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PLOUGHING ON


Liam Cox is twiddling his thumbs, willing the priest to take a shortcut to that part where he says, ‘Go forth, the Mass is ended’, the answer to which is quivering on Liam’s lips, ready to come out: ‘Thanks be to God!’


But the priest is taking his time, sending out fumes of frankincense and pronouncing the glory of the Almighty left, right, and centre. Mother must have paid a fortune for this memorial service and she expects good returns on her investment. It will be a while yet. Liam has to grin and bear it. He remembers those long church hours of Sunday Mass stretching into infinity, a purgatory for a small boy with his mind on climbing trees. Today, nearly forty years later, his mind is still on earthly matters, such as his stumbling business. Mother could help, if she wanted to co-operate, but before they get to that he must sit through this spectacle, biding his time. This will please her. ‘Your father will be proud of you,’ she will say, as if Father would have given a toss even when he was alive. Now that he is dead, and has been so for two years exactly, he cares even less. But it matters to Mother. She still believes in all this mumbo-jumbo of praying for the dear-departed in the hope that it will make their afterlife easier.


Oh well, you can take a nun out of a nunnery, but you can’t take the nunnery out of a nun.


‘God, give me strength!’ It is rather hypocritical of Liam to pray for divine intervention under the circumstances of his uncharitable thoughts, but he hopes the loving God will overlook them.


He fidgets, and Mother shushes him, just like she used to when he was a youngster. She puts her forefinger to her lips and frowns at him, whispering, ‘Sit still!’


Liam turns to sit on the other cheek, because the bench is hard as hell and his backside is aching. He catches a glimpse of people on the back benches. Not many people. Maybe ten in all. They are old faces he remembers vaguely from his childhood, faces of no significance now. Right at the back sits a man. He also has a face that is vaguely familiar, but Liam can’t put a name to it. He isn’t that old either: late forties, thick blond hair and beard, Liam’s build. What is he doing attending a mid-week memorial Mass? Who is he? Liam has a strong feeling he should know who that man is.


The priest bellows, ‘Go forth, the Mass is ended!’


‘Thanks be to God!’


When it rains, the freshly turned soil glistens with its own oily sweat. It gives out the scent of musk. It is carnal. Unwashed. Intimate. Mildred loves the smell of ploughed fields in the rain. It makes her feel alive and, at the age of seventy-six, it is a feeling to be cherished. She inhales deeply and holds it in, getting intoxicated on fresh air. Her thoughts ebb and flow inside her skull, the rows of turned earth an extension of her brain waves. She pauses for the hundredth time, and scans the fields. They permeate her. It isn’t so much that she owns them as it is that they own her.


Raindrops crack open against the sou’wester she is wearing over her scarf. It is an old scarf – they don’t make scarves like that anymore. It’s the kind the Queen favours, with a bold floral pattern and a rich, aged-gold border like a picture frame. Her green waterproof anorak keeps her bones warm and dry inside. She could stand here and look at the fields for hours. And inhale them. Mildred sucks in the air greedily. Young people don’t appreciate the simple pleasure of drawing breath, she thinks. They take in air and spit it out without relishing it, like fast food.


‘Mum, we’ve got to be moving. I’ve got millions of things to do back at the office,’ Liam points out with an exasperated scowl. He is a big bull of a man; fleshy, flushed with the effort of walking, already short of breath. And patience. Just like his father, Mildred observes. Reginald too was always annoyed, always had something better to do, something urgent waiting round the corner. He was chasing it relentlessly, like a dog chasing its own tail. He had had no time or patience for Mildred – he simply tolerated her. Nor had he had the time or patience for the land. He had cultivated it without love, without a pause for thought.


‘Mother!’ Liam is talking to a brick wall.


‘Give her a break. She’s catching her breath,’ Colleen tells him.


Mildred smiles at her daughter. In her doe-brown walking boots and a knee-length pleated skirt of demure black under the frills of her exuberantly purple poncho, standing under a green-and-red check umbrella, Colleen is a mismatch of colour and style. Her ripe-plum coloured hair, pinned on top of her head, has fallen out of the bun in thin wisps and is clinging to her neck and cheeks as if the purple hair dye has run. She is puffed and frumpy. She has never cared about her appearance. No wonder she has never married. It used to worry Mildred, but it no longer does.


