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Make Hay While the Sun Shines
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One peaceful summer morning I was crossing the farmyard in a leisurely fashion on my way to my office. It was very early and as I gazed across the fields the mist was still hanging in the valley, with the promise of a hot sunny day ahead. Suddenly the phone started ringing. I quickened my step and hastened to pick up the receiver, preparing myself for the usual polite, ‘Good morning. Patricia Warren speaking, the Farmers and Country Bureau.’ But the caller didn’t give me a chance – he just waded straight in.


‘George ’ere. That lass you fixed me up wi’, she’s no bloody good. Too tight wi’ ’er money.’


I wasn’t too fazed, but this was very plain speaking indeed for six o’clock in the morning. It was obvious that he was a Yorkshireman, and after a few seconds my brain clicked into gear and I remembered who he was.


‘Oh, it’s you, George. Well, I’m sorry to hear things aren’t working out with you and Joan. You’ve been going out for quite a while, haven’t you? I take it that you won’t want to see her again. But you know, you should really tell her that yourself if you feel you can.’


‘Now, Mrs Warren,’ he continued – and I could tell I was in for some Yorkshire reasoning here, ‘I didna say that I want to stop seein’ ’er – not just yet like, an’ I’ll tell thee for why. What it is, she’s knittin’ me a jumper – ’er an’ me mother between ’em. She’s doin’ the body and me mother’s knittin’ the sleeves. So I canna finish wi’ ’er till it’s all joined up, else it’ll be a waste o’ good wool. But I dunna want ’er for a wife, cus ’er ’s too tight wi ’er money – an’ dunna thee worry, I shall tell her so when t’jumper’s finished.’


My mouth dropped open at his words. I couldn’t believe the irony of George telling me he was going to keep on with Joan so as not waste any wool in the same breath as he criticised her for being tight. I had to bring the conversation to an end quickly and put the phone down before I burst out laughing. I tend to think I’ve come across every kind of man that God has made and every form of human courtship in the universe, from the suave and sophisticated to blunderings beyond belief, but this was truly the limit.


In my business a sense of humour is indispensable, and George had certainly given mine an early morning airing. Yet a lot of people treat introduction agencies with a sort of scornful humour, joking and sneering whenever the subject comes up. But often that kind of response just covers up an inability to take control of their own lives and do something positive about meeting someone special. The best approach is to aim for a balance, and treat joining a bureau quite light-heartedly – after all, life is fun and meeting others should be enjoyable and relaxed – but also treat it with the sincerity and significance that it deserves; because if it works, it can change the whole of someone’s life.


I’ve been passionate about matchmaking all my life, right from my childhood when I used to pair up my dolls, and I’m pleased to say it has given me a huge amount of joy over the years. I feel that helping others to meet a life partner is a very worthwhile service to be providing. I regard it seriously and try to carry out my job to the very highest standards. In this respect I will not compromise, and I would never allow anyone to join the bureau who I thought for one moment would not give other members the respect they deserve. That’s quite heavy stuff, you might say. Well, yes – but I am dabbling with people’s lives, wishes, desires, hopes and expectations and I insist on doing my very best by a strict moral code – that has always been essential to me.


I couldn’t settle down to work in the bureau that morning – George had made me laugh so much with his contradictions. My mind started to wonder about the incredible differences in human nature and how amazing it is that men and women ever get together – and stay together. But before I had had time to get too involved with my thoughts I had a phone call from Megan, a client who had been going out for nearly a year with David, a farmer from northwest Wales. Her voice was kind and soft, thoughtful, worldly and beautifully lilting with its deep Welsh accent. She began by saying she hadn’t thought I would be in my office early on such a lovely summer day, then went on to tell me that she loved David very much and believed that he loved her also, but they seemed to have run into difficulties. Could she talk this through with me and ask for a bit of advice?


‘I love him dearly, but so often he just doesn’t want to talk to me. I want him so much to tell me his feelings and be a bit romantic, but it’s as if any show of emotion is taboo and he won’t let it come to the surface.’


