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MY GOAT ATE ITS OWN LEGS



My goat ate its own legs. I’d left it in the field on its own for a month. It was the first holiday I’d had for eight years. Farm animals happily graze uninterfered with during the summer. In fact, many prefer to be left alone. And goats are the hardiest of all the domesticated species. There was plenty of grass. And water. A stream runs through the wandering channel it has cut through the soft earth of my goat’s fertile pasture. I presumed it would be fine. How was I to know that a plague of locusts would strike a couple of days into my break–eating every sprouting plant and herbaceous thing?

Before it ate its own legs, my goat ate: the blankets in the barn; two saddles; an old tractor tyre; the bark off the huge tree in the bottom corner of the field; and the number plate and light covers off the trailer backed-up near the top end. It always had a healthy appetite. When I returned home, I thought it was as gone as the grass and other organic material. My first scan of a once-healthy field revealed a goatless post-nuclear wasteland. The rich variety of greens had been replaced with a singular, homogenous, oppressive brown. Everything blended into one–the scorched earth, the stripped-down bare wooden shed, the pared trunk. As I stared in disbelief and dejection, I noticed a feature–my goat’s head. It was jutting up from the stream’s sodden furrow like a seal’s inquisitive domed crown poking above a rolling coastal wave. Spirits instantly raised, I vaulted the barrier-gate like an ancient Olympian, and rocketed towards it. I cared nothing for the grass, or the tree, or anything else on my farm that was lost. I loved my goat. Charging gleefully across the field, homing in on its friendly face like a flesh-coloured cruise missile locked on target, I imagined it lying beside the stream, tired and hungry but complete. I didn’t imagine it was lying there legless. It was.

My goat lives on the pond now. It grazes on the lush grasses that thrive on the watery banks. The vet advised putting it down, but that goat has been my best friend for years. I’ve built a raft around it with a tightly secured harness that holds its limbless body in place and upright. A system of criss-cross and herringbone straps fixed over its back and shoulders ensures it never overturns. Goes tits-up. The goat’s back end droops into the water. To propel itself around it shakes its arse. It’s become incredibly adept at manoeuvring, and can even reverse by performing strange circular tail wags. Some say it’s cruel, but my goat has been happily strapped to that raft, voyaging around the pond for the past two years. On particularly cold days, I land it in a dry dock I’ve built near my farmhouse. There I feed it on thick oats and moist sugar beet–that’s a pretty luxurious diet for a farm animal. And yet it always yearns to get back into the water. My uncle believes that’s because it’s in control of its own destiny on the pond. It has the freedom of choosing where to go and where to graze. I disagree. I’m sure it’s that when it’s in the water, all four stumps hidden under the surface, it can kick them and imagine it’s got four legs again, and that we’re prancing round the old field like we used to, chasing each other.








THE STONE



During childhood, one of my best friends was a stone. It never changed or moved. I always knew where to find it. Right now, as you’re reading this, I imagine it’s exactly where it always was. Unchanged. It’s a pretty big stone; it’s longer than a seven-year-old head to toe, but shorter than a twelve-year-old head-to-toe. I think it’s limestone; one of the denser, harder varieties. When I think of its immutable form, it feels like it should be granite, but I don’t think there is any granite in that area. And granite is too tough, too cold. My stone has more life about it.

Limestone is the modelling clay of rock types. It can be moulded into innumerable wonderful designs; designs devoid of the hard corners and severe faces of other stones. Limestone is borne of life. It is comprised from the compressed shells of living creatures. Once mature, it’s slowly mutating guises are shaped by passionate swirling water and tempestuous falling rain. This epochal process outlives the evolution, and extinction, of entire species. Limestone is organic in every sense. My stone is no exception. It’s flattish. Guessing how tall I was at various stages of my relationship with it, I’d say the stone is about a metre long. It’s probably an average of forty centimetres wide and about twenty centimetres deep, but, being a natural object, the length, width and depth vary at any two points of measurement. No word can define its shape.


If we had a word for every shape imaginable, there would be no room in our vocabularies for love or hate. The closest way to describe the shape of my stone would be to call it rectangular or oblong. But those words are oppressively geometric, and hence hugely misleading. The stone is shaped like a bow-tie that has been tied really badly, with a really fat loose knot, so that it doesn’t corset much in the middle; then ironed super-flat so the constriction in the middle is even less defined; then twisted and pulled in every direction; then ironed all over again; then mauled; then ironed countless times until its shape is indescribable; then attached to a cat’s collar for a week of prowling through undergrowth. More specifically, one end of the stone is narrower than the other. At a few points it is quite deep. Here and there it is thinner–both near the edges, and also at some points between the edges. And yet its form is only half of what makes it so special. Equally important is its situation. It lies, face down, in the middle of a young, gurgling stream. It lies there, regardless of time or weather, unflinchingly dependable. These two factors combine in Gestalt fashion to create a wonderful object. Being the shape it is, and lying where it does, means that it offers several perfect places for trapping trout.

