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To my mum and dad, Piari and Jalal Sidhu.


I miss you.





‘In solitude everyone has to face himself’


Arthur Schopenhauer
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PROLOGUE


I had never been a walker and yet I had an inexplicable desire to put one foot in front of the other. The most important walks in life must be done alone, as solitary as a ghost.


I felt like skipping and hopping down to see Wilf to tell him the news that the cuckoo had arrived back in the valley, and it was me who had heard it. I was walking back from the walk Wilf did every night and I tripped as I rushed back to see him. I had taken a tumble and ripped my jeans. I brushed myself off and continued to walk and run.


It had almost been a year to the day that Wilf had first introduced me to the cuckoo, a bird that laid its eggs in another bird’s nest; how curious. In those early days, I would never have recognised its call; a bird amongst birds.


But what was even more curious was that a Welsh farmer in his seventies, who had never left the small circumference of his existence, would be able to teach me so much about my own. A man in blue overalls, with a clothes peg instead of a top button, had gently, and unwittingly, ushered me into a spiral of thoughts. Our conversations, short. Our friendship, non-committal. I only saw him if I took my walk, but the conversations, even in their brevity, had made all the difference. I wondered what I had missed in life by thinking that the wisdom of others whose lives were different to mine could not have any bearing on my own life. How wrong I had been.
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THE DAY EVERYTHING CHANGED


I know exactly when my mother died. It was 1am on Christmas Eve. I was at home having spent the evening at the hospital. I lay in bed in excruciating, unfathomable pain that made me howl like an animal, the pain so intense I felt like running into the road and getting hit by a car to release me from it; anything but this. My arms stretched out in front me, trying to hold onto my mother, life, God.


Then the phone rang and a scream, foreign to me, made its way out of my body. My husband, Simon, answered. And then gently put the receiver down. ‘I told you she died!’ I cried.


Like the pain she felt with me entering the world, I felt the pain of her leaving it.


The rest of Christmas Eve was spent trying to sort out all sorts of formalities that must be dealt with when a person dies: collecting paperwork from the hospital, the death certificate from the town hall and contacting funeral directors. All these tasks one must do seem cruel and inappropriate when you have been brought to your knees. Death is a formality with rules to adhere to.


Christmas Eve, my favourite day of the year, was spent collecting bits of paper confirming that my mother had really died. My life had gone into slow motion, and the rest of the world, which was frantically Christmas shopping, was running out of sync with my mine. I didn’t understand how the town hall clock could strike midday, how people could still wish each other a ‘Merry Christmas’ and how the traffic lights could carry on changing. My mother had just left this world.


I cried unashamedly as I sat in a cafe drinking coffee while waiting for the town hall to open. I told the waiter that my mother had just died. He said the world was a dark place, and that my mother was now safe in the arms of the gods. I told the priest, who sat with three other priests for morning coffee, that my mother had died. He placed his hands on my head and gave me a blessing for strength, love and fortitude. It was Christmas Eve, a holy day, and nothing I had ever felt before had felt more of a spiritual experience than losing my mother. A lady in her late fifties, sitting on the opposite table with another lady having breakfast stared at me wistfully. I went up to her and told her that my mother had died in the early hours. Without looking at me, she said her daughter had died from cancer two months ago. Years later, I understood why the lady had purposefully looked away from me when I stood beside her. In me, she had recognised her own pain. I didn’t care who I stopped and broke my news to. I was a drunk person that day in the cafe, stumbling around carrying my grief. I didn’t care that it was Christmas Eve; death didn’t care what day it was when it took my mother. I wanted to tell the world I was in pain and that I had just discovered a secret: the death of a loved one can trigger your own death.


I was certain that my mother had set up the people I had met in the cafe. She would have wanted the priest to lay his hands on me and to bless the solitary long walk that lay ahead: ‘God, please bless my child.’ She would have wanted me to seek some solace from the lady who lost her daughter to cancer: ‘Kiran, you’re not alone; this woman has also lost someone she can’t live without. In the end, we all lose to death.’ I believe my mother’s spirit hung around in the cafe that day. She was there, and I felt her.


In the weeks that followed the death of my mother, I noticed ‘mum’ had turned to ‘mother’. Gone was the colloquial ‘mum’. She had become iconic and mythical; no longer tangible but an object of deep and painful longing. In death people become immortalised. Death elevates the deceased to foreign heights. The age-old mechanics of night morphing into day is a great divider of what you’ve had . . . and what you’ve lost.


