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Some people think you need very special qualities to play rugby.

That you have to be as tall as James Ryan …

Or as broad as Cian Healy …

Or as clever as Conor Murray …

Or as skilful as Johnny Sexton …

Or as brave as Bundee Aki.

Do you know what I found out?

You don’t need to be any of those things.

It doesn’t matter how big you are.

Or how strong you are.

Or even how old you are.

Because on the field, there is a job for everyone.

That’s why I fell in love with the game – because every player has something different that he or she can contribute.

And it’s all those contributions added together that make a team.

So don’t let anyone tell you that you’re too short, or too skinny, or too slow, or too young to be a rugby player.

All you really need is the passion to work hard at your game – and the good sense not to let success go to your head.

I learned that the hard way.

Every player has his or her own story to tell. This is mine.

And every single word of it is cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die true. I know that because it happened to me – even the bit about the angry chicken!
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1 ‘What is THIS?’

I can still remember the day I discovered rugby.

It was a Saturday afternoon and I heard Dad shouting in the living room. I wondered had I done something wrong – again? I stuck my head around the door.

‘Is this about the broken bathroom window?’ I asked.

He didn’t seem to hear me. He was sitting in front of the TV, watching what seemed to be a movie. There was a lot of shouting and screaming and there were bodies lying everywhere, some wearing bandages and all of them covered in mud.

‘COME ON, IRELAND!’ he shouted. ‘DO SOMETHING!’

Dad was so transfixed by what was happening on the screen that he didn’t even notice me sit down on the sofa next to him. Very quickly, I was transfixed, too. It turned out that it wasn’t a war movie after all – because suddenly a strangely shaped ball flashed across the screen and they all went haring after it.

‘What is this?’ I asked.

He turned his head, seeing me for the first time.

‘This,’ he said, ‘is RUGBY!’

I’d only ever heard about rugby before. My older brother, Ian, played it, but I used to laugh at him as he set off for training, already wearing his boots and his gumshield, with a bandage wrapped around his head to make sure that his ears stayed on – or at least that’s what he told me!

So this is what he’d been playing all that time?

I watched in silent awe. Players were smashing into other players and sending each other flying. They were tackling each other around the waist and throwing each other to the ground. They were allowed to do things that I could only dream of doing when I played hurling.

‘Who’s playing?’ I asked, watching the white and green players trying to get past each other, like a big, mad game of Red Rover.

‘It’s Ireland against England,’ Dad said.

It was without a doubt the most exciting thing I had EVER seen on TV!

‘Wait a minute,’ Dad said suddenly. ‘What was that about a broken window?’

‘Er, nothing,’ I said.

‘Were you trying to chip golf balls through that open bathroom window again?’ he asked.

Mum always said we were the local glazier’s best customer. And that was down to me! As he replaced yet another pane of glass, Dad would shake his head and say, ‘That fella’s children are going to be very well educated. I should know – I’m the one who’s putting them through college!’

‘Gordon,’ he said now, ‘please don’t tell me I’ve to replace another window?’

‘Let’s talk about that later,’ I said. ‘We don’t want to miss anything in the match, do we?’

Dad suddenly jumped to his feet. ‘THAT’S IT, CLOHESSY!’ he yelled. ‘GO ON, BRADLEY! DANAHER’S THERE! THAT’S IT! NOW, WALLACE, GIVE IT TO GEOGHEGAN! GIVE IT TO GEOGHEGAN! GIVE IT TO GEOGHEGAN!’

He gave it to Geoghegan.

Now, Geoghegan had two players in white standing between him and the line. But it was like he flicked a switch and found a gear that no one else had. He burned past the two England players and slammed the ball down, one-handed, right on the line. Dad roared. I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I jumped to my feet and roared, too.
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‘THAT WAS A TRY!’ Dad said. ‘SIMON GEOGHEGAN, YOU BEAUTY! WE’RE BEATING ENGLAND AT TWICKENHAM, GORDON! IRELAND ARE BEATING ENGLAND AT TWICKENHAM!’ Before I knew it, he had lifted me up into the air.