It is four p.m. Mildred was hoping she could offer them a snack before they left, considering the effort they have made to be here. They didn’t have to come to the service. She half-expected to hear the usual excuses: a dentist appointment, a meeting with a client, the car has gone for service… They surprised her. Seeing them arrive gave her that tiny flutter of motherly pride deep inside her stomach. Liam had even herded in Stella. She stepped out of the car wrapped in a slinky black fur coat, wearing six-inch heels, looking like a penguin on stilts. She used to be a beautiful girl – peachy complexion, slender body. No wonder Liam put up such a fight over her and used every trick in the book to seduce her away from his brother, David. Would he do the same nowadays? He probably would. He is his father’s son. He owns things and he owns people. He won’t let go of what’s his without a fight.


They are standing together. Stella is desperate to squeeze under his umbrella and save both her fur and her hair from ruin. Her narrow heels have sunk deep into the ground and she is leaning forward to maintain balance. An expression of angelic patience graces her face. ‘She’s going to catch her death in this rain,’ she says, unwisely presuming that Mildred can’t hear her. Mildred can, but she is selective about responding. She won’t waste her breath on flippant remarks. She won’t get herself wound up. Sometimes it is easier to pretend she is deaf as a post. That way she can keep track of what is said behind her back.


‘Mother, please, let’s get a move on!’ Liam is such an ankle-biter.


Mildred stirs. ‘Will you stay for a snack and a cup of tea?’ she asks. ‘It won’t take Grace a minute to whip up sandwiches. I have scones and fresh clotted cream. Strawberry jam, homemade…’


‘I’m in, Mum. I’d kill for hot tea. And your strawberry jam…’ Colleen takes her gently by the arm and leads her down the path.


‘Thank God for that!’ Mildred hears Liam mumble under his breath. She is not sure what he is so grateful to the Lord about: the strawberry jam or her being on the move again. His shoes squelch on the muddy ground. Stella’s heels dig into the clay like chisels. When did she become such a madam? She used to live two houses down the lane, on Dove Farm. She used to run about barefoot.


It was his mother’s idea to walk to church. There was the civilised option of taking the car, but she would have none of it. ‘There’s a perfectly good shortcut,’ she’d said. ‘I’d be the laughing stock of Sexton’s Canning being driven five hundred yards in a car! It’s only ten minutes on foot.’ So they went treading through mud and cowpats to please her.


At the gate, Esme is talking to that farmhand – an Irishman whose name Liam never remembers. He became a permanent feature on the farm after Father’s death, or perhaps it was only then that Liam started noticing his sulky presence. All sorts of scum crawl out of the woodwork when a man dies. They feed on hapless senile widows, like ticks on blood.


They are standing by the stables where Esme keeps her horse. Rohan, she calls him. It costs a fortune in insurance. Liam wishes his daughter would spend his money in a more constructive way. But she won’t. She has always been contrary, like her grandmother. Chose to study biology. He asked her why she couldn’t go one step further, become a vet. Push herself a bit. It would give her something concrete in hand, but no! – biology is what she wanted. What do you do with biology? Put your diploma in the bottom drawer and volunteer to do odd jobs for the National Trust; let your father pay the bills.


The farmhand sees them approach, hangs his head low, and disappears inside the stables, taking the horse with him. There’s something shifty about that man! Liam is a good judge of character, and he doesn’t trust him as far as he can spit. He will have to get rid of him. He will have to make lots of changes around here.


Esme is waving, a big smile on her face. She is pretty – strawberries and cream, like her mother used to be at that age. What is she doing talking to that man? What can they possibly be talking about?


‘Sorry, Nan! Couldn’t make it to the service,’ Esme has to bend practically in half to kiss her gnarled grandmother. She is looking guilty. Judging by the fact that she’s wearing her riding boots and jacket, she clearly had no intention of making it to the church.


‘No matter! You’re here now.’ Mother pretends not to be bothered, but she is. It means the world to her – the church, the service, all that hocus-pocus.


‘Was the service good?’