My mind raced like an old home movie with years of film crackling away, frayed at the edges by time. I saw images of my mother collecting me from school, stirring pots in the kitchen, her warm smile when I visited, the way she looked in the mirror when doing her hair and her infectious laugh. These unremarkable, innocuous images had become inflictors of the greatest pain I had ever felt. A pain that silenced any other pain. These were the first tears my mother would not be able to wipe away. It was a great irony that the death of my mother was the most grown-up experience I’d ever had and there had been no other experience that had made me feel more like a child. I felt the End of all Ends. All the books from my childhood flew open to the last page: The End. The letters E, N and D made a beeline for me. My mother’s life had Ended. It’s strange how things make themselves known.


As still pictures of my mother swiftly flowed through my mind, I had become conscious and obsessive about the accuracy of my memory. I was aware that this state of all-consuming grief could create memories that I wish I had had, as well as the ones that I did have. And there was a fear, as time went on, that the shards of memories would become dormant and then inevitably fictionalised. It was important to me that I remembered my mother correctly and mourned what she was. I lived in the world of grief for years; a lonely world where grief became my friend, its existence the only other existence I was aware of. Grief had me in a headlock.


My mother’s death made me acutely aware of the world turning on its axis. As the winter when she died passed, for the first time I really noticed the heads of daffodils and crocuses popping up. It seemed a cruel reality that life carried on, edging away from the day my mother died, slipping into a new season. It would always be winter for me. There would be no more creating new memories, the mother–daughter relationship I had now belonged in the deeps vaults of history. All that she owned were now artefacts. She was a part of history as much as Anne Boleyn and the death of Socrates. My life divided into two parts: When Mum Was Alive (WMWA) and After Mum (AM). In the early days of losing her, friends and family said that I shouldn’t allow the experience to define me. But some experiences do define us and we are changed from who we once were. I’m not sure why we are so committed to not changing, not evolving and remaining untouched by some of our greatest experiences. Some experiences do define us. And we do change.


I became obsessive about my mother’s age at death: 62. I saw it everywhere – on front doors and on pages of books. The 3rd of March is the 62nd day of the year, Marilyn Monroe died in 1962, if you subtract 38 from 100 you get 62, 31 plus 31 gives you 62, Lottery numbers don’t allow you to pick 62. I loathe 62.


In the early hours of Christmas Eve, my brother was nowhere to be seen, but my father, sister and my mum’s siblings surrounded my mother’s deathbed. I knew when my father said he would look after me and give me the love that my mother did, he wouldn’t: he was incapable.
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THE BIG DECISION


I never thought I could ever leave London. I love being swallowed by the city. I never imagined that one day it would spit me out. But as much as one imagines the future goings-on in one’s life, one never imagines what actually happens.


I didn’t put up a fight when I left. Years ago, I would have kicked and screamed. But years ago, my life had been intact. And it’s a sign of maturity to see things as they are, and not how you wish them to be. London had become a Petri dish that cultivated pain. Before my big move, I ran away for a month to the bright lights of New York City to spend time on my own. I spent the days writing and watching a blur of people rotate in the world as I tried to find my place in it. I had become deeply sad.


It was not a desirable move but a necessary one. Desire had very little to do with it. In those years, in between the death of my mother and leaving London, the idea that I was in a position to desire anything felt unbelievably luxurious. There had been only one wish: to feel nothing and do nothing. And I wished it completely.


It was necessary to leave the toxicity of the city; my lungs had become clogged and acrid smoke restricted my breathing. My head was filled with angry words that flapped around in my head like a contaminated pigeon, and in the open cage of my mind it nested. Perhaps the strangest thing of all is that the toxicity and the pollution didn’t come from the city but from my family.


There is a myth attached to family homes that they, like chocolate boxes, are filled with sweetness and all our hearts’ desires. Family homes are fattened with love, filled with harmonious voices of those we share our blood with, forever connected by our lineage. But this isn’t true of my own family.