In the end, Ireland won! It was 13–12. It was a really historic day. One of the biggest in Irish sport, according to Dad. The Ireland players looked absolutely exhausted when the ref blew the whistle, but they were smiling and holding their hands up and the crowd went absolutely crazy.

And from that moment on, rugby was the only game for me!
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The next morning, I went out to the shed in the back garden. After twenty minutes of poking around broken umbrellas and smelly tins of paint, I found one of Ian’s old rugby balls. I took it outside. I stood there, turning it over in my hands. I’d never liked playing with it before because I couldn’t understand why it wasn’t round, like most balls. I didn’t know if you were supposed to kick it at one of the pointed ends or kick it in the middle. First, I tried kicking one of the pointed ends – and it really hurt my foot. It was like kicking concrete! So I tried it again. This time, I held the ball sideways, a pointed end in either hand, and I kicked it as hard as I could. The ball travelled about ten feet into the air, then came down, hit the ground and bounced unexpectedly to the right, sending the cat running for cover. Ian used to say, ‘The shape of the ball is one of the things that makes rugby so exciting, Gordon! You can never take for granted what’s going to happen next!’

I apologized to the cat, then had another go. Then another. And another. I practised all morning, all afternoon and all evening. I tried kicking different parts of the ball, using different parts of my foot. After hours and hours of practice, I discovered that the best way to kick the ball out of my hands was to hold it upright, with one end pointing up at the sky and the other end pointing down at the ground, then tilt the top end slightly towards me, before making contact with the ball three-quarters of the way down, using the laces of my shoes. By the time I learned this, I had broken the window of the shed, knocked several slates off the roof of the house, destroyed a washing line full of clothes and traumatized the poor cat. But once I got the hang of it, I could get the ball to go exactly where I wanted it to go – and even bounce the way I wanted it to bounce.

After that day, the rugby ball was hardly ever out of my hands.

I’d run round the garden with it, imagining that I was evading tacklers every step of the way, with a feint one way, then a flick of my hips and a change of direction to leave the great English centre Will Carling in my dust.

I’d imagine I could hear the commentator George Hamilton’s voice: ‘HE’S GOT D’ARCY OUTSIDE HIM! HERE GOES GORDON D’ARCY! AND D’ARCY GOES FOR THE CORNER! AND D’ARCY IS IN! AND IRELAND ARE IN FRONT!’

I sometimes stopped and looked at my reflection in the window of the car, running my fingers through my hair to try to get it to stand up the way Simon Geoghegan’s hair stood up.

And when I sat down for meals, I had the ball resting on my lap underneath the table. I even took it to bed with me, falling asleep with it clutched to my chest.

Then, one Saturday morning, Dad stepped out into the garden and walked over to me.

‘Open your mouth,’ he said.

I did what he told me and he shoved a gumshield into it. Then he produced a roll of sticky bandaging and he wrapped my head with it, spinning me around and around as he did so.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

Except, with the gumshield in my mouth, it sounded more like: ‘Hot harr hoo hooing?’

‘I’m taking you to rugby,’ he said.

‘Hug hee?’

I took the gumshield out and tried it again.

‘Rugby?’ I asked.

‘That’s right,’ Dad said. ‘You can’t play by yourself forever – even if George Hamilton is singing your praises!’

Oops. I thought I was doing that voice inside my head! He handed me a pair of Ian’s old boots.

‘They’re WAY too big for me,’ I said.

‘You can wear two pairs of socks,’ he said. ‘There’s a pair inside them there. Now, into the car with you. We don’t want to be late.’

I put the second pair of socks on over my own socks, then pulled on the boots, which were still a bit loose, but I could walk in them.

‘You’ll grow into them,’ Dad said. ‘Now, come on.’