‘I know what you mean, Megan,’ I replied. ‘Men are a breed apart – particularly those who, when they were growing up, never received any encouragement, from their parents to talk openly. It sounds as if David’s very much like my husband.’


‘Your husband!’ Megan echoed. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d have chosen a man who couldn’t show his feelings easily.’


‘Well, I did. John’s so bad at talking about his emotions that a few weeks ago, when he knew he really ought to try, it turned into a complete disaster.’


I told her about what had happened at my father’s recent funeral. When a parent dies, it takes most people some time to come to terms with the idea that their mother or father is no longer in this world, and I too was constantly returning to thoughts about my father and feeling understandably emotional. I stood at the graveside, weeping and generally very sad, while John tried desperately to cheer me up. Looking down, he turned and toed with his shoe the fresh deep brown earth newly dug out around the grave. ‘Never mind, love,’ he murmured. ‘He’s in a good place here. Just look at the quality of the soil – it’s really good stuff.’


I looked up at him, completely appalled and dumbfounded by his attempt to offer comfort. Then I saw the funny side of it – he had tried so hard to be reassuring, but his choice of words at this extremely emotional moment was just so inept.


Megan laughed with me, and agreed that men do seem to find it hard to talk about their feelings. Then she became serious again and described how she and David had drifted apart – all she wanted was to regain the closeness they had once had. At David’s farm his son, who had recently joined his father, was constantly on the scene and this was rather disconcerting, although generally he was a lovely boy and she was very fond of him. I told Megan it sounded as if she and David needed to spend some time completely alone, and they should try to meet up somewhere one day a week, right away from the farm, somewhere central between her home and David’s. She said the beauty spot of Bettws-y-Coed would be a good place, and when I suggested they book into a hotel there for the odd afternoon of indulgence, she said she thought I was being rather naughty. But, as I said to Megan, sometimes thinking outside the box can provide the right answer.


Rosie, my secretary at the time, was sitting in the office while I was taking the call and seemed to have picked up on what I was talking about. ‘Oh yes, there are some lovely hotels in that area,’ she said. ‘I’ve visited most of them.’


‘It wouldn’t surprise me, the way you’ve been getting about recently,’ I replied.


Rosie had started working for me about a year previously, and at the time had been married for about twenty-five years to a local farmer. I like to employ staff who are involved with farming as they have a better understanding of my clients. She was in her fifties, well-built, with grey hair, and never wore make-up. After about six months in the job she parted from her husband and had since changed considerably, from being a quiet, unnoticed, nondescript woman to someone who was definitely enjoying life in all ways. Some mornings she would arrive in her car at great speed, saying she thought she’d never make it on time. Then she would explain she had just driven from the other side of the country to make the 9 a.m. start. Every time she would tell me she’d met up with a new friend (male) the previous evening and that time had just ‘flown by’, so she’d had to stay the night. With my naïve mind and unexciting married lifestyle I would marvel and laugh as she recounted her recent romantic exploits.


Then one day I started to piece together some of the remarks made to me by a number of the middle-aged gents on my register. They didn’t want to have another introduction at the moment as they had been promised a date by a lady they had been speaking to recently. Rosie had been chatting up my clients and promising to meet up with them! When I questioned her about this I discovered that she had not gone ahead with any of these encounters, but it had got pretty close. Sadly, Rosie had to go as I could not countenance such conduct, but I missed the amusement her stories had afforded. This experience also taught me never to put anyone into a pre-set category just from outward appearances. The most dowdy, colourless-seeming character can have unimaginable talents hiding beneath the surface just waiting to get out.


In the twenty years that the bureau has been established I have of course employed a number of secretaries and got on well with them all. They usually stay for a long time, and then the seven-year itch afflicts them and pastures new beckon. My secretaries have been friends, babysitters, confidantes and companions, and very deep friendships have been cemented between us. None, however, would ever take on the task of doing the real ‘dirty work’ when it came to speaking plainly to difficult clients. Marjorie, a local farmer alongside her husband and son, worked part-time for me. Being the most mature of all my secretaries she did occasionally help me out by being very frank with some clients on the telephone, but when it came to the nitty-gritty in truly awful situations it was always left to me.