It was when my mother died that my life reached a new epoch. Where there was once life and love, now existed a darkness in the people she left behind. A harsh bright light shone on all our broken parts. Links were severed, ties forever lost and all that blood that flowed between us flowed not because we were related but because we damaged each other so much. I was no longer able to fix myself and others and place us in a picture where we no longer belonged. The threads of the soft furnishings of our family home became unpicked and undone. It takes great strength to admit defeat and walk away. There is a story about families that people like to tell: you can’t walk away from them. But you can. And I did. I had a visceral feeling that told me that I must pack myself up after what had been the great unpacking of me. Parts of me lay scattered. It was time to collect my belongings.


Something not only died inside me but had drastically left me: a sense of order and regularity. So in the end it was almost easy to leave London – it was the obvious thing to do. Never before had I felt my singularity in the world as I did in those days that followed the death of my mother. I was a red helium balloon released into the atmosphere, bumping into space debris, with nowhere to go. I was getting a bird’s eye view of my life. Family who I thought would put their arms around me did the opposite, and I felt their treatment of me was atrocious, with snide comments down to outright judgements.


In the wake of my mother’s death, I learnt to say ‘no’ to things that no longer served me well and to those who, no matter what, would always misunderstand me. I had always made excuses for the behaviour of some of my family members. Perhaps because, deep down, I had wanted to believe the toxic mantra: blood is thicker than water. I felt it was all I had left of my mother. In the end, all it does is keep you in abusive relationships, using blood lineage as an excuse. If you belong in an abusive marital relationship, most people encourage you to leave. So what is it about blood relationships that stop us from leaving? A toxic relationship is toxic whether that person is related to you or not. Why can’t we tell the truth about our blood relationships? As soon as you cut off the toxic root of a blood relationship, the general sentiment is: ‘You can’t do that, s/he is your brother/sister/aunt!’ I began to understand that no matter how well tied we are to others, ultimately we’re on our own. The two greatest events of our lives are experienced by ourselves: our birth and our death. We enter the world and leave the world alone. When you realise you are alone in the world, you do what is necessary to survive.


My surroundings no longer housed me sufficiently. I had learnt and seen too much to live contentedly. To stay put would mean to suffocate in all my yesterdays – like someone who had to be tube-fed after becoming paralysed; a slow drip-drip of life.


I ran to the hills. I slipped into the auditorium of silence. I chose fresh air to help me breathe. I chose the purity of farm animals over the people that hurt me. I chose to be in the proximity of strangers rather than the toxicity of my family. I decided to walk out of my old life, not to pick up the pieces and not to reassemble. I chose to listen to my heart over the cacophony that crashed in my brain like a jackpot of loose change. I chose things that I thought I would never choose, and strangely, they chose me.


There is a certain freedom when the tectonic plates of one’s life shift. After the fall, the rabbit hole and the inevitable abyss, you walk alone. Free.





SPRING
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ARRIVING AT CAER CADWGAN


Caer Cadwgan: a B&B that sits on a hilltop in Wales. Look through any window and you can see the countryside sprawling out like a mercurial green carpet between the grooves of the deep valleys.


It is here, soon after my mother died, that I spent Easter weekend. The night my husband, Simon, and I arrived was such a stormy godless night, even the windscreen wipers felt like giving up. Driving up the long winding road and into the hills, we must have gone past the same odd houses a dozen times and still couldn’t find it. And of course, the mobile phone reception was non-existent; no phone call to ask for directions and no GPS. How can anyone live in such a godforsaken place? But I had wanted a break at a farm, and this smallholding was the closest thing we could find. I love animals: they exude purity and simplicity. Humans are complicated and gnarly. For me to stay grouped with humans now, after I had suffered so much pain at their hands, would be nothing but an act of violence. So I literally ran to the hills to all that was pure and uncomplicated.


If I was superstitious, I would have turned back. We weren’t meant to find this B&B; the elements were against us. It seemed careless and stupid to carry on trying to find what didn’t want to be found.


It took us more than an hour to find it, up a small nondescript dirt path. Later on, we would find out that we had passed the B&B many times in a perpetual loop. Under the cloak of darkness, the countryside was featureless; no obvious turning points, just tiny, winding roads that made me breathe in just passing through them. And then, out of nowhere, out of the blackness, a cow appeared in front of the car, its giant head right in front of our windscreen. I screamed. The cow had obviously escaped from a field. We stopped the car, as there was no way we could drive past it – the road was barely the width of our car. And the cow wouldn’t budge. After about ten minutes, the cow jumped over the hedge and we were free to get lost again.


