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To Carew, Mikey and Eddie, who


share the stone cottage. With my love.




 





And I’d like to thank Lisa Sykes


for her support and advice.




 





I also salute the villagers of Nettleton, West Kington and Burton, happy in the knowledge that any resemblance between them and the characters in these pages is entirely coincidental.
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Preface





On an auspicious day in 2007 I opened my Country Living magazine to read the following invitation: “Become our new columnist… We want to hear about your life in the country, the ups and downs, the changing seasons, the foibles of neighbours (if you dare) and your part in all this… The winner’s work will appear in both Country Living and the website in September.” It all sounded like my cup of tea and a few busy months later I did indeed become Country Living’s new columnist. Here is my very first column, published in September 2007: it sets the scene, meets the neighbours, introduces the stone cottage and demonstrates how it scored (and continues regularly to score) a perfect ten on the Cow Scale.



















‘Til the Cows Come Home





My measure of personal happiness is the Cow Scale. The Cow Scale charts the likelihood, from nought to ten, of finding a cow in the garden. I invented it when I lived in army quarters; at the bottom (in every sense) was a German high-rise flat that scored zero: you’re not going to get a cow in the garden – live with it. Best was a wind-blown semidetached on the Salisbury Plain that scored a seven: if a cow got out of the pens on the horizon and if it fancied the patch of scrubland that was my garden, it could happen. It didn’t, but it could.


When we arrived here, I stood in the lane in a state of blissed-out shock, watching removal men attempting to lever the contents of an enormous van into a small, stone cottage. Our stone cottage. I held a tea tray, because after 19 moves I have got the moving process down to a fine art. You supply tea, biscuits and loo paper in inexhaustible quantities, and you have happy removal men who do a lovely job and then plumb in the washing machine for you. I felt heavy breathing down the back of my neck, turned and looked straight into the faces of a dairy herd, which had assembled behind me en masse. They were like jostling groupies waiting for a boy band to arrive, but instead of crowd barriers there was merely a knee-high dry-stone wall. The chances of getting a good score on the Cow Scale were suddenly very high.


Rural life is about neighbours: love them or loathe them, you can’t ignore them. Needing human company, I gravitated to the post office and shop, run by Anna, an angel in human form sent among us to do good. She introduced me to everybody in the shop. I was inspected and, after a thoughtful pause, somebody asked if I’d lost a ferret. I hadn’t. In fact, I didn’t have a ferret to lose. But I was so pleased to be accepted as the sort of person who might have lost a ferret. The man who asked was Maurice, who owned the dairy herd next to us, and had a touching faith in his mini dry-stone walls as cow barriers.


Fast-forward to the present. We are beginning to fit into the fabric of the place; we stick out less. I was back in the post office and Anna introduced me to Stephen, who is even newer – just arrived in the village. By rural osmosis I already knew his name, his wife’s name, his dog’s name, and the fact that his wife had been unimpressed with the cleanliness of their new bathroom when they arrived. “Do you usually have cows in the road outside your house?” Stephen asked me. “There were several there when I drove past just now!” Anna and I looked at each other. “I’ll just nip home and check!” I said. “I’ll ring Maurice,” she promised.
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I arrived home to catch a rear view of the dairy herd disappearing through our open gates and advancing into the garden. I scurried around the side and tried to encourage them back. A large matron rediscovering her inner calf, and pirouetting in the herb garden was just what I didn’t need, so I was pathetically grateful when Maurice arrived, complete with an air of authority and a quad bike. Immediately, his cows stopped behaving like a hen party on a frisky night in Majorca and remembered their responsibilities as providers of quality milk to the neighbourhood, forming an orderly queue and retreating out of the garden at a dignified trundle.


Some of their parting gifts I scraped up, mixed into a glutinous soup with natural yogurt, and sprayed on the dry stone walls I’d just patched. Apparently, clumps of lichen will start forming in seconds (well, sooner than they would otherwise) and other wall plants will be gagging to grow on it. I can’t do much about the patted gravel, except to hope for a heavy shower of rain. Very heavy. And I sprayed off the terrace so that we could sit out with a glass of wine and celebrate the fact that for the first time we were in a house that scored a perfect ten on the Cow Scale. 
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The January Sales





I was dividing the stable into deluxe maternity suites for my pampered ewes, with straw bales, when I became aware of an audience. Frank – local leprechaun look-alike and all-round countryman – was watching my struggles with detached interest and gave his verdict: “What you needs is hurdles!” Frank knows his sheep, and if he said I needed hurdles, then hurdles were what I needed.