One farmer who came through the door smelt so badly that he outdid the muck cart which from time to time swept past on its way to the fields. Nevertheless I was pleasant and friendly to him, for I always try to put people at their ease. When I asked what sort of farming he did he said he reared pigs, and then I realised what the smell was. I took a deep breath to steady myself for some plain talking, and nearly passed out with the fumes. I asked if anything unusual had happened on the farm that day, thinking that maybe all the stock had got loose and he had not had time to shower or change his clothes, but he assured me everything was fine.


‘Please forgive me for bringing this up,’ I said, ‘but would you go out with a lady in those clothes? They do smell a bit of pigs.’


Bristling with indignation, he told me he wouldn’t stand for such insults and walked out of the office. When I’d had time to recover, I reflected that this reaction must have been a cover for his embarrassment. What a shame. But I don’t know how else I could have approached the subject.


On another occasion I had to direct some plain speaking at Charles, a well-educated man in his early thirties. A graduate who had gone on to become an accountant and now worked for a large company in the Midlands, he had been brought up on a small farm but had been encouraged to ‘go off and make something of your life’. He had told me previously that his parents had endured years of hard work with little reward and were determined that Charles would not end up in the same position: ‘Get yourself a proper job and become an accountant!’ Throughout his childhood he had followed their wishes, but in his twenties became totally frustrated because of the over-riding fact that he loved farming and hated accountancy. The lure of the countryside was so intense that he had actually bought himself a small farm which he worked at weekends. But the thing that was most noticeable about Charles was that he continually used bad language.


‘The last bloody woman didn’t work out,’ he complained to me. ‘Just like the others – this one didn’t even bloody well phone back. It’s a bugger really.’


I noticed from his file that he had received about five introductions, but none had gone any further than speaking on the telephone. Suddenly it dawned on me that he must have been using this terrible language in the course of phone conversations with women. How strange it seemed – it would be easier to accept this kind of language from a brusque old farmer than from a young professional. I knew I had to bring the problem out in the open.


‘I don’t know if you realise it, Charles, but you do swear quite a lot in your everyday conversation, even when you’re on the phone.’


All went quiet at this chastisement, and I imagined his frown deepening at the other end of the phone line.


‘I do a bit, don’t I?’ he replied in a subdued manner.


I told him that if he spoke to his potential partners as he spoke to me, it certainly wouldn’t create a good impression. ‘I want you to make a concerted effort not to let a single swearword escape from your lips when you speak to the next girl.’


‘I’ll certainly try, Pat,’ he said, as meek and mild as a little lamb, obviously transported back to the days of a dragon of a schoolteacher laying down the rules and regulations.


‘Well, that went rather well,’ I said to myself as I got back to my paperwork.


More common than either of these problems, though, is the man who wants everything. I answered the phone one day to a broad country accent, slightly Welsh but with a hint of the lovely rural voice of Shropshire. He introduced himself as Ivor, and said he was a farmer who had never been married but was now looking for a wife.


‘She’s got to be a farmer’s daughter working on her dad’s farm. I don’t want someone who goes out to work. Must never have been married. I don’t really want her to have had boyfriends. Someone in her early thirties – I’ve thought about twenties, but I think that’s a bit young for me.’


‘Let’s talk about you first,’ I said.


Ivor told me that his father was very old and quite ill, and that the woman he was looking for must be prepared to look after him. He then added, ‘Of course, I want children.’ As I listened intently to his conversation little red warning lights started to appear in my mind.


‘Tell me, Ivor,’ I said, ‘why does she have to be a farmer’s daughter and working on her dad’s farm?’


‘In case I die,’ he immediately replied.


‘What do you mean?’ I asked, imagining that this poor man knew he had a terminal illness.


‘So that my son will have someone to look after the farm until he’s old enough to take over.’


‘You have a son?’ I asked.


‘Not yet,’ he replied. ‘But she will give me a son, and that is my plan afterwards in case I die.’


‘But what if you didn’t have a son? What if all the children you had were daughters? Or what if you and a future wife didn’t even have children?’


‘Well, she’d be no good for me if she couldn’t have any children, would she?’