The B&B consisted of two outbuildings attached to the main house; a medium-sized country dwelling. The lights were switched off in the farmhouse, as it was after midnight. An outside sensor light illuminated the door of our B&B revealing the name of the room, Willow. We parked our car in front of an old tractor that sat in an open shed. Standing outside the car, I tried to look beyond the shed. But there was very little I could see; I was looking out into an infinite black hole. In the city, the night sky is an inky blue, but here, the sky was as dark as a bad man’s soul.


The light of day showed me what had been hidden by the covert night. So much green, so many shades; tree-lined hills; a dog barked in the distance; someone was using a chainsaw somewhere; farms that looked like Lego were dotted around and there were forests full of secrets. Somewhere in my childhood I had once created this very picture; a collage using an assortment of pasta depicting a country scene. How funny that it should present itself to me now.


Easter morning, still in my pyjamas, Simon and I walked to the breakfast room, full of pictures of sheepdogs and farm animals alongside photos of children. A couple of the kids who featured in the photos popped their heads in to say hello.


Donna, a jolly woman with a broad smile, came in with a full Welsh breakfast: ‘Did you sleep well?’ she said in a thick Somerset accent. ‘What a night it was last night! Sorry about the children. They know they’re not allowed in the breakfast room when we have guests.’


I enjoyed watching her; the way she made herself present, moving things around the table, squirrel-like, making sure everything was just so.


Since that dreaded day that changed everything, I inhabited a world of silence. Silence was a womb that I existed in; cushioned by amniotic fluid, no words could hurt me here. Words like ‘cancer,’ ‘metastatic’, ‘there’s nothing we can do’, ‘terminal’ and then ‘I’m so sorry.’ I only used enough words necessary to move the day along. Grief had silenced me. So I cannot say what made me spill out the contents of my heart to a complete stranger again as I had on Christmas Eve in the cafe. Perhaps it was the stars; the storm; Easter? My heart lay on the breakfast table like a Rubik’s cube begging to be solved. But no one wants to eat heart for breakfast. ‘My mother, she died, not so long ago. I feel rather lost.’ Simon stretched out his hand to grab mine, which sat languid on the table. My darkness never perturbed Donna; in a fair exchange, she showed me hers. Holding onto a tea towel, she looked maternal and perfectly suited to this room that exuded warm domesticity. ‘These children are my grandchildren. My daughter cannot look after them, so they live here with me.’ She half-smiled; a knowing smile. She carried on with her story . . . two years ago she left Bath to offer the children a new life in the arms of the Welsh countryside. ‘Family hurt us sometimes, don’t they?’ It was as though she could read my mind. My eyes welled up. Donna suddenly became jolly again. ‘There are some things in life that can break us, and that’s the truth. The only thing we can do is carry on, even when we feel as if we can’t. What you have to remember is that we make our own family in life. People say life is what you make it. And that goes for family too.’


Simon got up, stood behind my chair and put his arms around me. ‘She’s had the most horrendous time,’ he said.


Donna smiled at Simon: ‘She’ll get through it, we always do. And she has you. Let me know if you need anything else. And come and see the animals after you’ve eaten.’


We all politely smiled at each other and then Donna disappeared into the kitchen again. And in those simple exchanges, a connection was made. Maybe people find each other in the midst of their sadness, like fog lights on a stormy night.


After breakfast, still in pyjamas and wellies, I stood out in the spotlight of a sunny day. Donna’s three grandchildren jumped on bicycles and an eight-year-old girl showed me around the mini farm: Rosie (horse); Penelope and Babe (pigs); Mavis, Myrtle and Vince (goats); sheep and chickens. And then there was Larry, a week-old orphaned lamb that needed bottle-feeding.


On that Easter morning, I sat on a garden bench looking out onto the wild countryside, bottle-feeding a little lamb that Donna had placed in arms which had closed since my mother died. I was missing a layer of skin – I could feel everything. The sun burned a little too brightly and the heartbeat of the lamb raced with mine. I felt a strange affinity with the lamb; motherless; in need of nurturing and vulnerable. I was drawn to all things broken.


‘Would you like some biscuits?’ asked Donna’s granddaughter, standing right next to me. I didn’t want to let go of Larry, so I declined the kind offer of a chocolate digestive. The girl sat bedside me on the bench: ‘Do you like our farm?’


I waited a few moments before I answered; her simple question made me think.