Which was why I found myself a few days later in the yard of the cattle market, gazing at a pile of galvanised sheep hurdles. Over the other side, big men were grouped around a chunk of metal from which spikes stuck out. “Nice little acrobat,” said the distant voice of an auctioneer, “what am I bid?” There was an enthusiastic quivering of catalogues, and I could see it would be some time and many implements later before the hurdles came under the hammer, so I decided to explore.


I ducked under a barrier and found myself in a barn, set out in long aisles of stacked cages. A ‘supermarket’ of sorts, but instead of sliced white and wine of the month, there was every variety of hen, duck and rabbit imaginable. I peered into a cage. Some glossy black hens with white ear patches stared back at me, without enthusiasm. Opposite them were ducks with a sign reading ‘rear breed’ [sic] tacked to their cage. They looked like all the other ducks, only more self-conscious. Next came hens with mad hairstyles that covered their eyes and a group of tiny bantams in pastel shades.
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Close to a pen of aristocratic hens that could have posed for old-fashioned cigarette cards, was a cage containing what appeared to be a grey fluffy cushion. As I watched, it yawned widely and settled back to sleep. The end with the yawn had a large red comb, suggesting a cockerel. His cage door was suddenly opened and a golden hen five times his size was thrust in. The cockerel raised a bleary eyelid and took in her profusion of petticoats and frilly knickers. He did a double take and snapped awake. Obviously a bird of action, he gave a crow – HOT TOTTIE! - and hurled himself at her like a mountaineer tackling the foothills of the Matterhorn. A couple of men nearby were also examining the little cockerel and his lady. “I’ll ’ave them for the ferrets,” said one to the other.


At this moment, an auctioneer approached, trailing a crowd of potential hen-purchasers. “Nice little Lavender Pekin cockerel and a Buff Orpington hen – what am I bid?” “Fiver!” said Ferret Man. “Six!” squeaked a voice I dimly recognised as mine. “Seven!” said Ferret Man. “Ten!” I said, raising the stakes. “Nah,” said Ferret Man. “Going-once-going-twice-sold. Pay the lady in the booth,” said the auctioneer, and they were mine. My adrenalin levels were now sky-high – I’d contracted auction fever. I scurried after the auctioneer and started bidding in earnest. I bought the ‘rear breed’ ducks and I bought the tiny, pastel bantams. I bought a pen of fantail doves with pink feet. I bought a pair of huge and belligerent geese and I bought a baby lop-eared rabbit.


Then the red mists cleared and I found myself standing by a pile of cardboard boxes filled with impulse buys. I peeked into the box containing my little Romeo with his massive Juliet. He was still keen as mustard, but she seemed only vaguely aware of the scuffling around her ankles. I went to have a celebratory coffee with the change left from my hurdle money. Then I remembered something and looked over to where the agricultural equipment had been. The remnants were being loaded into pickups and trailers. Whoops! I’d missed the hurdles.


Still, I drove my boxes home in triumph and distributed the contents around the cottage and garden. Romeo, Juliet and the bantams joined the happy crew in my hen ark. The geese moved into the orchard and began their reign of terror. The little rabbit joined our laid-back dogs as a house pet. Then I was brought up short by my lack of dovecotes and duck ponds.


Frank appeared, in supervisory capacity. I told him about my failure with the hurdles. “That’ll be right,” said Frank. “My mate Len’s been making wooden hurdles for nigh on 60 years. He’ll do some for you.” Wooden hurdles… Now my maternity units would be deluxe and tasteful. I gave Frank the ducks and doves in sheer gratitude.



