We drove to Park Lane and he parked the car in front of a field. There were twenty or thirty other boys standing around, waiting for training to start.

‘What’s this team called?’ I asked.

He said, ‘They’re called Wexford Wanderers!’

Wexford was the town where we lived. It was a beautiful town, right near the sea, in the south-eastern corner of Ireland. Picture the map of Ireland. Then picture it as a teddy bear. Wexford is a pimple on its bum.

Or maybe not a pimple. Let’s just call it a beauty spot.

A beauty spot on Ireland’s bum.

‘Wexford Wanderers are the business,’ Dad said. ‘They taught your brother how to play the game.’

We walked across the field towards the other kids. In the middle of them stood a very tall man with a big pot belly and stick-thin legs. He had a friendly face and was wearing a woolly hat, as well as shorts, which showed off his knobbly knees.

‘My name is Jimmy O’Connor,’ he said, spinning the ball in his hands. ‘And today you’re going to learn all about rugby. I’m not sure if there’s a future Simon Geoghegan among you lot. But there’s only one way for me to find out how good you all are. And that’s by doing this!’

He kicked the ball high in the air. He kicked it harder than I’d ever seen a ball kicked before.

We all looked up, watching it disappear into the sky, until we had to strain our eyes just to see it. And then it started to fall to Earth again.

‘Forget what’s going on around you,’ Jimmy said, ‘and just focus on the ball!’

Seconds later, it hit the ground with a thud, then it shot back towards me like a bullet from a gun, hitting me full in the stomach. I managed to hold it, but I was winded for a second.

‘Well?’ Jimmy shouted. ‘What are you all waiting for? Play rugby!’

Suddenly, all of the other boys were running towards me like a herd of stampeding animals. Ferocious ones, with their gumshields bared.

I gulped.

Then I tucked the ball under my arm and took off in the opposite direction.

I zigzagged my way around the field … evading every pair of grabbing hands … then, when someone did catch me, I squirmed until I managed to get loose … and the chase resumed.

It was exhaustion that got me in the end. My legs just gave way and very quickly I disappeared under a mountain of bodies …

But I still had the ball! I never let go of the ball!

A moment later, Jimmy arrived on the scene.

‘Are you okay in there?’ he said. It was like he was talking to someone who’d been buried in a landslide. ‘Give me a sign that you’re still alive.’

From the bottom of that pile of human rubble, I managed to push the ball out and ground it with my two hands.

Jimmy laughed. ‘I think we’ll call that a try,’ he said. ‘What’s your name in there?’

‘Horhon,’ I said. ‘Horhon Harhy.’

‘Horhon Harhy? What kind of a name is that?’

I spat out my gumshield.

‘Gordon,’ I said, trying to catch my breath. ‘My name is Gordon D’Arcy.’

‘Well, Gordon D’Arcy,’ he replied, ‘something tells me this won’t be the last time I hear that name.’
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2 Do NOT Try This at Home!

‘GORDON D’ARCY! What in the name of all that’s holy have you done NOW?’

It was Mum’s voice, and she sounded angry.

To be honest, I was kind of used to hearing those words. I was in trouble pretty often. You could even say it was the story of my life.

I wasn’t a bad kid. Everyone agreed on that point. I just had what Dad liked to call AN EXCESS OF ENTHUSIASM. I was always trying to be helpful. And that’s when the trouble usually started.

There was the time, for instance, when I heard Mum complain about how quickly my little sister Megan was growing. ‘She doesn’t fit into any of her old clothes anymore!’ she told Dad.

Well, I came up with what I thought was a great solution to that problem. That night, while the rest of the family were tucked up in bed, I crept into Megan’s room and gathered up all of her clothes. I brought them downstairs and outside to the greenhouse. I took a bucket and I filled it with Magic-Grow, a foul-smelling, yellowy-greeny liquid that Dad used to help him grow the BIGGEST tomatoes in all of Wexford.