‘Yes. Yes, I love it,’ I finally said. And I did.


‘Are you going tomorrow?’


‘No, I’m here for another two nights.’


‘Will you come back?’


Donna arrived from inside the house. ‘Leave our guest alone. She’s on holiday and she doesn’t want you bothering her.’ The girl got up to leave.


‘Oh, please stay.’ I was enjoying the girl’s company.


‘Well, if you want her to go, just say. This one can talk forever,’ Donna smiled and winked at me.


‘Would you want to live here?’ the girl asked.


Without even thinking, I said: ‘Yes, I could live here. Will you look after me, show me how to live in the countryside and teach me about all the animals?’


‘I will! Nan says I’m good at feeding the pigs and Rosie.’


‘I can see you are! You’re brilliant!’


‘I think you’re lovely. I want you to stay! Please stay!’


‘I’d love to stay. Thank you.’


It was as simple as that. We would move to Wales. Within six months we found an old renovated barn. We made further renovations while we lived in London, which took us a year to do. And then we moved in.
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A TIME FOR EXPLORATION


The spring we moved to Wales was a season of exploring. It’s a very human instinct to want to explore; it’s why we have populated the Earth so successfully. Curiosity took us to the moon.


The Llanddewi Brefi Road is mountainous with a 20 per cent gradient that takes you over the mountains and into the next valley, the Afon Twrch river valley, then straight down to Ffarmers village. It is this road, one fine spring day, that we travelled along. We snaked ourselves through the mountain range: our road less travelled.


I had never seen such barrenness. I don’t think I had ever really felt a place so much – in joy or in happiness. I’d never been to a place that evoked so much solitariness in me or demanded so much of me. It’s possible that some places hold you to ransom until they have taught you all you need to know. Wild and remote, it was strange that my new home was only down the road from this world that seemed so closed.


Driving up the tight and dusty single-track road, an array of different grasses hugged onto the sides, as if they were a welcoming fanfare. Words by John Greenleaf Whittier fluttered into my head like a butterfly:




Flowers spring to blossom where she walks


The careful ways of duty;


Our hard, stiff lines of life with her


Are flowing curves of beauty.





Heather, ferns, daffodils and bright yellow gorse. I realised how little knowledge I had of the various different bushes, rushes and grasses. I was unable to name most of them. It made me feel so ‘city’. But sometimes, when you come from a different place and you feel contrast so acutely, you have your optimum chance of learning. My father once said to me, to learn anything, you must humble yourself first and admit you don’t know something.


For all its remoteness, occasionally we would come across a few odd houses scattered around, some old working farms in the distance with outbuildings that looked like they belonged in the picture books of my childhood. When I was a child, we had a school visit to a farm. I remember seeing pigs and sheep and being thrilled. And I walked through an apple orchard and magic placed its hands on me. At the end of the day, we were asked what our favourite farm animal was, and we were then given a postcard of that animal. My postcard had a picture of pigs.


Driving up the mountain range, we spotted an old stone church with 1838 carved above the door. We passed a beautifully decorated house with old stone walls with protruding daffodils. A large brown alpaca stood proud on top of the daffodil wall. Further on, a makeshift sign said: ‘Peacocks crossing – drive slowly’. We didn’t see the peacocks, but we heard them. The peacock is the national bird of India, where my heritage is, and on holidays there I had heard their calls. How funny to hear this strange and exotic sound in what seemed like the deepest part of Wales; a mishmash of the foreign and familiar.


Horses ran alongside their new foals in dusty pens that belonged to a nearby riding school. Jersey cows walked alongside their calves and, of course, there were lambs – and they were jumping for joy. Spring had never felt so pure. The countryside is not quiet, not for those who really listen. There is an abundance of noise: horses, cows, bees, lambs and birdsong. It was the sound of life and the sound of being alive; just like the sound of a human baby being born, screaming itself into existence. Nature is the human whisperer.


What I really noticed in the spring was how much the very young lambs were like the young of humans. Driving through the valley you would always see little gangs of the youth of sheep getting into mischief. They would be racing with each other up the hills and then tumble around almost embracing each other. They would dance around rocks and then stand on boulders, as if they were kings of the Earth. And then you would see them annoy their mothers by greedily suckling on them. Occasionally, the mothers would try and kick them off. They would leap and hop, and looking at them you would think no animal could be happier than a lamb in spring.