Snow Business





The first intimation I had that snow had come to the village was when I heard a muffled thump outside my bedroom window followed by a stream of colourful language. I looked out to a blinding white landscape and Frank, my neighbour, lying tangled up with his bike in a snowdrift. I rushed out to help, and Frank told me how, waking to find the snow falling heavily, he had set off to check his sheep. But his bike, usually so well behaved, refused to proceed in a straight line. “He ran me all over the road,” said Frank, wide-eyed, “then he chucked me in your ditch.”


As I commiserated with him, Mrs Addington’s immaculate car came into view, sailed majestically past and approached the snowy hill out of the village. Halfway up, she deliberately stopped her car and got out. She locked the door and walked back down the hill, leaving the narrow lane effectively blocked. “Stupidly dangerous!” she snapped as she headed for home. Frank, too, set off very carefully in the direction of his sheep, wheeling his bike along the icy road.


I went to check on my own animals. My little flock of Shetland sheep were ignoring their cosy shelter with bulging hay rack, and were methodically using their feet to scrape away the snow from each grassy mouthful, just as their Scottish ancestors would have done. Jigsaw, my black-and-white cob, didn’t want to go indoors either. She was having far too much fun rolling in the snow and charging at the few brave ramblers who used the footpath through her field.


My hens disapproved of their new white world and refused to come out of their ark, but the geese took advantage of the holiday atmosphere to bring their own particular brand of wilful assault to the wider community. Advancing in close formation through an unexpectedly open gate, they came across Maurice, our local farmer, bent double as he tried to pull-start his quad bike. Four beaks fixed simultaneously on the seat of his trousers as they exultantly scored the best combined hit of their careers.


I took refuge in the village shop where several other residents had already gathered, following some primal instinct to stock up with food in hard weather. We all agreed that the snow was lovely to look at, but you wouldn’t want too much of it. Then Julia’s snappy little sports car drove past and attacked the other, steeper hill out of the village with the gusto Julia brings to everything she does in life. She nearly made it, but the wheels started to spin and she ground to a halt. Rachael, the churchwarden, had been driving behind her. Her rugged four wheel drive could probably have overtaken Julia’s car, but Rachael’s nerve failed her at the critical moment and she pulled up. Next came Alf, the postman, who drove his van with quiet confidence at the hill. He didn’t get as far as Rachael before he stopped and slid slowly back down again. “Well that’s it then,” said Anna, the postmistress, “our village is cut off!”
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While she was dispensing coffee to the slightly shaken drivers, there was the noise of crunching gears. A little red car appeared at the top of the steep hill and Ralph, the village’s oldest inhabitant, slalomed down between the litter of abandoned vehicles. He passed us with a wave and a cackle and we hurried out to watch as he gunned his engine for Mrs Addington’s hill. His car fishtailed violently as he tackled the slope, but he kept going, struck Mrs Addington’s shiny bumper a glancing blow as he edged past it and continued triumphantly out of sight. It was time for his early lunchtime pint at the Friendly Ferret and no amount of snow was going to stop him. “Our village is nearly cut off,” amended Anna.


For those of us marooned, a carnival mood prevailed. The rural day continued, with animals to be fed and businesses to be run, but there were certainly some snowballs thrown, too. The school bus hadn’t reached the village, and happy bands of older children headed off with their sledges to The Bottom, a field that dives sharply down to a thick hedge, needing nerves of steel and preferably a suit of chain mail to negotiate successfully. Over Maurice’s garden wall I could see his youngest daughter building a snow sheep on the lawn, complete with realistic pebble eyes. A thaw was forecast and our state of siege would not last long, but just for the time being the whole village relaxed and enjoyed the snow.



















Chairman of the Board





Colin, my neighbour, looked into the long weeks of winter yet to come and decided that a village Scrabble tournament would be a nice idea. We could meet in each other’s houses, play a time-honoured board game in a spirit of gentle competition and cheerfully while away the cold, dark days. Colin would organise the tournament, set the rules, extract a contribution from each team to donate towards the ravenous heating arrangements of our frozen stone church, and present a modest prize to the winning team. Modest, that is, unless he himself won the tournament, which would be an entirely different matter.