I dipped every item of clothing that Megan owned into the bucket of Magic-Grow, then I hung everything on the washing line to dry.

I thought it would be a surprise for Mum when she woke up the following morning. It was a surprise alright – but not in a good way. Because Megan’s clothes didn’t actually grow. As a matter of fact, they SHRANK! And not only did they shrink, the Magic-Grow turned everything a colour that could best be described as, well … snot green.

I had to lie low for a few hours after that lot was discovered hanging from the washing line!

Another time, Dad mentioned how much he hated the colour of the family car. It was white – which meant that it got very, very dirty and Dad had to wash it at least once a week.

‘The next time I buy a car,’ he said one day, as he sprayed it with the hose, ‘it’s going to be black!’

And I thought, Why should he have to wait? The man worked hard! He deserved to drive the car of his dreams now!

So that evening, while Mum and Dad were watching TV, I went outside to the shed and found a large tin of black paint. I opened the lid, stuck a brush in it and gave our boring white car a very nice makeover.

Unfortunately, what was in the tin wasn’t paint at all, but creosote, a kind of thick, black tar usually used for painting fences.

The car ended up the colour Dad wanted alright, but it was destroyed. The creosote hardened. And when Dad tried to scrape it off, it took all the white paint off with it. Let’s just say, he ended up buying a new car a lot sooner than he’d expected.

And now it seemed I’d messed up again somehow, because I was hearing those very familiar words:

‘GORDON D’ARCY! What in the name of all that’s holy have you done NOW?’

All I had done was arrange a surprise picnic for my family to celebrate the first day of the school summer holidays. For ages, Mum and Dad had been talking about packing up the car and bringing us off somewhere for a family picnic – me, Megan, Ian and my older sister, Shona. They had it all planned, but the night before we were supposed to go, Dad got a phone call to say that he had to work.

Dad was a bank manager, so he spent his days sitting outside a vault, minding all of the money for Wexford, which he told me ran into the GAZILLIONS.

He was a very important man, which meant he couldn’t say no when he was told that he was needed for the entire weekend. So, much to our disappointment, the picnic was cancelled.

Lying in bed that night, I had an idea – and it was one of my better ones. What if I arranged a picnic for us – in the back garden? If I got up nice and early, then got straight to work, I could have the whole thing ready in time for breakfast. We could all enjoy an early morning feast together as a family before waving Dad off to work.

What could go wrong? I was absolutely certain that this was one of the best ideas I’d ever had. It was foolproof!

So, early the next morning, while everyone in the house was still sound asleep, I crept downstairs to the kitchen. Slowly, and as quietly as I could, I removed every single item of food from the cupboard, the fridge and the freezer, then laid them out on the kitchen table. There was:
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One raw chicken.

One block of cheese.

One jar of honey.

One bottle of milk.

Four pots of strawberry yoghurt.

Half a packet of ham slices.

Half a jar of blackcurrant jam.

One cucumber.

One packet of mince.

Three Hobnobs – stale.

One bag of frozen peas.

Two eggs.

Six tomatoes.

One jar of mustard.

One onion.

One packet of frozen fish.

One box of Corn Flakes.

One bottle of red lemonade.

One bag of frozen sweetcorn.

A loaf of bread.

Half a carton of orange juice.

One punnet of Wexford strawberries.

One block of vanilla ice cream.

Six pork chops.

One box of Rice Krispies.

Some broccoli.

Some baked beans in a cup.

Half a pound of butter.

And one bag of frozen chips.



It was loads! I was sure I could put on a spread fit for a king or queen with this lot.

I took Mum’s good Christmas tablecloth from the drawer, brought it outside to the garden and spread it out on the grass. Then I took some plates and some cutlery and I set a place on the tablecloth for everyone in the family. One for Mum. One for Dad. One for Ian. One for Shona. One for little Megan. And one for me.