I used to catch trout with my hands. I lived in a rural area. There were no kids to play ball games with. The bubbling brook was my chattering clique. You may have heard of tickling trout. For the record, I lived amongst trout for a dozen years and I’ve no idea how you would get close enough to a trout to tickle it. If a trout glimpses your silhouette or moving shadow, it becomes an underwater rabbit racing for its burrow. It darts for cover, its streamline brown fleshy form the underwater blur of a living torpedo. Once in shelter, it’ll stay in its hiding place for far longer than a young boy is willing to wait for it to emerge. The advantage we have over these slippery sprinters is intelligence–we’re not at the top of the food chain for nothing. Trout are creatures of instinct. Back then, I interpreted that as habit. They have favourite hiding spots. Some will head for a clump of water weed, some cower under overhanging turf, some disappear under large rocks lying in the water. Most rocks offer only one hiding place. Larger ones like my stone, can provide several. I knew the rocks of that gluggling brook as well as I know the faces of my children. I knew their every curve and point and dimple. I knew them, as if I’d studied them from the day they broke free from the bedrock, through every shaping force, to the moment they came to rest in my stream. My long flattish stone, I knew best of all. There were six trout hiding places under my stone. Three of these were smaller pockets at the edges. Two were larger, with more features–nooks and crannies that needed gentle, knowledgeable finger-exploration. The sixth hole was the mother of all trout hides–it was an underwater tunnel emerging at two opposite points near the narrower end of the stone. The trout loved that tunnel. In my early fishing days, I hated it.

Every time I went trout-hunting in that stream, I could feel the gravitation pull of my trusty stone. Even if I set out to fish another section of the water, inevitably it would draw me to it. One minute I’d be wandering through the musty wood upstream, or duelling with herons downstream, the next I’d be back in the same old spot, kicking up a frantic froth, herding trout underneath that steadfast boulder. The approach routine was as practised as the Changing of the Guard. I’d lie down on the stone’s cold, water-splattered surface. My clothes would instantly soak up clear fresh water. I’d smell the wet rock up-close; a base note of wet stone, sprinkled with the watered-down vegetative smell of desperate lichen and displaced sediment. As I lay there half-drenched, I’d convince myself I was truly free, that I’d escaped the predictable ways of the human world to interact instinctively with the natural one. My hands would break the water’s surface. Anxious, agitated fingers, chilled to the bone, would move around underneath, investigating all the lesser holes and trout hides. But my fantasy of having thrown off the shackles of conformity was a delusion, because from the moment my fingertips pierced the water’s surface, my mind would be elsewhere. Even my hands anticipated the main event. I fished that stone like a guardsman giving a royal salute with his rifle–my performance was formulaic and the outcome was inevitable.

Excepting the tunnel, the holes under that rock were easy. I knew how to move into all of them, covering escape routes with my arms; contorting my palms into fleshy vices; prodding with numb, knuckle-grated fingers. But trying to enjoy those holes was like expecting satisfaction from beating a toddler at football–because the biggest trout in the brook loved the tunnel. It was big, it was dark and to them it seemed entirely safe. Their faith in that haven annoyed me, so, soon after arriving at the rock, I’d find myself abandoning the lesser five dens, desperately trying to grasp a prize trout by thrusting a hand down one end of the long tunnel–only to see a vision of piscine beauty zoom silently out of the other.

Logically the tunnel was the opposite of the safe harbour that trout believed it to be. It was a perfect natural fish trap. That knowledge drew little me to it. I grew bigger. The stone stayed the same size. Finally, one year, when the weather was once again warm enough to bear two hours standing and kneeling in chilled spring water, I lay on the familiar stone and something had changed. My shoulders were wide enough, and my arms long enough, to allow my hands to meet in the middle of the tunnel. The game was up for the big fish.