‘It’s a new priest, you see. He didn’t really know Reginald, but still -’


‘He must’ve known him. He’s been here for five years, if not longer. He probably doesn’t stay in touch with his parishioners.’ Stella points out in a tone that implies gross irregularity.


Mother ignores her, or simply can’t hear her. ‘Still, he knew Reginald’s name and got the dates right, and read out the prayer I gave him. He even added a few bits from himself … Good voice – I heard every word he said. Unlike Father O’Leary.’


‘Father O’Leary! His speech was incomprehensible. I couldn’t get past his thick accent and on top of that, he mumbled and grunted… and whistled through his nose. Remember how silly it sounded?’ Colleen chortles.


‘Even when he was young,’ Mildred adds.


‘Was he ever young? I can’t imagine him as a young man.’


‘Now you don’t have to. He died last winter -’


‘Let’s go inside and have that tea,’ Liam butts in, bristling with impatience. “I really ought to be going soon, but there are matters to discuss. Since we’re all here…’


The kitchen is large and airy, as a farmhouse kitchen should be. The pots are hanging high up on hooks under the ceiling where Reginald installed them fifty years ago – now too high for Mildred to reach. Thank heavens for Grace! She is tall and robust. Nothing is ever too high or too heavy for her.


Except that Grace is not here yet. She was going to cycle home after the service, check on the dogs, and come over straight after that. Something must have got in the way. Mildred is disconcerted. She doesn’t know where Grace has put the butter – it isn’t in the fridge. It may be in the larder, but you need a torch to search in there. The torch should be in the top drawer, but isn’t. If she starts opening all the drawers, she will look confused. She most certainly cannot afford to look confused in her own house.


‘I’ll put the kettle on. I say, everyone could do with a cup of tea,’ she says, assertive and competent. Stella stares at her, alarmed by the old woman stating the obvious. She has taken off her fur, folded it inside-out and placed it on the bench next to her. Her hand rests protectively over it, pressing down hard as if the thing was about to come to life and run away.


‘Let me help you,’ Colleen offers and reaches for the bread. She lifts it to her nose and inhales. ‘God, I love the smell of a fresh loaf!’ The sharp knife slides through the crust.


Mildred is picking out the mugs. So many of them are chipped or cracked, or stained inside. Some commemorate Charles and Diana’s wedding. Two of them go back as far as the Silver Jubilee. Eventually she carries five carefully selected mugs to the table, one by one. It is then that she sees the rosebud tea set she washed and dried earlier, ready for tea this afternoon. Flustered, she takes the mugs back to the cupboard. Stella is still staring. Liam has just put down his mobile phone, and is now tapping his fingers on the table, watching her.


Where is Grace?


Mildred succeeds at prising open the tin of tea leaves. With a shaky hand she takes a few scoops, then fills the tea pot with boiling water. Some of it spills out and leaves a wet ring on the bench top, but she carries the pot triumphantly to the table. The milk is definitely in the fridge – she put it there this morning. Mildred pours it into a small jug. The tea is ready. She sits down at the table and feels like bursting into ‘Glory in the Highest’.


‘Mum, where do you keep the butter?’ Colleen’s question makes her heart sink. She doesn’t know where the butter is. And even more to the point, she does not know where Grace is. Where on earth is Grace?


‘Why don’t we wait for Grace?’ she says. ‘She’s in charge of the butter.’


‘Forget the sandwiches, Colleen. We can have the scones instead,’ Stella proposes.


‘I sliced the bread for sandwiches… and the ham looks delicious,’ Colleen looks disappointed.


‘We can have them without butter,’ Esme shrugs.


‘Grace would know,’ Mildred says faintly.


‘I’ll just have the scones. Did Mildred mention clotted cream?’ Stella inquires through the medium of her husband.


Mildred gets up to fetch the jam and cream. The jam is in the cupboard – the bottom shelf – but the clotted cream… It is in the same place as the butter, only Mildred doesn’t know – doesn’t remember – where. She surrenders.


‘I wish Grace was here. She knows where everything is.’


‘Let’s just drink the tea.’ Esme is a good girl.


‘Only I’ve already sliced the bread,’ Colleen insists like a stubborn old mule.