Next, I carried all of the contents of the cupboard, fridge and freezer outside and laid them out on the tablecloth. It took quite a while, but I was mightily impressed with the result. I had to admit, I was proving to be quite the entertainer.

But then I thought to myself, Wait a minute, Gordon – where’s the cake? You can’t have a surprise party without a cake!

So I decided to bake one. Yes, the good ideas just kept on coming!

The only problem was that I had no idea how to actually make a cake. I took out a mixing bowl and tried to remember all of the ingredients that I’d seen Mum put into hers.

There was definitely flour. I was pretty much sure of that. Yes, cakes one hundred percent DEFINITELY had flour in them.

And sugar. You couldn’t have a cake without sugar. But what else?

Salt? It sounded wrong but at the same time it sounded right. Okay, just a little bit of salt, then.

Breadcrumbs? Yes, that’s obviously what gives a cake its bready texture.

What about some coffee granules? Everybody loves coffee cake, don’t they? So I tipped the entire jar of instant coffee into the bowl.

Butter. Oh no, I’d already put the butter outside in the garden. So I used olive oil instead – the entire bottle.

And then, just to give it an extra twist, I threw in some random ingredients:


Two fistfuls of parsley.

Three fistfuls of Coco Pops.

A mug of chilli powder.

Two teaspoons of marmalade.

A splash of vinegar.

Some toothpaste – spearmint.

A sprinkle of cloves.

Three beetroots – thinly chopped.

Six tablespoons of custard powder.

And, why not, another splash of vinegar!



I mixed it all up in the bowl, then I put the bowl in the oven and turned the temperature up to high.

I went back outside to make sure everything was just so. A fox was helping himself to the pork chops and I had to shoo him away. I tidied the place-settings again, then I smiled, pleased with my work.

I checked the time. It was almost 7.00 a.m. It was still a little bit early to wake the rest of the house, so I decided to have a little power nap on the sofa.

It was the smoke alarm that woke Mum. And it was Mum’s screams from the kitchen that woke me.

‘GORDON D’ARCY! What in the name of all that’s holy have you done NOW?’

I opened my eyes.

Uh-oh.

‘WHY IS THE KITCHEN FULL OF SMOKE?’ she yelled. ‘AND WHY IS EVERY PIECE OF FOOD WE OWN SITTING IN THE BACK GARDEN?’
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It was later that night, after Dad had returned home from work, that I heard him and Mum discussing what I’d done. My bedroom was directly above the kitchen, and if I put my ear to the floor and covered the other ear with my hand, I could hear everything that was being said below.

‘How about some cake?’ Mum asked. ‘It’s burnt to a cinder but it’s got toothpaste and beetroot in it. And I think I can smell cloves!’

Dad sighed. ‘What are we going to do with him?’ he asked.

‘I’ve no idea,’ Mum replied. ‘I mean, he’s a good boy.’

‘He’s a very good boy,’ Dad said. ‘He just has all this … energy.’

‘And enthusiasm,’ Mum added.

‘Oh, WAY too much enthusiasm,’ Dad said. ‘He’s just so eager to please. Sometimes, I think he’s like a golden Labrador with a big, red bow around his neck!’

They both laughed. I’d hoped they’d see the funny side of it eventually.

‘Maybe he could go to my sister’s,’ Mum suggested. ‘For a little holiday, I mean. He could have fun with his cousins there.’

‘Could be the making of him,’ Dad said.

What? Was I hearing them right? Were they really considering sending me away? And how long would I be gone for? A week? A month? Or would it be …

I gulped.

… forever?

I ran downstairs and pushed open the door of the kitchen. Mum and Dad took one look at me – rugby ball stuck in the crook of my arm – and they smiled at me.

‘Gordon,’ Dad said, ‘how would you like to spend a week or two on the family farm?’

It was news to me that there was a family farm.

‘I didn’t know we had a farm?’ I said.