Catching the best trout in the stream became as easy as putting on a pair of gloves. The struggle for mastery of the master tunnel was over. No scaly underwater rocket could escape my grasp. They were ensnared. One hand would drive them while the other hand was the ready net. My enthusiasm for catching trout with my hands started to wane around that time. I don’t know whether I’d reached an age where other things–like girls–became more interesting, or that the mastering of this once-useless trout trap turned an erstwhile sport into a predictable event. Whatever the reason, my passion for poisson evaporated before that Autumn’s fruits were ripe and juicy. I changed. In fact, everything changed during my years living near that stream. I grew bigger, altered shape. The structure of my family home, constructed from chunks of the same rock, transformed. I lost my youthful naivety–and my virginity. I left school. My parents split up. I left home. They sold the house. New people moved in and the new people changed the house even further. In total, over twenty years have passed since I regularly baited the trout of that brook. In that time, I’ve become cynical and less agile. Falling over hurts more. I put on weight all too easily now. Lines scar my face. I cry for different reasons. The stone won’t have changed. It’s still a big chunk of useless limestone lying in a scarcely visited strip of water.

That stone serves two purposes. It’s a shelter for nervous trout, and it’s an anchor connecting me to my past. It’s an anchor because it’s the only unchanged thing from my childhood. Throughout all the trauma of growing-up and getting hurt, it was resolutely fixed. It was, forever dependably, a fairly big, fairly flat, irregularly-shaped chunk of limestone, lying on its belly in a meandering stream. It was always in the same place. It was always there for me. When I think of my life, and become disturbed by all the things that have gone wrong, I journey there in my mind. I close my eyes, shutting out the endlessly shifting world, and I’m a young, motivated, purposeful, short-wearing lad again. Climbing over barbed-wire fences, making my way through unkempt copses, heading for that stone. Then I’m lying on it, plunging my little hands into cold running water, feeling for trout.








DATING DEATH



A friend of mine dated Death. It was never going to last forever, I could see that from the start. They had a certain chemistry, but the potion was wrong. They were oil and vinegar. For a while they were truly great together, but their eventual separation was inevitable. Anybody who knew them both as well as I did would have predicted the same fate. With the preconceptions most people have about Death, you might think that whatever went wrong was his fault. But the break-up wasn’t just down to him. Fair enough, he does deserve some of his infamous reputation–but she’s no angel.

They first met when she stabbed herself in the heart with an electrified kebab skewer. She’d had her heart broken and wanted to physically rupture it, stop it dead, in response. He admired the poetry of her unique suicide attempt. He was also impressed by her technical ability to build an elaborate death device using household materials. And he admired her no-nonsense, unegotistical spirit. She hadn’t once talked about death or suicide before her attempt on her life. And she didn’t regard it as some kind of tragic, glorious gesture. She just got dumped on by a total dick-head and decided to fry her own heart in response. The decision was that easy. For her, deciding to force a mains-connected spike between two ribs and drive it home into her healthy blood-pump, was like deciding to open a bottle of wine, or toast a slice of bread. She approached her self-destructive task with discipline and accuracy. Her weapon was faultless. Once constructed, handling her home-made mortifier required great care and scientific understanding–she needed to maintain a highly sophisticated grasp of physics and biology to operate it. An impending one-way trip into the hereafter didn’t intimidate her into making a mistake. Death told me that, generally, even the brightest sparks, when engaged in the process of taking their own lives, are transformed into clumsy idiots, drunk with mental anguish. She was different. She managed to stay completely composed while driven by the insane urge to take her own life. Throughout her preparations for self-annihilation, she never once lost her dignity. She didn’t crack-up. She didn’t degrade herself by falling into decline. She didn’t let her high standards of personal presentation slip. She didn’t make a mess of her home or her body. Even the puncture point in her breast was neat and accurately chosen. In summary, she executed her plan with the professionalism and clinical accuracy of a surgeon–which is what she is–and it worked almost perfectly (she survived). Death admired that level of resolve–he told me it was practically unheard of. My friend is dauntingly intelligent, stunningly beautiful and wildly passionate, but on top of all this, she’s utterly unfazed by the prospect of death. Death rates that quality of hers above all others. He told me that amongst the expiring hoards, there are just a handful of women like her every millennia–and he’s seen them all. Well, all the dead ones at least–which accounts for most humans who’ve ever lived. Let’s face it, no regular Jo is going to pull Death.

Death and I were chatting at a house party once (we often found one another hanging out near the knives in the kitchen) and he described some of the myriad women who’ve thrown themselves at him. He’s had every type of female make moves on him; young, old, religious, faithless, stunning, grotesque, stupid, brilliant. The ones he dislikes most of all, are the ones that worship him; dedicate themselves to him. The hardest type to find are those who are indifferent to his charms. My friend was indifferent to death to the extreme. Wilful, fearless and interesting people like her are the ones Death really respects.