Liam stops tapping the table and points at his mother. ‘This is precisely why you can’t go on like this!’ he bursts out, sweeping his arm around the kitchen as if it was a freak show.


‘Like what?’ Mildred blinks nervously.


‘You aren’t coping. You can’t cope on your own.’


‘Grace is usually here. Something must have -’


‘Grace can’t be here all the time, Mother,’ his tone is placid and patronising, as if he was addressing a five-year-old. ‘If anything – God forbid – was to happen to you, Grace couldn’t cope. Like I said, half the time she isn’t even here.’


‘Not to mention she isn’t a qualified carer,’ Stella adds. ‘Mildred needs professional support.’


Liam glares at her. He dreads what Mother will do. She has this uncanny propensity to dig in her heels just to spite Stella.


She does exactly that.


‘I don’t need a carer – qualified or not. I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself.’


‘She doesn’t even know where anything is in this house,’ Stella goes on, oblivious to the effect she is having.


‘Grace does the housekeeping. I don’t have to know where everything is as long as she does.’


‘Stella, honey, leave it to me,’ Liam fixes his wife with an icy glare.


She snorts, suitably admonished. ‘I don’t feel like the scones anymore.’


‘Why don’t you go outside then? Get some air. Clear that pretty little head of yours.’


‘It’s raining and it’s cold. Why would I want to go outside and stand in the cold?’


‘I really don’t care what you do,’ he grits his teeth, ‘so long as you shut up and stay out of it.’


There is a moment, a glimmer of realisation, when Stella’s lower lip quivers and she swallows the insult loudly and pointedly. She is blinking rapidly, holding back tears.


Suddenly Mildred brightens up. ‘The butter! Grace said she would take it out for us. It’s on top of the fridge,’ she points it out to Colleen. She is a master-evader, avoiding the subject. She may come across as scatty, but she knows what she’s doing.


‘Oh, so it is! Smashing!’ Colleen is overjoyed. Little things make her happy. ‘How many sandwiches? I’ll have two myself.’ No one answers.


‘I feel like such a pig,’ Colleen chuckles. ‘I really ought to lose some weight. I think that’d be my New Year’s resolution.’


‘Mother, I’ve had a good look around residential homes.’ Liam thrusts three spoons of sugar into his tea and stirs frantically. ‘There’s a lovely place in Werton. Grace could visit you every day. We could, too – it’s a ten-minute drive from my office. Mind you, it costs an arm and a leg, but we can afford it if we sell the farm. It’s better to pay a bit more and have peace of mind…’


He reaches for her hand. ‘I’m worried about you, Mother… Here on your own. What if something happens? You see where I’m coming from? At Autumn House they have all the facilities you could ask for: medical nurses, beautiful grounds… You’ll love the gardens!’


‘But I love it here. My farm… I’ve got everything I need. You shouldn’t have troubled yourself, son.’ She squeezes his hand.


Stella snorts again and raises one eyebrow at Liam, as if saying I told you it’d be a waste of breath. He rubs his shiny, well-exfoliated chin, exhales and composes himself again.


‘That’s just the point, Mother: the farm. It’s a business – it has to be run like a business. It’ll go to waste. You can’t run the farm by yourself! I’ve given you two years – just to humour you. To give you time to get over Dad passing, and all that… But without him and at your age, let’s face it, you can’t manage a working farm on your own.’


‘Who said I want to?’


A glimmer of hope lights his eyes. ‘I’m glad you see it this way. We must sell up before it’s run into the ground.’


‘It won’t come to that.’


‘But it will if it isn’t properly managed. It has to go into capable hands, I’ll take care of that. I’ve given it some thought. We have to market it as a going concern, together with the outbuildings and the farmhouse – all as one. So you see, you’ll be so much better off -’


‘I’m not selling.’


‘But I thought we agreed the farm can’t go to waste. We owe it to Father…’


‘The farm is doing well. It is properly managed.’


Liam gawps at her, incredulous. ‘By who? You? You don’t know the first thing -’


‘Sean does. He runs the farm, keeps accounts for me, the payroll – the lot. Grace takes care of the house and the chores. I’m in good hands. Everything is taken care of.’


‘Who the hell is Sean?’