He pinned up a notice in the village shop outlining his plans and asking for entrants, and I examined it dubiously. I had uneasy childhood memories of rain lashing down on a seaside holiday cottage and an old Scrabble board being unearthed as the last refuge from boredom. But I admired Colin’s stand against the winter blues and, alongside a heartening number of other villagers, signed my husband and myself up. Teams were to decide among themselves who would host each match, but only words found in the host’s home dictionary would be allowed. We were to keep a record of points won and have fun: after all, “Scrabble is only a game”.
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It is indeed – gamesmanship started almost immediately. Colin hosted the vicar and his wife Joan for his first match and plied them with rich food and fine wine before ushering them through to the sitting room where the reverend fell asleep in the very comfortable armchair provided. He had to be nudged awake by Joan to make each move in the game that followed, and Colin’s team won easily. Ben, who lives next door to Colin, noted the incident with interest. When his turn came to host Colin, he produced a mighty three volume dictionary – borrowed from an academic friend – and slowly looked up every word, no matter how simple, suggested by Colin’s team. Colin found the endless delays so infuriating that he played at random and lost the game to Ben.


Greatly encouraged, Ben bought a tiny magnetic travelling Scrabble board before his game with Mr and Mrs Addington. Although the Addingtons’ combined intellectual capacity is truly formidable, their combined eyesight is not the best. Their concentration drained away as they fiddled with the minuscule letters and Ben’s team won again. Ben and Colin were not the only Scrabble players of guile. Audrey, our venerable and intimidating garden queen, produced an ancient Scrabble board with so many letters missing that only she and her husband (who were used to its quirks) could form any meaningful words while using it. This stood her in excellent stead until the other teams wised up and insisted on inviting her back to their own homes and more reliable Scrabble sets.


As the season progressed, and tactics came under scrutiny, passions were awakened that, in a more spontaneous part of the world, would have resulted in piles of bleeding bodies. In our tranquil English village it merely meant that certain people said ‘Good morning!’ to each other a little more stiffly than usual. Psychological warfare was at its height: Colin was spreading a totally unfounded rumour that Ben played online Scrabble and had an unfair advantage, while Ben had obtained an antique dictionary that smelled strongly of mildew and contained almost no usable modern words, when the whole thing ground to a sudden halt.


Almost unnoticed by the key players, a shy couple called Quentin and Rosie, newcomers to the village, had been modestly and expertly winning every game they played. And they had worked up an unassailable lead. Colin grumpily stashed away the silver cup he had dreamed of being awarded and substituted a set of scented candles given him by a well-meaning aunt for Christmas, which he thought would do nicely for Quentin and Rosie as their prize.


But when time eventually healed the sting of defeat, he would realise that his tournament had triumphantly achieved its objectives. Village hospitality had been shown, Scrabble had been played, a useful sum had been donated towards the church’s heating system and Spring was now just around the corner. Same again next year? I’m game.



















Come Dancing





Rachael the churchwarden took her family to visit her granny for Christmas. An inspirational lady of a certain age, she loaded the visitors into her sports car and whizzed them off to her weekly salsa dance class, where a riotous evening ensued. Rachael returned home full of the joys of salsa, convinced that latino dancing was just what we all needed to shake off post-Christmas blues and meet the New Year with sparkling eyes and washboard stomachs.


Our village takes a measured approach to new concepts and greeted Rachael’s suggestion with caution. I had a vague idea that salsa came in bowls to be handed round with nibbles at drinks parties, and my neighbours knew no better. Rachael chanced upon Frank and asked how he’d feel about taking up salsa. His actual comment was unprintable but his sentiment was clear.


Undaunted, Rachael continued her crusade to introduce salsa to the village by emphasising the warming qualities of dance as we grouped around the hot-water urn after a chilly church service, thawing our hands on mugs of tea. In the village shop she waxed lyrical on the merits of keeping fit within a framework of fun and safety, and in the bar of the Friendly Ferret, she described the pleasure to be gained by people moving together in synchronised harmony. “What’s salsa like, then?” Frank’s wife Phyllis asked. “Sort of shuffling backwards and forwards with a wiggle in the middle,” Rachael said.


