning. This feels industrial and urban rather than agricultural and rural and therefore a little grubby.


I know I am conveniently ignoring the manner in which most of the electricity we consume is produced, but ‘hypocrisy is the homage vice pays to virtue’ and true ecological virtue would require us to heat the house either by composting our hair clippings or with vigorous exercise on a treadmill linked to the mains. Male pattern baldness would render the one, and middle-aged indolence the other, ineffective. We sometimes burn peat or turf, and I do like the smell. It has a Proustian effect. It summons memories of childhood comfort and warmth or pubs in the west of Ireland – adult comfort and warmth, I suppose. But the peat bogs are being steadily eroded, which is something we should try to halt, and besides, a turf fire produces a very fine, all-pervading beige dust which settles everywhere. The old Irish peasantry were remarkably resistant to the colds and flus usually associated with a wet, cold climate such as ours. I suspect this had less to do with innate hardiness and more to do with the fact that the average Irish lung was coated with a thin protective barrier of turf ash.


So we burn a lot of wood. And I have to gather it. Fortunately we are surrounded by tree-lined fields which shed branches, boughs and even the occasional whole tree when the wind is high. Male Farmer Friend often mentions a bough of an oak or a small ash – and once an old beech – which may have come down. Fallen timber can obscure the cattle’s path to water and prevent the tractor from ploughing or sowing. This mutually beneficial arrangement means he gets his field cleared and I get the firewood.


This only became possible when I got a good chainsaw. I was equally excited and timorous when the Beloved got me my first one for Christmas a few years ago. The history of our reciprocal birthday and Christmas gifts records how our lives have changed over the last decade. I used to buy her lingerie, dresses, jewellery, books, perfume and (affordable) objets d’art – things calculated to delight her eye, amuse her mind or adorn her body. She would buy me similarly lovely stuff – fine wines and good shirts, interesting music and, on one occasion, a nude portrait of herself, for which she had been secretly posing for months. When I hung this last gift in the house I rented at the time, some friends found it slightly discomfiting. Perhaps they thought it was a kind of hunter’s trophy – I have always thought it a really cool present. It now hangs partially obscured by accumulated junk in the ‘spare’ room, biding its time until it can embarrass our sons when they reach adolescence.


I realised the nature of our gift giving had fundamentally changed when one subsequent festive morning I was thrilled to get an electric sander. In that same exchange I melted her heart with a large stockpot. I admit that a lot of the ‘really useful stuff’ we have recently bought each other regrettably conforms to traditional sexual stereotypes, but these are hard to avoid. We inhabit each other’s space a lot, given the small size of our cottage and the ever-growing size of the boys. Compromise and give and take are not only desirable: they are necessary. Consequently most decisions are jointly made and all Lebensraum is shared … except that somehow, by some unspoken moral force, the kitchen is slightly more her domain than mine and I am largely lord of the garage.


But we also play less traditional roles. I am the undisputed master of laundry and she is the go-to parent when the boys have any toy-construction problems. To see her recently build some tricky First World War model biplanes I had bought them was to observe a masterclass. I remember a time in our first year here whilst I was at the Lyric Theatre in Belfast, playing an LA film producer in a Sam Shepard play. It was the cold, blustery month of March and my pastry-pale northern European skin needed assistance to appear convincingly Californian. Meanwhile, the Beloved had been hacking, chopping and clearing our field. I rang her to ask how her day had been: ‘Great,’ she responded, ‘I’ve been felling trees on our acre! What have you been up to?’ I was pleased to reply, ‘I’ve been having a spray-on tan in a beauty parlour.’


That first chainsaw was by no means top of the range, coming as it did from one of those low-price German supermarkets – Adl, was it? This meant that it didn’t last very long. I got about a year’s sporadic use out of it before it seized up and died, never to be revived. Its repair was beyond even a mechanically gifted neighbour who can strip a lawnmower and use the parts to fix a tumble-drier. But during its short life it taught me the basics of chainsaw etiquette, which can be simplified as BVFC (Be Very Fucking Careful). I had a really healthy respect for the machine, by which I mean it scared me witless. But I had casually mentioned in the Beloved’s hearing how useful a chainsaw might prove, and now that I had one, I was obliged to use it. I had to psych myself up in order to start it. I would spend a day or two mentally preparing by frequently eyeing the doomed log and thinking, ‘You’re for it!’ I would also throw out random remarks like, ‘I must saw that wood.’ This was done repeatedly until eventually the accumulation of empty words had to be substantiated with action and I would go and get the chainsaw.


It always took quite a few hard yanks before it roared into loud, scary life. Then I would grip it determinedly and set to, whilst inwardly whimpering, ‘Yikes!’ When it worked, it really worked, ripping through wood as quickly as it could doubtlessly rip through your thigh, and I was always relieved to put it away. When it finally stalled forever I was secretly happy to leave it behind me. However, I had awoken my inner lumberjack and, whilst he didn’t want to work all day, he wouldn’t go back to sleep.