We’re all going to die Death loves to remind me. So why do we obsess with the one event that is utterly predictable? Death has never understood why, if we truly value life, so many of us spend much of it obsessing about him. He’ll meet us all one day and since that’s an undeniable fact, he can’t comprehend why we constantly squander time trying to guess what he’s like. We all get it wrong anyway. He describes the act of death as being like a present, wrapped-up, in the corner of a room. Some of us will feel and shake it, trying to guess what it is. Some will peel back bits of paper to try to get a peek at what’s inside. Others just won’t leave it alone until they discover for themselves what it is. He says an obsession with what’s in the box is a mark of an immature mind. The mature mind knows that the very last thing that will happen is the surprise will be revealed. The mature mind ignores the box. The mature mind explores everything else in the room–and gets much more out of life.

Some people are so obsessed with Death that they idolise him. He hates devotion and believes any deity that needs to be worshipped lacks self-confidence. If a being possesses divine status or power, it knows it is superior to us. He can’t comprehend why such an entity would want snivelling, insignificant mortals telling it how wonderful it is all the time. Death compares worship to an amoeba in a fish tank expressing its awe and devotion by swimming towards the light generated by the world’s greatest super-computer. He describes praise as a ‘one-way shower of emotion directed to those grubby with need’. He is bemused by those of us who throw away our lives on our knees, begging various gods for protection from Death’s impending, inescapable grasp. According to him, no god has ever managed, or even attempted to keep a mortal soul from him. He says that only ever happens in storybooks, myths and legends. He despairs of those who waste valuable life-energy pleading into the ether for supernatural assistance. But of course this tale isn’t about Death’s beliefs, interesting as they are. This tale is about my friend’s fling with him.

Although it was my friend’s total lack of respect for him that initially caught Death’s eye, his attitude changed as soon as they were an item. Once they were courting, he didn’t mind her attention. Actually, he liked it. Actually, he loved it. He was quickly enraptured by her being and his desire to be treated with disdain by her evaporated. Conversely, whilst intimately involved, she didn’t become obsessed with him. That’s not easy to avoid doing; he’s a charismatic chap. Where other women would have fallen into the trap of adoration and devotion, she maintained her sense of self. She was never one to be overawed by status, not even that of an immortal entity of immense power. Her ability to remain unchanged while in the closest proximity to his supreme power, enhanced his affection for her.

As well as naturally behaving in an ideal way to keep her partner keen, my friend is incredibly intuitive. She understood what made Death tick; saw the man behind the mask. She saw him as an extraordinary and unique man, rather than a freakish manifestation. And she liked what she saw. She admired, for example, the fact that he worked hard whilst never courting sympathy for the relentless and thankless nature of his job. He didn’t live for his work, but never the less, tirelessly got on and did it without complaint. My friend’s father had been of the same school of thought. He spent his whole life grafting, never moaning once. She’s never been attracted to modern men who bitch and whine. Death was an old-fashioned man’s man. Retrosexual, you might say. She did, of course, find his job intriguing. He’d met all the great figures from history after all. But he never once boasted about it. She respected his modesty too. And despite the unpopular nature of his vocation, he was a proud man. Death never appeared ashamed of his role and refused to let the negativity associated with his work affect him. Neither did he ever use his position to threaten or intimidate. He just did the job he had to do. It was his duty, not his obsession. Whilst many saw him as the personification of the act of dying, she saw him for what he was; not what he did–and that’s pretty insightful, considering he’s spent almost the entirety of eternity shrouded in secrecy.

Mutual admiration and understanding was their bond. Strong glue. Death enjoyed spending time with her, and she with him. And Death truly values time. He knows all too well that good things always come to an end. They revelled. They went out a lot, visited interesting places, went clubbing, and turned up at practically every house party possible. They were very happy together. With regards to their sex life–knowing them both as well as I do–I doubt that was a pedestrian affair. But I’d rather not try picturing what went on under the covers. In summary, they got on like a house on fire, and although he never told me as much, I think he loved her. I don’t blame him.