‘Sean! You must’ve seen him around. He’s here from dawn till dusk. In fact, he lives in the cottage. He’s refurbished it – a fresh coat of paint, all the plumbing, patched up the roof. To think that only -’


‘You mean the farmhand? For God’s sake, Mother, we’re talking business management here, we’re talking big money!’


‘We’re talking farming, Dad. He’s good at that, knows his stuff. His family had a farm in Armagh,’ Esme interjects without an invitation.


Liam gapes at his daughter with disbelief as if he is making a great effort to remember who she is. The veins on his neck are swelling. His face is flushed livid red. ‘Didn’t I ask you to shut the hell up!’ he thunders.


‘You asked Mum, not me,’ Esme says evenly.


Mildred gets up from the table. ‘That settles it, then.’ She smiles, though her blood is pounding frantically at her temples. If she took her cardigan off, she is sure, her throbbing arteries would show through her skin and the thin fabric of her blouse. Has she taken her blood pressure tablets this morning? She panics. And where is Grace?


Colleen bites off a big chunk of her sandwich and chews hurriedly. Then she wipes her hands, looks at Liam with a crooked smile, and again assuming that Mildred can’t hear a thing, says, ‘I told you she wouldn’t listen.


What made you think she’d change the habit of a lifetime?’


They are leaving. Mother looks away. Stella cocoons herself inside her fur coat and trots to the bathroom. Liam resumes his table-tapping while waiting for her. He hasn’t even taken his coat off. It was meant to be a flying visit, a mere formality, but nothing is ever straightforward these days, and hasn’t been since Mother took it upon herself to run the farm. Liam is losing his patience.


‘Coming with us, Esme?’


‘I was going to go for a ride when you came. I should still like to do that.’ Like her grandmother, Esme is looking away.


‘Suit yourself.’


Colleen is helping Mother to take the dirty dishes to the sink and insists on doing the dishes while Mother hovers around. She will soon drive off to her big city flat; she will make herself indispensable to the snotty brats at her school – Liam will stay behind, holding everything together, putting up with their mother’s eccentricities and everyday disasters. Ever since he can remember he has always been the one to stay behind, to do the donkey work and pick up the pieces while Colleen romped around the world, abandoning one pointless degree for another and squandering her supposed talents. And still, after all those years of her counterproductive existence, she looks beatifically pleased with herself. It is time somebody enlightened her about how deluded she is.


But it won’t be Liam. She is his sister, like it or not, and perhaps the only person on this planet he could trust – if he cared to take her seriously enough.


Liam goes to the sink to kiss his mother and sister goodbye. ‘I’ll wait outside. Tell Stella.’


‘Give me a minute and I’ll come and see you off,’ Mother says. ‘We’re nearly finished here.’


‘No! No, don’t bother. It’s cold.’ It would take Mother half a day to get ready to see him off to the gate. Just remembering where she has put her scarf may be a challenge. Then there is the extracting of her feet from plimsolls and the pulling on of wellies. Once found, the scarf might take a while too. And what if she decides to have another cup of tea before tackling the coat? The concept of time is foreign to her. Time is money, and Mother has never been any good with either. ‘No, it’s all right. I’ll come over next week. We’ll talk some more in peace.’


‘I think we’ve talked already. Aren’t we done talking?’ Mother – when she wants to – can be sharp as a knife.


‘By no means!’ He kisses her on the cheek. It feels lukewarm. Her hands are white and bony in the soapy water, like chicken claws.


The rain is taking a break. The air is still heavy and threatens more downpours, but for now it seems the sky is holding its breath, seeing how long it can last before it spits it all out again. Liam crosses the yard to the back of the stables. The ground is covered with filth, and the smell of shit and sulphurous fertilisers assaults his senses. Scowling, he heads for the cottage. It is an overstatement to call it a cottage – it is an old wooden hut with rotting floors and smashed window panels. Tiles are missing from the roof. As children Liam, David and Colleen weren’t allowed to play there. The broken glass and rusting blades made the place into a tetanus hazard. Their father had cut his hand on a dirty nail there and had to go to hospital for painful injections. After that the cottage was off limits. Liam is curious to see how somebody could make a home out of it.