‘But what if you were the infertility factor in all this?’ I asked, just in the hope of shocking him. It then suddenly dawned on me that I’d better find out his age.


‘Fifty-six,’ came the reply.


‘Gosh, Ivor!’ I said. ‘There aren’t many ladies in their thirties on my files who would consent to be introduced to a man in his fifties, you know. The other fact is that any woman would want to be wanted for herself. She’d want to fall in love with you, and to expect the relationship itself to be the most special thing between you, not her ability to breed – and to breed only sons at that!’


The conversation that morning was by no means unique. Over the years hundreds of men around that age and older have approached the bureau with the sole aim of finding a means to produce a son and heir. The oldest was eighty-six! That summer seemed to be full of older men and the romance they wished to recapture in the autumn of their lives. And later on that summer I had to tread very carefully in a highly diplomatic and sensitive task connected with my father and the ladies in his life.


My parents had married at the onset of World War II in 1939, when they were eighteen and twenty respectively, having courted throughout their teenage years. They had a very happy marriage for over forty years and never deviated from their love and devotion to each other. Sadly, my mother died in her early sixties. Once by himself Dad decided to be positive, and went out and enjoyed every moment of the next ten years of his life. When he died, as sole executor of his Will I knew I had to read through the wording very precisely:


Any three framed prints, of her personal choice, by Sir William Russell Flint, to be given to Nanette Calander and also my statue of a nude female person which stands thirty inches tall. I also bequeath fifteen thousand pounds to the said Nanette Calander to be enjoyed by her without hindrance.


A print depicting a nude female lying on a bed to Joan Riley, and seven thousand pounds.


A statuette of a nude female and male persons entitled The Union, to Sarah Kelly.


A nude male and female bronze entitled The Kiss, to be given to Alice Johnson.


And so it went on and on, with exact instructions for the disposal of gifts to these ladies and a few others. I knew my visit to the family home in Worcestershire to carry out his wishes would be sad but laced with a little humour. I had to receive each of the ladies that my father called his ‘girlfriends’ at his house, and tell each about his bequests to them. The old devil had warned me beforehand and mischievously said, ‘You’ll have to sort it out for me after I’ve gone.’


For one naughty moment I did contemplate asking them all to attend a formal ‘reading of the Will’, but I quickly realised that this would be wrong of me – never mind how much I wanted to see the reaction of each lady as I dramatised the scene in my mind. So I was good, and first I saw Dad’s most ‘special’ lady whom I know he loved very much.


Nanette and my father had been lovers for about nine years and, although they spent most of their weekdays apart, they spent very sociable and exciting weekends together. I knew he met up with the other ladies for occasional evenings and days out, but none was in the same category as Nanette. Our meeting went rather well, really. Nanette and I spent most of the morning at Dad’s house and then we had lunch together, after which she went off with her bequests safely placed in the back of her car.


In the afternoon each of the other ladies had been asked to arrive separately on the hour. I read out the relevant paragraph in the Will and then accompanied the lady in question to the appropriate part of the house and the scene of the erotic objet d’art. They all behaved rather as if they were my favourite grandmother, which felt strange when handing over such explicit images. And, as they weren’t gift-wrapped, they were clearly visible to passers by as they were carried out of the house. I’d received instructions from Dad that to each item I was to attach a small card with the words: ‘So you may contemplate what never was – but could have been.’ The second lady read the card and cried a little, then placed her bequest in a large carrier bag. The third, the recipient of The Union, read the card, gave an almighty laugh and tucked the sculpture under her arm. The fourth, smiling at the words, placed The Kiss on the passenger seat next to her in her car.


‘You wicked old man!’ I repeated again as I talked to the walls around me, hoping my words might reverberate up to heaven – or quite possibly down to hell – to be heard by my old dad.