The beginning of the end for their relationship was when my friend’s best friend’s son died. He wasn’t even two years old. He drowned in the bath. His Mum had dashed downstairs because she remembered she’d left some potatoes boiling on the stove. By the time she got downstairs, the pan had boiled over a bit. She turned the heat down and put the lid on. But starchy potato water was puddled on the hob, so she took a moment to wipe it up. It’s always better to wipe up boiled-over starchy potato water before it dries and goes crusty, and sticks to surfaces. For the same reasons, she hastily wiped the outside of the pan too. Then she gave the cloth she’d just used to do the wiping a couple of quick rinses and squeezes under the cold tap. If you don’t rinse potato water out of a dishcloth pretty much immediately, it will congeal, turning a once-useful rag into a gooey, unusable clump that you’ll never get properly clean again. After doing all that, Mum shot back upstairs to the bathroom. Her baby, who was always so terribly steady in the bath (they had a non-slip bath mat for Christ’s sake), was lying face down in four inches of tepid water. He looked like an abandoned girl’s doll lying in a wasteland puddle. Mum snatched up her unravelled bundle of joy. He wasn’t breathing. She didn’t know first aid. Did lots of things wrong. Then called the emergency services. They connected her to a paramedic while an ambulance hurtled towards them. But she kept dropping the phone and was in too much of a panic to clearly follow his instructions. It was probably too late by then anyway. If she had just got one or two things right early on, this would be an entirely different tale. She didn’t. It isn’t. It’s this one.

Death has always said that he’s absolutely impartial. He just does his job, no questions asked. He cannot, he claims, make even the tiniest allowance in even the most desperate circumstances. He’s seen more pain and anguish than all the warriors of a million-year inter-continental war. He’s witnessed, and facilitated, the demise of entire populations and still hasn’t let pity divert him from his duty. Death is fundamental to the definition of life and existence. He has to play it by the book. We all understood that. My friend knew it from the start. But sometimes, no matter how much you know something to be true, you hate reality so much that you still fight it. You fight it because particular personal circumstances make a fairness unfair to you. I’m going to divert from the main tale for a moment here and illustrate this point with an example. I need to do this because this very point, defines, and generates the difference between the ideal world and the real world. And this concept is fundamental to appreciating this tale.

Say for example you think it’s generally dangerous to drive faster than the speed limit in built-up areas. You feel that people who do this should be punished. But let’s say you get caught by a speed-camera that you didn’t see because it was deviously obscured from casual view, whilst you were going just a smidgen over a local limit that you weren’t even aware of in an area where, on reflection, in your opinion, the set limit is too low. Let’s say this happens on a quiet, high-visibility day, at a time at which you have far more important things on your mind than keeping an eye out for randomly selected areas marked out with unnecessarily severe speed limits. Well, if all this did happen to you, you might feel that your fine and the points added to your licence are too much of a punishment; that you’ve been hard done by. The moment you think that, your life-long belief that it’s wrong to drive faster than the speed limit in built-up areas has been shattered. You’ve been stung by the ideal world/reality schism –in which the sharp point of reality bursts your bubble of dreamy idealism. That’s how my friend felt when her best friend lost her baby. A darling, snugly, giggly little guy was taken away, for ever, from her best friend, by her boyfriend. That’s not easy to rationalise. It’s even harder to accept.

A deeply empathetic appreciation of her man’s career wasn’t enough to keep them together. But even faced with the immense challenge of her best friends bereavement, her loyalty may still have held had it not been for one niggling detail. My friend had always suspected that Death had refused to take her at her suicide attempt. She calculated that she should be dead. And she knows what she’s talking about when it comes to medical matters. She feels that there were plenty of moments when she should have gone; at the incident site, in the ambulance, in the operating theatre, even in the recovery ward. He’s always denied keeping her alive–insisting he maintains absolute integrity at all times. He often explained to sceptical interrogators, that if he started deliberating over marginal cases, for example whether or not to take those who needed just one more second’s life to survive something, eventually he’d find it difficult to justify taking those who needed to hang on for two seconds. Rapidly, seconds would become minutes, then minutes would turn into hours. The rule is either stuck to or it isn’t. The moment of Death is absolute. He told me he’s never saved a life, not since the universe first spawned it. If he did it once, the whole structure of existence as we know it would start disintegrating from that moment. He claimed that if he was ever anything but totally impartial, death would rapidly become impossible to enact. A universe-ending domino effect, with the undermined building blocks of reality collapsing on top of one another in an unstoppable chain reaction, would occur. It is the antithesis of his very essence to save life. He finds the concept abhorrent and asserts that it would be impossible for him to enact.