He steps gingerly over an ancient plough overgrown with nettles and negotiates his way down the makeshift pathway built from tyres pressed into the soggy ground. From outside, the cottage appears untouched since his childhood, but for the roof which has been covered with roofing felt. He tries the door. It is locked. The windowsills are green with grime, unwashed for years, but the broken glass has been replaced. A power cable runs from the main house to the cottage. The Irishman has wired the place. It looks amateurish. It is probably a disaster waiting to happen.


Liam peers through one of the windows. It is almost empty inside: only a single bed, an oil heater, three built-in shelves running along the whole width of the wall, filled with books. There is a chest of drawers, which Liam recognises. It used to stand in his parents’ bedroom. How did he get hold of it? Preying on Mother’s kind heart! Cardboard boxes are piled up against the wall with God knows what hiding inside them. But yes, the walls have been given a coat of white paint, the floorboards are new, and a small lamp topped with a Spiderman lampshade stands on one of the cardboard boxes next to the bed. The lamp must have been stolen from some unsuspecting little boy in the village or, at best, bought at a car boot sale.


Liam circles the cottage and reaches the kitchen window. He steps closer and rips his trouser leg on the barbed wire that lies concealed in the knee-high weeds. He curses under his breath, his trousers are ruined, but since he’s already here he may as well take a look. He is surprised to see a fridge. He doesn’t know why he finds this sight of domesticity disturbing.


‘What are you looking for?’


The question comes from behind him and it makes Liam jump. Firstly, he sees a dog – a great big, nasty thing, a German Shepherd baring its teeth and padding towards him, head down, eyes still and watchful. The beast is closely followed by the Irishman. He is almost as tall as Liam, but much leaner: narrower around the waist, squarer around the shoulders. He is stooped a bit and seems younger than Liam – early forties? Despite the weather-beaten complexion and his sullen expression, his eyes are round and clear-blue and he has a full mane of dark hair without a single streak of grey. Mother must have fallen for his Irish charm and taken him in. Some sort of solidarity with her compatriot – madness of old age.


‘I see you’ve made yourself comfortable in the cottage,’ Liam observes coolly.


‘Mildred offered. I took her up on her offer.’


‘As you would.’


‘Is that all?’


‘You pay rent, I take it?’


‘Free board is part of my pay.’


‘What’s the rest of your pay?’


The man fixes Liam with a steely stare. Those innocent blue eyes can be very deceptive.


‘That’s between me and Mildred. I’ve got to go back to work. Duty calls. Come on, Corky!’ He turns and is walking away, the dog by his leg. There is something insolent – offensive – about him. It infuriates Liam that he thinks he can just walk away like that.


‘I’m afraid we’ll have to let you go. A month’s notice, I think, is more than generous.’ Liam is following him. They are heading for the stables. Without stopping, without acknowledging Liam’s words, the Irishman picks up a pitchfork and starts shovelling manure from the stables out onto a hefty pile in the yard. Once stirred, the shit stinks heavens high.


‘We’re selling the farm. Mother is moving to a retirement home.’


‘Mildred never said anything to that effect,’ the man responds calmly from the recess of the stable and chucks another forkful of straw and horseshit onto the pile outside.


The kitchen window overlooks the backyard, with its discarded old junk, cracked concrete conquered by weeds, and the cottage where Sean now lives. Mildred remembers how it used to be. A swing, made from a plank suspended on two lengths of rope, was attached to the lowest bough of a sturdy chestnut with a thick trunk and foliage like a giant cauliflower. The children used to play there and Mildred could keep an eye on them from the kitchen window. But then Reginald got that rusty bit of metal under his nail while retrieving a ball, and sent the kids away, out of harm’s way. Truth be told, the cottage and its surroundings were an accident waiting to happen.


And now Sean has resurrected the poor little place. It is nice to see it occupied and to see a feeble red light glowing in the cottage every night before she goes to bed. She finds that comforting and reassuring. Without that light she would have to accept she was alone and vulnerable, and she would have to leave the farm. Go to a home. Concede defeat and get ready for dying.


The last saucer nearly slips from her rheumatic fingers. She dries it thoroughly and puts it with the others in the top cupboard. Did the cupboards mysteriously move up or has Mildred sunk another few inches into the floor?