Knowing I was going to Worcestershire for a short while, I had accepted an invitation from two clients to visit them a little further south, in Gloucestershire. So the next day I journeyed down through Evesham, then on to Cheltenham and round the outskirts of Gloucester. I stopped and had lunch with a veterinary surgeon friend and his wife who have a farm in Gloucestershire, then descended slowly from a high escarpment into the valley below. I had a wonderful view of the county, only slightly dimmed by the heat haze on the beautiful summer afternoon. There were miles of fields in front of me dotted with the comings and goings of farming activity, and as the scene spread out I felt as if I could touch each individual field. It looked like a massive, brilliantly coloured patchwork quilt. Tractors and trailers were trundling to and fro. Men, some closer but others tiny in the distance, were busily jumping on and off machinery, walking around fields, directing other people. And all this was going on virtually everywhere. It reminded me of the pictures in my childhood Noddy books.


Carefully I wove my way along the narrow, high-hedged lanes – a bit of a lottery, really, as I couldn’t see for more than a few yards ahead because of the frequent blind corners. As I dropped down into the lower land of the valley the pungent, warm, musky smell of hay hit me. It was so lovely and so overpowering that I stopped the car and took in huge breaths of that incredibly nostalgic smell. Tractors started trying to pass me but it was impossible, so I pulled up in a gateway and turned off the engine. The smell made me think about our family farm back home in Derbyshire, and I recalled our own days of haymaking.


We haven’t made hay for over twenty years, and my husband John will claim that those who say ‘What a pity’ are never the people who actually worked every moment of the day and night to make it. ‘Bloody hard work,’ he would say. ‘It’s hot, sweaty and dirty, and if you’ve got to make up to twenty thousand bales you’ll work harder than you’ve ever done in your life.’


As the farmer’s wife, I remember being on a knife-edge in the early mornings. Will the weather be good enough for him to start mowing? You had to judge it just right so that you could mow and ted and row it all in succession to produce those much-wanted final bales. The stress would accumulate dramatically first thing in the morning as we all waited for John to make the decision – will he or won’t he? We all wanted to get going, but he knew that making the wrong decision would result in the worst hay in the world. I would want him to get going for my own insignificant and selfish reason – so that my cakes and pies that I had made or bought for the men over the previous days wouldn’t go stale.


‘We’re going!’ I would hear him say – and then we all knew that for the next few days everything would be centred on getting the hay in. It was always a frenzied rush. We lived in fear of a breakdown, no matter how carefully the machinery had been prepared and serviced in the previous weeks. And it always happened. I, like all other farmers’ wives, would be on call to get new parts instantly – take the curses, keep quiet no matter what he says to you! In my first year of marriage I was so upset because John started shouting at me when the machinery broke down, even though I’d done nothing to cause it, that I complained to my mother on the phone. ‘He has to blame the injustices of a breakdown on someone,’ she explained, ‘and it can’t be the men, so it has to be you. Your dad was just like that. Now keep quiet, keep out of the way and just pray that all will get going again soon.’ The tension and stress at those difficult times seemed insurmountable.


It was always my job to fetch the men in the late afternoon and early evening to help with the carting – we would never leave a bale outside overnight in case it rained. Because we used to make such a lot we needed a lot of help in those summer evenings, and about twelve good men and true would come to help from the village of Youlgrave about two miles away. I would go out and help load, while John was always in the barn stacking. We all knew our jobs and the whole thing was usually done with great humour. It was important to keep the working men in a good mood, as their help at this time was so crucial. Cider and beer went around in abundance throughout the evening. It didn’t really matter how much the men drank as long as it kept their thirst at bay and they kept working. After two or three hours’ work I would go and take their tea out to the fields. There was a great deal of bantering and joking for the next half-hour, after which, suitably refreshed, they worked even harder.


Once it was dark and all the hay for that day was in and stacked, the men came to the house for meat and pickles and more drink. John just collapsed into bed. I washed up and thought about what food needed to be got for the next day.


With a good crop and the very last bale safely in, the feelings of relief were immense. The next day always we had a celebration supper at a local pub. All the men would come along, but this time well dressed and ready for a good time. We would provide a large meal and drink would flow in profusion. Goodbyes to the once-a-year casual men would be made, and when we got home I knew that John would have the best and most-deserved sleep of the year.