On some parts of the drive, on the left and the right, stood a forest of huge pine trees that held the sky up, like pillars of a cathedral. It’s this cathedral that I would gladly bow down at; one couldn’t help but feel a prayer here. A few stumps made me think that perhaps the locals came here to pinch the trees for Christmas.


From a distance, it’s clear to see the difference in landscapes between cultivated land and barren land. It’s as apparent as seeing two oceans that meet but do not mix. The cultivated land has a rich greenness, and looks pristine and manicured. Beside it, the uncultivated land looks barren and brown. It’s an explicit picture of how things can flourish if we give them our attention.


All this exists less than eight miles from my new home, The Long Barn. When I’m doing something as everyday as watching TV, I will suddenly, for no reason, be jolted by remembering that all this lives and breathes a stone’s throw from my house; this wild and barren otherness, a giant in moss green. Any reservations that I might have had about being a non-white person in a white environment instantly feels insignificant. Because being surrounded by timeless things like nature and Roman roads really does make one feel insignificant. We recognise our finitude when we are standing next to a mountain or the sea. There is a certain humility that fills us when we stand in ancient woodlands.


Here, in the wild countryside, I am happy to feel my insignificance. I had felt the wrath of life for so long that I was glad to shift the focus of my pain to something clearly far greater than it.
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MY NEW ENVIRONMENT


The Cambrian Mountains where I now live have Roman roads, a Roman fort signal station, Roman and Victorian gold mines, as well as Bronze Age and Iron Age settlements and extensive wildlife.


If you walk up my steep drive, turn right onto the single-track road and walk alongside the Cynon Valley, you will eventually reach a T-junction with a Roman road known as Sarn Helen. It’s named after Saint Helen, thought to have been a daughter of the Romano-British ruler Octavius. Turn right and a steep walk takes you to the head of the valley, 400 metres above sea level. At the top, on the right-hand side, you will see Careg-y-Bwci (‘Goblin’s Stone’), thought to have originally been a Bronze Age circular burial mound with what appears to be standing stones. It’s an important archeological site that has revealed Iron Age remains and clear evidence of it being a Roman signal station. It stands on a prominent point in the mountains with a wide panoramic view, with the Brecon Beacons plainly visible to the east. Looking west through the valleys, you can see coast belonging to Cardigan Bay.


The Cambrian Mountains are one of the more remote parts of the British Isles, described by writers in past centuries as ‘the green desert of Wales’. They include the sources of the River Severn, the River Wye and the local river, the Tiefi. The land is primarily used for upland farming; mainly hill sheep farms and forestry, with many farmers specialising in rare breeds, such as alpacas and Mangalitsa pigs. There is small-scale silver, lead and gold mining from centuries gone by. The community is mostly of Welsh heritage and Welsh is the primary language.


This area is recognised as one of best dark sky sites in Europe. The Milky Way can be seen stretching across the sky from horizon to horizon from autumn onwards. In the midsummer night sky, you can see noctilucent clouds. If you know where to look, the Andromeda Galaxy and a number of the Messier objects can be seen with the naked eye. Some of the best sunsets in Britain can be experienced here.


Rare species of wildlife live in the Cambrian Mountains. The region is home to a total of 15 priority habitats, all of which are included in the UK biodiversity plan. It has six separate nature reserves. Red squirrels, cuckoos, adders, wild horses, ospreys, slow-worms, otters and black grouse are some of the wildlife that can be spotted here. The mountains saved the red kite; it was the bird’s last refuge in the British Isles. Since the 1950s, a programme of breeding and protection has encouraged these birds and there are now over a thousand breeding pairs.


The area has many alternative and biodiverse farming methods, with farmers introducing the idea of ‘rewilding’ to their land.


On the western part of the mountain range is the Cors Caron National Nature Reserve, an area of wetland in the flood plains of the River Teifi. This area includes the most intact examples of raised peat bogs in Britain, up to 10 metres deep, which have built up over the last 12,000 years. It is home to countless species of butterflies and dragonflies. You can spot an adder, hen harrier or osprey here. Fifteen miles west, you will find yourself on the beautiful, unspoilt Cardigan Bay coastline. Many grey seal colonies and pods of bottlenose dolphins can be viewed from the Wales Coast Path.