Liam is snooping around the cottage, peeping through the windows. He tears a perfectly good pair of Sunday trousers on some barbed wire. What on earth is he doing? Behind her, Mildred can hear Stella asking where Liam has gone to. She ignores it, but Colleen, always obliging, says, ‘He’s waiting for you outside, I think.’


Mildred follows Stella into the yard. The daughter and the daughter-in-law part with cool indifference. They have never taken to each other.


‘I’ll be off then. It was a lovely service.’ Stella declares in a big voice normally reserved for the deaf, but Mildred sees no need to respond.


Sean is talking to Liam. This must be their first face-to-face encounter. Mildred cannot see their faces, but the body language seems friendly enough and even Corky is at ease. The two men maintain physical distance, but the conversation goes on as they walk together towards the stables, followed by the dog. Clearly, they have found something to talk about. She hopes they get on. Liam must see that Sean is taking good care of the farm. And of Mildred. He is her right-hand man.


The rain is gone and there is a promise of a dry afternoon. Patches of clear blue sky drift from the south, pushing out the low-lying clouds and hanging them high up to dry, where they look rather threadbare. After the rain, the air is thinner and lighter. Mildred waves goodbye to the stoplights on the rear of Liam’s four-wheel drive as it splutters mud before vanishing around the sharp curve of the driveway. The day is still young.


Esme and Sean emerge from the stables, Esme leading Rohan who tries to pull away from her grasp, excited at the prospect of a ride. Sean pats the horse on the neck to calm it down. Corky trots ahead of them.


‘Rohan needs some exercise,’ Esme calls over to her grandmother. ‘Just look at him!’


‘Sean exercises him when you’re not around.’


‘I know.’ Esme gazes at Sean. If Mildred didn’t know any better she would’ve sworn there was a subtle undertone to that gaze, like those two are in on a secret. ‘Rohan loves Sean more than me. Something needs to be done about that.’ Esme laughs.


‘Nah, Rohan knows what’s good for him,’ Sean returns the gaze, but his seems a bit self-conscious – a bit tortured. He holds the horse’s bridle while Esme mounts. Rohan is a large beast and Esme looks tiny sitting atop him. She may be tiny but she is strong and firmly in charge. Esme is an impetuous young lady. She knows what she wants and she goes for it – more like her dad than her mother.


She takes off at a full gallop, her bottom high up, her thighs pressed tight to the horse’s sides. Corky runs after her, but soon gives up and returns to his master. He never leaves Sean’s side for longer than the blink of an eye.


‘You’re from County Armagh, Esme tells me,’ Mildred says. Bizarrely, it never occurred to her to ask him before. Three years ago, perhaps more than that, he wandered into the farm out of nowhere and asked for a job. Any odd job, he said, he was good with his hands, he knew about farming. He had no references and Mildred didn’t ask for any. Reginald had just had his first stroke and was lying in bed, partially paralysed, mentally fragile. Little chance he would get up and get going. Mildred was at her wits’ end; she needed someone to lean on. The newcomer brought with him distant memories of Ireland and of her youth. He reminded her of her father. It was in the way he carried himself, held his head on her level so as to look her straight in the eye. She would trust him without references and she didn’t see it fit to ask any questions. If he wanted to speak, he would say who he was and where he was from, but it was up to him to decide.


‘Aye, from Armagh. Just outside. My family had a farm – a smallholding – west of Armagh, towards Killylea,’ he tells her now.


‘I know the area. I was with the Sisters of Mercy at Newry for a couple of years before I came here. And my parents had a smallholding too, near Banbridge, and nine mouths to feed. Not easy. I joined the Sisters when I was scarcely seventeen.’


‘My mother took on odd jobs in town – the dry laundry, the greengrocer’s, all sorts. She was forever saving for my schooling. It was me and my four sisters – she believed I stood a better chance of making it.’


‘And here you are helping on the farm,’ Mildred scrutinises his face. Has something gone wrong for him? How did he end up here? Is he here to stay?


‘And here I am,’ he nods, a bright smile in those deep-blue eyes. ‘Happy as can be.’