But now that was all in the past and these were only fond memories rekindled by the sight of these Gloucestershire haymakers. I roused myself from my daydreams and remembered what I was supposed to be doing that afternoon – I was visiting old clients, now married. I manoeuvred my car back on to the road and continued to negotiate the narrow rural lanes.


As I drove towards David and Katie that afternoon I wondered how this couple were getting on, as I always do when I am asked to come and visit. I remembered David as being in his early thirties, tallish and broad, with fair hair and a great smile. A farmer’s son who worked as a blacksmith, he was as sincere and nice a person as you would ever wish to meet. When he first joined the bureau he had taken a hard knock with a previous romance and so was quite disillusioned and disheartened.


David had been realistic in his search for a partner. He knew he had to meet more people in order to find that one special person, but meeting her through an introduction agency was not how he thought he was going to do it. As we talked, he told me how his original plan had been to find a nice rural pub which a country girl might use as her local. He decided that the Beacon Hotel at Haresfield, just three miles away, was a place where he might stand a chance, and he often went there, particularly on the nights when they had live music. But no matter how much he tried, he met no one. In the end he realised he needed another way of meeting people, and that was when he decided to join the bureau.


Katie was his first introduction, and he was the first person she met with the bureau. She was a lovely, single girl in her early thirties, a farmer’s daughter who worked as a nursery nurse, with blonde hair and a warm and friendly face and nature. Katie had had boyfriends before and one in particular had been serious, but, just like David, she had been hurt.


But things had worked out well for these two deserving but emotionally damaged young people.


After arriving at their house, and with a refreshing long drink in my hand, I sat down and glanced around at this young couple’s home. It was cottage-style, small and cosy, but with the advantages of being very new. Inside it was bright, cheerful and stylish, and all the walls were mellow yellow. Neat and obviously well cared for, it perfectly reflected their personalities.


David had been astounded when he got Katie’s profile, as she actually lived quite close to the Beacon Hotel. Indeed, he thought it couldn’t be true – maybe someone was playing a practical joke on him. As he was telling me this, Katie butted into the conversation and said, ‘I was there at that pub lots of times, but the problem is that when you go to those places, if people are with friends or in a group, no one knows who’s available and wanting to meet someone else.’ David heartily agreed.


Eventually he plucked up the courage to phone Katie’s number but she wasn’t in, so he blurted out a message on her answering machine. When she heard it she didn’t know what to do, and admitted to having been terribly nervous. Her sister was there and said, ‘Well, you’ll have to phone him back.’ ‘No, no, I can’t – I’ll wait for him to phone me again.’ To which her outgoing, full-of-life sister said, ‘No, you must return the call. I’ll phone him and pretend to be you.’ So with no more ado her sister called David.


‘Why David ever agreed to meet me afterwards I’ll never know,’ Katie continued, ‘because our conversations after that first one were so different. I literally had another voice – different answers to questions, and of course a completely different personality.’ Apparently David wasn’t told about Katie’s sister until quite a long time afterwards! They decided to meet at the one place they both knew – the Beacon Hotel. ‘I knew there and then that I was going to spend the rest of my life with this man,’ said Katie. ‘I just knew it.’


What David couldn’t get over in those first few conversations was that they knew the same people and the same places. He recalled, ‘I was completely mesmerised by the whole situation. I had even noticed Katie’s father’s farm when I was doing some blacksmithing down their lane. I’d said to myself, “That’s a tidy farm,” and had taken in the location and everything – really just at the time in my life when I felt the most alone.’


Over the months their families met and they all got on well. Both sets of parents were traditional hard-working people who had come through the trials and tribulations that all couples go through and had stayed together. It was a big issue for Katie when the two of them decided that David should come and live with her. As Katie was a churchwarden, and with all parents churchgoers, there were moral issues to be considered. But they both, more strongly than words can tell, felt that this was right, and so they moved in together.


The marriage ceremony was the most magical experience of their lives. Over a second cool drink I was told of the true country feeling they created in everything to do with the wedding. David looked very dashing in a formal morning suit and Katie’s dress was designed to represent fields of corn. Their bridesmaids were dressed in similar shimmering deep cream and gold, and everyone carried yellow and cream flowers. Katie walked to the small country church, down a lane crowded with local people, from her parents’ home only a few yards away. The transport back to the reception marquee on the lawns was a richly garlanded harvest trailer pulled by a scrupulously cleaned tractor. The wedding feast centred on a pig roast, which suited everyone.