We mulled over the idea, and then her campaign got the boost it needed: Quentin and Rosie, newcomers who’d been quietly listening, confessed that they were seasoned salsa dancers and agreed to demonstrate the steps and help any villagers who might like to learn how to move in hot Cuban rhythms. Audrey, our gardening guru from the same generation as Rachael’s granny, asked what would be the correct costume for salsa dancing. When told that a dress with a bit of movement would fit the bill, she promised to look out her Liberty-print shirtwaister. Before Quentin and Rosie could reconsider their offer, a poster appeared on the village notice board inviting everybody interested to attend an inaugural salsa demonstration and practice session, with themed eats. After much discussion, it was concluded that chilli con carne with fruit salad to follow would be suitably exotic, yet not too scary.


When the evening came around, almost everyone decided to have a go and I arrived in the village hall to a heartening bustle. Rachael inserted a CD into the sound system, which gave a startled crackle, then filled the air with a foot-tapping beat. The display commenced. Quentin and Rosie had been in the village for a year; several of us had sampled Quentin’s homemade beer and met Rosie walking their Norfolk terrier, but these pleasant encounters had not prepared us for the couple that now bounded into our midst and began a sizzling dance routine. Frank had eyes like saucers. “Flippin’ ’eck,” he breathed reverently as he eyed Rosie’s swaying hips and Quentin’s manfully strutting figure. Seizing his wife, Frank trod heavily on her bunion and whirled her into the dance.
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While he and Phyllis took to salsa like ducks to water, not all found it so easy. Mr Addington did his best, muttering “1-2-3-back-5-6-7” under his breath, but Mrs Addington was a solid lump of disapproval. Quentin went over: “It’s all about moving the body, getting the ghetto pulse,” he urged helpfully. Mrs Addington’s body was firmly enclosed in tweed multi-layering and had no intention of pulsating, ghetto or otherwise. Quentin persevered: “Mrs Addington, could you wiggle your hips?” “No, I could not!” And that was that.


As the evening continued, our efforts could not compare with Quentin and Rosie’s liquid ease of movement, but what we lacked in finesse we made up for in tenacity. The village hall heated to sauna temperature and we laughed, ate huge quantities of chilli and danced and laughed again until we finally returned home with Cuban rhythms still ringing in our ears. Rachael’s campaign worked wonders and as a village we can now say a fervent: “Viva la salsa!” Except for Mrs Addington, that is, who much prefers her comforts cold.
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Quentin’s guide to first steps in salsa dancing


Rosie and I are newcomers to the village and we are keen to bond. So we were delighted to give a little exhibition of salsa dancing, because salsa is above all a social dance form. Quite honestly we found the villagers initially resistant. We wanted to demonstrate the soul of salsa dancing, the sensuous challenge and yield of the dance pattern, but at first they tended to giggle or go for second helpings at the buffet.


However we persevered and soon they joined in and some began to show real aptitude. Frank and Phyllis in particular were amazingly keen, though Frank has yet to develop finesse. We encouraged everybody to follow these simple steps, given for the leader:




	Face your partner, hold her loosely (Frank!) around the waist with your right hand. Then take your partner’s right hand in your left, while her left hand is on your right shoulder.


	On the first beat, step forward with your left foot, while your partner steps back with her right foot.


	On the second beat, step in place with your right foot, while your partner continues to mirror your movements.


	On the third beat step back with your left foot, on the fourth beat hold in place.


	On the fifth beat step back with your right foot, on the sixth beat step in place with your left foot.


	On the seventh beat step forward with your right foot, on the eighth hold in place with your left foot.


	Repeat.





It was going so well that Rosie and I decided to add the authentic Cuban hip movement and that is when we had a problem with Mrs Addington. I attempted to instruct her in the proud yet urgent strut of the true salsa dancer, but she said it was disgusting and left for a brisk walk in the fresh air. We missed her of course, but I have to say that the dance flourished after her departure. Rosie took Mr Addington in hand and he improved remarkably quickly. Salsa music is very dynamic, and Colin kept the merlot flowing and eventually I felt that, as a community, we were experiencing the authentic throb of the ghetto. Which was quite something for a village hall in North Wiltshire, in January.
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