I have now conjured up a handful of inner personae, which is partial compensation for a lack of good acting roles. It amuses me and the Beloved indulges the whim to the extent that she tends to give these characters names, thus calling them into more tangible existence. The first one she recognised, christened and confirmed was my inner gardener – this was after we planted a few vegetable seeds in our first year and I took the responsibility for tending them. She calls him Mellors, after Lady Chatterley’s lover, the eponymous lusty gamekeeper in the novel by Lawrence. This achieves two things to her purpose – it casts her as the elegant chatelaine of a substantial house and it indicates to me certain robust services she expects. My laundering skivvy she named Perkins and my inner handyman is called Quigley. Actually this last character was named by the soigné maître d’ of a restaurant we used to frequent in Dublin and I don’t really want to explain why.


Anyway, inner lumberjack was waiting in the wings, eager to get back on-stage. So just over a year ago, when the autumn was turning the trees red and gold and the woodpile was little more than twigs and sawdust, I bought a new chainsaw. More accurately, my credit card company did, and as Christmas was on the horizon and my mum was keen to take advantage of a whole new field of present-buying opportunities, she got me the protective gear. After all, every character needs a costume. Apart from poor old Perkins, that is, who, like any drudge, will wear what he’s told.


The safety outfit consists of extremely tough trousers, saw-proof gloves and a helmet with attached visor and ear protectors. This ensemble makes me feel quite butch – in a Village People kind of way – and also very safe. I intend to always wear it and never need it. It is especially necessary when I am amidst the tangled branches of a fallen tree and sweatily trying to reduce large boughs to more manageable proportions. As they say around here, getting firewood ‘warms you twice – once when you’re cutting it and once when you’re burning it’. Lumberjack has yet to be christened. Perhaps this is appropriate: he is probably self-contained, self-reliant, taciturn and mysteriously nameless. The Beloved suggests he might be called something embarrassing like Lesley and just doesn’t want to talk about it. Anyway, whatever his name, he has been busy throughout the summer and the piggery is crammed with wood.


Raising Rams


I won’t soon forget the morning I castrated Donald and Milo. Someone was going to have to do it and the Beloved felt that ‘someone’ ought to be me. I hadn’t expected that I would have to tackle it with a hangover, though, and when Female Farmer Friend rang to summon me to ‘do the job’, my stomach lurched queasily. Donald and Milo are, of course, two young rams. We had hand-reared them since they were a few weeks old and we knew this day was going to come at some point.


Up at the farm, there are a few orphaned lambs to be dealt with every year. If a ewe (or ‘yo’ as they are called locally) has three or four lambs in a litter, which is not uncommon, she may reject one for no obvious reason. If a ewe dies in labour, which is rare but not unknown, then her lambs will need tending. Sometimes you can pass a lamb off on another mother if she has recently lost one of her own. In a large litter there is often a runt which doesn’t survive. When this happens, you skin the dead lamb quickly, ideally while it’s still warm, and tie the pelt to an orphan or rejected lamb that needs to be suckled. I’ve seen it done and it looks quite bizarre: like a baby lamb going to a fancy dress party … as a dead baby lamb. The smell of the tied-on skin persuades the ewe that the lamb is actually hers. This usually works – sheep are really not the most perceptive of animals – so with a bit of juggling and ovine social engineering, most lambs can be placed with new families. I am all for adoption really.
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However, there will always be an unplaced few that need bottle feeding, and this year the Farmer Friends suggested we take a couple off their hands to rear and, ultimately, eat ourselves. This was an attractive proposition. We imagined future delicious dinners during which the question ‘Where did this lovely lamb come from?’ would be answered by us casually glancing out the window and saying, ‘Just there, actually.’ In this scenario we would quickly move the conversation on to the horrors of our overflowing septic tank lest we appeared sickeningly smug. It also made sound financial sense to rear a pair of lambs ourselves if you didn’t factor in our labour. But we’re actors – we’re cheap. There would be a certain cost in grain feed and lamb formula milk, but sheep also eat grass – we had plenty of that, and I could knock up a pen for them and move them around the acre. There would be an added expense because every animal in the country is numbered due to food traceability legislation, and when the time came to be slaughtered they would need to rejoin the flock in order to be ‘processed’, which would incur a small fee per lamb. We would also have to take our ones separately to a butcher’s to be jointed for the freezer – another few quid. But the total cost was still going to be far, far less than we would spend on the equivalent amount of cutlets, legs and shoulders. So we told the boys that some lambs were coming to stay and we deliberately avoided using the word ‘pet’.


They arrived with names, which I am told is not a good idea, although, personally, I don’t see why you shouldn’t name your food. Dinner or Derek – I don’t see any difference, really. You are either going to get attached to an animal or you are not, whether you refer to it as ‘Lucky’ or ‘Number 42’.Farmer Friends’ youngest daughter still weeps at the words ‘Big sixteen.’ As a child, she became very affectionate towards a particular sheep. It had the number sixteen sprayed on its fleece to indicate which ewe was its mother. It was also slightly larger than its siblings – hence Big Sixteen. In due course the particular sheep went off to the ‘factory,’ as the girl had seen countless others do before. She is now a capable, independent, city-dwelling young woman but she still wells up at those words.
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