The woodlands in this area are often referred to as ‘upland oakwoods’, or more generally as Celtic rainforest. Sadly, the native forest that previously dominated this landscape only survives in small fragments totalling around 2–3 per cent of the area. Nevertheless, those ancient woodland habitats that do exist contain rare tree, moss and lichen species.


Within this mountain range, it is man that is the rarer of the species.
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THE SLAUGHTER OF PIGS


We had moved across the valley from Caer Cadwgan, the B&B that I had once been a guest of. From any window from the south side of my house, you can see Caer Cadwgan. Although somewhat camouflaged, if you know where to look you can see it quite clearly perched a short way below the hill. In the winter, when the trees have lost their leaves, it’s plain to see. Especially if the fire’s on and sinuous smoke snakes through the chimney.


In those early days, when I missed London, looking at Caer Cadwgan was a source of comfort. If the countryside felt a little too still or a little too quiet, I knew there was life in that house; people with tales to tell and lives that I knew. And people who knew me. I wasn’t just a ghost leading an undocumented life in the wilderness. Donna would later joke that we should have a zip wire cutting across the valley connecting our homes.


One sunny Saturday morning I sat in Donna’s kitchen. It’s one of those lived-in country kitchens where all the lives of the residents are played out. Trays of eggs with bits of feathers laid by their own chickens sat on the sideboards and wellies were thrown by the front door. And there was always something delicious being cooked or baked.


‘Kiran, you must be tired,’ Donna said, handing me my second coffee. ‘I got up to go to the loo in the middle of the night and saw your lights were still on. It’s like the Blackpool lights looking at The Long Barn!’ The truth was, Simon was away in London, and I felt scared of rattling around on my own in The Long Barn. I didn’t mind being on my own in the city; I rather enjoyed it. But the countryside felt too silent for me. So I kept the lights on, too afraid to be left alone in the dark.


A man I had never seen before walked into the kitchen. He was wearing blue overalls. He said a gentle ‘hello’ by nodding his head and had a whisper of a smile.


‘Fancy some toast, Ernie? Take a seat and I’ll make you a coffee and a bit of breakfast.’


Donna was always feeding people. I think that’s one of the nicest things about her. One of the sincerest things anyone can do for someone is feed them.


‘Ernie’s come to slaughter the pigs, Kiran,’ she said nonchalantly.


At times I would get reminders that I was now living in the countryside and things were different, and this was one of those times. Ernie sat quietly eating his toast and drinking his coffee while staring out of the open kitchen door. There was a gentleness about him, an aura of contentment, a sort of serenity that one finds in old country folk.


The moment I found out the pigs were getting slaughtered, the morning felt different: epic and solemn.


‘Ernie, could I please watch?’


I shocked myself; I would never normally ask such a thing.


Donna made a face, ‘Do you really want to, Kiran? I wouldn’t.’


Ernie nodded, ‘Yes, if you like.’


He asked me if I had seen an animal get slaughtered before and looked concerned when I said I hadn’t. He finished off his coffee and toast and went outside and put on a white plastic apron.


I can’t tell you exactly what made a squeamish person like me want to witness a slaughter. Perhaps it was the simple fact that I didn’t want a watered-down version of country living, for the city girl to have to be protected from the truth of the ugly parts of life. I didn’t need protecting. I had already seen the brutal parts of life. I had witnessed the slow death of someone I loved and how, sometimes, we can wish for death; that death can become the pacifier and the saviour – the thing we will for the most. The last few years had opened me up to a different way of being and I was open to life in a whole new way. Being a meat-eater, I didn’t think it was right that I should turn away from the realities of eating meat. I was an active participant in this chain of events – why should I have the luxury of turning away? City people are so detached from the whole process of where our meat and produce come from. I no longer wanted to think of meat coming from aisle No. 9 in Sainsbury’s. I felt morally obliged to watch something that I played a part in.


Ernie talked me through the whole process as he put his plastic gloves and apron on. He would occasionally look up to see if I was OK and we would both give each other a reassuring smile, a sort of handshake between the city and the country dweller. This gentle, courteous, softly spoken man with kind eyes was about to kill two pigs; pigs that I had once helped keep alive by feeding them leftover rotten fruit and veg. Pigs, my favourite farm animals since I was a kid. I remembered that postcard I had of pigs from the school trip to the farm. It seemed somewhat incongruous: kindness and brutality; a wolf in sheep’s clothing.
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