‘It’s your Auntie Kathleen and your Uncle Tim’s farm,’ Mum said. ‘It might be a good place for you to, you know, get rid of some of that energy of yours!’

‘A farm?’ I said. I was suddenly very excited. ‘I’d love that.’

Mum put a slice of cake in front of me.

‘Here,’ she said, grinning at me. ‘You must share your recipe with me. Unless you’re planning to sell it to Mr Kipling, of course.’

I took one look at it. It looked absolutely revolting. And it smelled even worse. I may have overdone it with the vinegar.

‘I’m, er, not really hungry,’ I said. ‘I think I’ll just go upstairs to pack.’
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3 Down on the Farm

It was my first day waking up on the farm. I was in a deep, deep sleep, enjoying a really exciting dream in which I scored a last-minute try against England to help Ireland win the Six Nations Championship. Then, just as I was being lifted up on my teammates’ shoulders, I found myself being shaken awake.

‘Gordon!’ a voice said. ‘Time to get up, Gordon. Come on, let’s go!’

It was Uncle Tim. He was a cheerful man, who always wore a flat cap even when he was indoors. And his trousers were always pulled high above his waist, with a length of baling twine serving as a belt.

‘What time is it?’ I asked.

I was still clutching my rugby ball under the duvet.

‘Four o’clock,’ he answered.

‘Four o’clock?’ I said. ‘Are you telling me I’ve been asleep all day?’

‘No,’ he said, seeming to find this funny for some reason, ‘it’s four o’clock in the morning!’

I had no idea there was a four o’clock in the morning. And, I had to admit, I much preferred the afternoon one.

‘Why are you waking me in the middle of the night?’ I asked.

‘Because the middle of the night is when a farmer’s day begins,’ said Uncle Tim, switching on the light. ‘I’ll see you in the kitchen.’

‘What?’ I said, my eyes blinking to adjust to the brightness. ‘You mean NOW?’

‘No.’ Uncle Tim replied. ‘Any time in the next thirty seconds would be grand!’

Slowly and wearily, I pulled on my clothes, then I trudged downstairs to the kitchen, my eyelids feeling like they weighed a tonne each.

My cousins – Anne, Clare, Mary, Teresa and Helena – were already sitting around the table. Aunt Kathleen was piling slices of buttered toast onto a plate and they were disappearing just as quickly.

‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘I was led to believe that this was going to be a holiday.’

Auntie Kathleen laughed. ‘It is a holiday,’ she said. ‘That’s why we let you have a lie-in until four!’

I sat down – the ball on my lap – and I bit into a slice of toast. Being awake this early was not natural. I said it as well:

‘This is not natural!’

‘Let me see them hands,’ said Uncle Tim.

I held out my hands and he examined them.

‘They’re soft!’ he said. ‘They’re the hands of a boy who’s never done an honest day’s work in his life!’

‘I’m only a kid,’ I reminded him.

‘Well, a kid or not,’ he said, ‘today, you’re going to learn all about farming. It’s the best job in the world. We work hard and we get rewards from what we put in. Now, put that rugby ball down and follow me. You, too, girls.’

I had a BAD feeling about this.

He led us all into a barn. The smell inside was so bad it would be impossible to describe in words – except to ask you to think of the smelliest thing you’ve ever smelled in your life.

Done it?

Well, this was TEN TIMES WORSE than even THAT!

The smell turned out to be quite literally … poo.

Chicken poo!

A lot of chicken poo. Because this was a barn where dozens and dozens of chickens lived. It was where they laid their eggs. And when they weren’t laying eggs, they were either eating or they were pooing. That’s all they did. Laid eggs, ate and pooed. From one end of the day to the other.

‘Now,’ said Uncle Tim, ‘we’re here to collect the delicious eggs these chickens have laid this morning.’

He pointed to a narrow slit at the bottom of each of the coops.

‘What you have to do,’ he said, ‘is to put your hand through the gap there, find the egg and pull it out.’