Now I like the guy, but we have to take his word for it that he never makes exceptions. I mean who’s checking up on Death? If I was him; a single guy who could win-over the most wonderful creatures ever created by saving their lives, be their knight in shining armour, I’d twist the rules a little when it suited me. And what greater temptation could there be than a beautiful, charismatic woman like my friend? And what’s more, she is bloody clever and if she says she should have died several times, I’m minded to believe her.

The doubts always haunted my once-suicidal friend. Did he refuse to take her? If so, could he have held back for just a few moments from taking that toddler? Death is the only one who knows the truth. And, powerful as he is, he can’t turn back time. He can’t undo his action. He couldn’t bring the little boy back to life either. That’s outside his remit–someone else’s territory.

That infant mortality was the beginning of the end for my friend and Death. The darling couple’s relationship was poisoned by the thing that eventually rips all relationships apart–lack of trust. She wanted to believe him, but belief has to be absolute. You can’t more or less believe someone. And, as hard as she tried, she couldn’t quite believe he hadn’t kept her alive whilst emergency medical teams attended to her. And neither was she convinced that he couldn’t have spared that little lad. It only took one nail to secure the lid of the coffin she laid their relationship to rest in–a limp eighteen month-old one. A soul searching week or two of after the funeral, my friend did what she felt she had to do. She dumped Death.


People who’d seen them knitted tightly together, but didn’t actually know Death that well, thought he might resist her rejection decision and fight for her. He didn’t. He took her word as gospel. He accepted it. Once her decree had been announced, he responded with absolute obedience. That’s Death all over.

It’s been months since they split up, and I haven’t been face to face with Death since. I miss him. Love him or hate him–you have to admit his company is pretty stimulating. As for my friend–she hasn’t found a new partner. Sometimes I think I should step into the breach and ask her out. Fear of her ex finding out and getting upset isn’t putting me off–I know him well enough to know he’s not malicious. But the knowledge that he’s been with her does disturbs me. I used to marvel at her figure, fantasise about seeing her naked, holding her, having sex with her. But when I think of Death pawing her, touching every square centimetre of her body, contaminating her, I just can’t look at her the same way.








THE BEAST OF BEDDGELERT

(PRONOUNCED “BETH-GELUT”–“GE” AS IN ‘GET’, “LUT” AS IN ‘GLUT’)



There’s a small town in North Wales, high up amongst the ancient granite mountains of Snowdonia, called Beddgelert. Bedd is the Welsh word for grave–an ominous word that has tainted this isolated settlement for centuries. There was a time when it had a simpler name–plain old Gelert. This tale explains how it earned its alias.

In Gelert there was a fine and noble warrior. Like most of the greatest warriors from history and legend, he was not of noble birth. What he was, was tall, strong, courageous and handsome. His feats impressed men, and his looks impressed women. Applying Post-Modern honesty, his looks also impressed men and his feats also impressed women. But there was more to this hero than beauty and bravery; being raised amongst the hoi polloi gave him a sense of justice often undeveloped among the privileged few he eventually joined. His admirable nature further enhanced his popularity. All classes admire the virtuous.

By the time he was in his late twenties, this impressive character was a noble man with a decent sized estate. He cultivated that land into pastures which yielded bountiful produce. At the centre of his fruitful territory, there was an imposing, well-kept mansion. If you’d seen it, you might have thought it a castle. And yet labouring in the fields of conflict and non-conflict were not this heroic figure’s only virtues; he valued and lived for every moment of every day and, in order to maximise on this desire, was incredibly adept at time management. He would spend one third of each year overseeing his productive land–reaping wonderful harvests–and the other two thirds fighting for his King–reaping far more grimly. By the time he’d reached thirty-two, his successes were many. He had turned the tide of many battles, twice saved the life of his monarch, reinvented regional agriculture, improved the situation of the local poor and written celebrated ballads (I forgot to mention he was also an inspirational poet). His deeds did not go unrecognised. At thirty-two, he was made Lord of Gelert. His future seemed rosy.

In nought to thirty-two, he’d gone from nowt to luminary. During those years he’d dedicated himself to worthy causes; his king, his people, learning and literature. He bore a title and the scars of many battles. The one thing he hadn’t borne by then, was an heir. For that, he needed a wife. Once he’d set his mind to finding a bride, the Lord of Gelert applied himself to the task with the same dedication he applied to every challenge he’d ever faced. As per usual, he aimed high, setting himself the target of wooing and plucking the fairest flower in the meadow. He found her–a woman whose beauty and bearing blazed like a fiery comet passing in front of a washed-out moon. He captured her heart and she became Lady
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