‘Glad you are. I need you here.’


‘Your son tells me you want to sell the farm?’


‘He does, I don’t.’ Mildred speaks resolutely, but she finds herself breaking out in a cold sweat.


Grace is approaching from the road, waving her arms as if she was under attack from a swarm of wasps. ‘Sorry I’m late. Blinking rain! Got a leak in the roof, just above me bedroom. All the bedsheets wet, blimey! We had to do some patching up, me and Henry. I was holding the ladder, Henry stuffing rags into the hole, between the tiles. Must be the birds what done it! It’s only for now, mind. We’ll have to pay someone to do a decent job of it. It never ends!’ Grace shakes her head.


‘I’ll have a look for you tomorrow morning,’ Sean offers. He’s a good lad, and Mildred knows he won’t take any money for his trouble.


‘Oh, bless you, Sean!’ Grace is delighted. ‘That’s a relief, believe me! Right, I’d better start on the dinner. How many staying?’


‘Liam and Stella have gone, so it’ll only be Colleen, Esme and us here,’ Mildred says. ‘I was thinking of that silverside in the fridge, with gravy and mash? Everyone would like that.’ They start walking away towards the house, leaving Sean and the dog behind to receive Esme.


She is coming back, at a trot, unhurried and full of beans.


Dinner is on the table. As much as she could, without getting under Grace’s feet, Colleen has helped with the vegetables, and she has committed herself to washing up, feeling guilty that Grace should be Mum’s mainstay while she comes only during school holidays – tokenistic visits. It was different when Dad was alive, they were there for each other and didn’t need anyone else. But since his passing, Mum has grown frail and confused. She puts a brave face on it, but she can’t carry on as it is. It has crossed Colleen’s mind to move back – find a teaching post in Sexton’s Canning or in the village itself, and offer Mum a helping hand – but she hasn’t got a clue about farming. Her head has always been in the clouds or inside a book, and she simply wouldn’t know where to begin. Perhaps Liam is right – perhaps Mum should pack it all up and move into a nice and cosy retirement home.


‘The dinner’s getting cold,’ Grace complains. ‘Didn’t I tell Sean to be here by six? I did, but was he listening? And where has Esme gone off to? Still with the horses, I bet!’


Colleen shakes herself awake from her musings. ‘I’ll go and find them. They’re probably on their way anyway.’ She wraps her poncho around her shoulders. When the sun goes down here, it gets cold rapidly. The house isn’t too warm either. Mum doesn’t believe in central heating outside the winter months, and even then the heat is thriftily rationed. She crosses the yard to the outbuildings but finds nobody there. She will have to try Sean’s cottage. She hasn’t visited there – was never invited. In fact, she feels a bit nervous and awkward around Sean. He is handsome and surprisingly well-spoken for a simple farmhand, and he looks at her suggestively, as if he knows that she – perhaps – fancies him, a little. Comparisons with Lady Chatterley’s Lover crowd her head as she proceeds along the overgrown pavers to the back of the house where the cottage stands.


‘Corky, here you are!’ Colleen finds the dog asleep on the porch. He lifts his head and lazily wags his tail before putting his head back between his paws and peering at her watchfully, just in case she may do something he doesn’t approve of. Colleen is wary of dogs ever since she was nipped by that nasty mongrel next door. Gingerly she steps over Corky and is about to knock on the door when she hears suspicious noises – an alarming tangle of grunting and panting performed to a vigorous beat; both male and female, deep and soft, mingling with each other and growing in intensity.


Colleen doesn’t knock on the door. Something tells her not to. She retreats to the path and creeps through the knee-high weeds under the kitchen window. Her eyes rounded with anticipation, she looks in. Her gaze is drawn to a small lamp with a bright lampshade. It lights streaks of blue and red on the bare walls – and on two figures standing in the doorway. The woman’s arms are stretched out and she is gripping the doorframe. The man stands close behind her, his face buried in her hair and his hands guiding her hips towards him, pulling them in then pushing them away, and as her buttocks slam against his thighs, he and she groan in perfect harmony. A pair of riding boots stands to attention at the foot of the bed, which is odd considering the urgency and chaos of what is going on in the doorway.
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