They both told me their love was perfect, but admitted that virtually immediately after their wedding it was tested because David lost his job. The challenges of married life had already begun: they now had to exist on Katie’s salary alone, which made everything very tight and difficult. One night Katie happened to be telling the vicar that life was a bit of a struggle, and before she left he handed her a copy of the parish magazine. That night, looking through it, they saw an advert for the job that David went on to get. ‘That job seemed to come out of heaven,’ they said, ‘just when we needed it most.’


With the new job, a new house was the next thing. They are the first to admit that it isn’t the most spacious of properties, but it’s cosy and it’s their own. As the saying goes, ‘New house new baby’ and that’s exactly what happened. In due course a perfect little baby boy was born.


As I talked to them that afternoon I saw how amazingly similar Katie and David were in so many things – both are blond, and both are of round rather than angular build. Both are emotional people who cry easily. They work hard and have exactly the same values in life, and I suppose you might say they are on the same wavelength. A perfect partnership, then. But would they ever have found each other without the bureau?
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Little Dolly Daydream
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Driving back from Gloucestershire, I decided on impulse to call in at Redditch, the town where I grew up. I knew from my relatives that a lot of the outlying areas had changed out of all recognition with vast numbers of new houses, but I was surprised to find the centre still very much the same as it had been forty years ago. The old-established shops were still situated in a circle around the Green, the hub of the town, and you were even allowed to park in this area still, which I did. I started to walk around the shops and take in the general atmosphere, and as I did so I remembered how it all was so many years ago. I went past the usual high street shops and business fronts, solicitors’ offices, hairdressers and estate agents. As I think many people do, when I’m in a different area I generally look into estate agents’ windows out of curiosity to see what local house prices are like. As I looked into this particular agent’s window I was amazed to see our old family home for sale. Was I right? I’d just glanced across the window, so now I read every detail thoroughly. It truly was – there was no mistake, it was our old house. Immediately I thought that I would love to go and have a look around it.


I took a deep breath, walked in and made up a story that I was moving to the area and would like to view one particular house that I’d just seen in the window. They said they were very busy, and asked if I would mind having the key and showing myself around; it was empty – no one was living in it and there was no furniture. I couldn’t believe my luck, as I really didn’t want to carry through my pretence to anyone living there. I said I would be delighted, as I fought to conceal my excitement at this opportunity to walk alone around the house in which I had been brought up but had not seen for forty years.


It was very nostalgic to go back to a place that contained so many important childhood experiences and memories. Everywhere seemed much smaller than it had when I was a child. Outside, the garden which I remembered as being so long that it took five minutes to run its full length was in fact only about a hundred yards from end to end. The enormous tree that grew wonderful Worcester apples, and that I would sling my hammock from to the old wash-house, now looked like any mundane tree of ordinary proportions. As I went from room to room vivid memories came jumping out at me. I saw images of scenes that had happened in every corner throughout the many years of family life there.


Our house was in a row of similar ones in the middle of town. When you went up or down the road both ends had much nicer bay windows, with ornate brickwork and welcoming little porches, that made them look exceedingly superior to ours, which was a basic working man’s house of the late nineteenth century. There were two bedrooms on the first floor, and a rather frightening large attic stretched over them both. All the rooms except my bedroom had dull, nondescript wallpaper, with doors and paintwork in dark brown. The floors everywhere were brown-stained wooden floorboards covered with home-made rugs.


There was, of course, no central heating and my mother would carry upstairs a shovel full of lighted coals taken from the main living room fire; these would quickly become a small roaring ball of flames in the pretty little black-leaded bedroom grate. Nowadays, if you are lucky enough to have an open fire somewhere in the house you would not dare to balance red-hot embers precariously on a small shovel and carry it about, for one trip or off-balance moment would tip the burning coals all over the expensive fitted carpets.
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