That doesn’t sound too difficult, I thought.

So I slipped my hand through one of the gaps and I blindly patted the floor of the coop in search of an egg. Suddenly, I felt a sharp pain on the back of my hand.

‘Ouch!’ I said, pulling it out. ‘The chicken in there just pecked me!’

The girls all laughed.

‘That’s Princess Layer,’ Uncle Tim said. ‘And of course she pecked you! You were trying to steal her eggs!’

‘That’s because you told me to!’ I argued back.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but you have to be quick about it!’

Through a gap in the wooden slats, Princess Layer gave me a hard, steely-eyed stare, like she was daring me to try it again.

‘Quick?’ I said. ‘Oh, I can be quick. Quick is my middle –’

I pushed my hand in again. And then …

‘AAARRRGGGHHH!!!’

Princess Layer pecked me again. Except this time it was harder and sorer!

My cousins thought it was hilarious.

‘I don’t think she’s too fond of you,’ laughed Helena.

‘Teresa,’ Uncle Tim said, ‘show your cousin how it’s done.’

Teresa stepped forward. In a blur of movement, she slipped her hand through the gap, then, a split-second later, pulled it out again, clutching an egg between her tiny fingers.

‘Just copy the girls,’ Uncle Tim said. ‘I’ll be back in two hours, then it’s on to the next job.’

Off he went.

I wasn’t going to copy the girls. And I wasn’t going to risk life and limb just to collect a few measly eggs either.

‘Where are you going?’ Helena asked.

‘I’m taking measures to protect myself,’ I answered.

I went back into the house. In a drawer in the kitchen I found a pair of oven gloves …

They were essential for a job like this.

Then I took two cushions from the sofa in the living room. Using a roll of masking tape, I fixed one on my front, covering my stomach and chest, then one to my back, wrapping the tape around and around my body.

Next, I found a colander in the kitchen that my Aunt Kathleen used for draining the water off the vegetables. I put it on my head, then I pulled on the oven gloves and returned to the chicken barn.

When my cousins saw me in my homemade suit of armour, they fell about laughing.

‘Oh, Gordon,’ Anne said, ‘you’re way too soft to ever be a farmer!’

But I had the last laugh because I didn’t get pecked once! I didn’t get many eggs either – and I managed to drop or crush most of the ones I did get in those big, awkward oven gloves. But the chickens couldn’t hurt me, and that was all that mattered.

When Uncle Tim returned, he led us all outside to explain to us our second chore of the day:

Milking the cows!
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‘I don’t think you’re going to need your suit of armour for this job!’ Clare said.

I wasn’t going to take any chances, though. I decided to leave it on for now.

Milking a cow turned out to be not quite as dangerous as stealing eggs from an angry chicken. But it was DISGUSTING!

First, you had to wash the cow’s teats using soapy water, then dry them off. Next, you had to rub this jelly-like stuff into your hands. Then you had to put an empty bucket under the cow’s udders. And finally, squatting down, you had to wrap your hand around each teat in turn and pull downwards to release the milk into the bucket.

As it turned out, I was glad I didn’t remove my suit of armour because Melanie, the cow I was told to milk, kept trying to bite me. Luckily, I had the colander and the cushions to protect me.

‘You need to get closer to her,’ Anne suggested, ‘so she can’t reach you with her teeth.’

‘I can’t get any closer to her,’ I told her, ‘because the milk keeps splashing out of the bucket into my face!’

Like I said – disgusting!

When the milking was done, the insides of my legs ached from squatting down for so long. I had filled one bucket, but my cousins had filled six buckets each. I thought it might be time to go for a nap, but then we were given our third job of the morning:

Stopping the crows from eating the corn!

Uncle Tim and Auntie Kathleen had scarecrows all over their fields. They were basically wooden crosses, hammered into the ground, then dressed in clothes and stuffed with straw to make them look like humans. But crows are very smart birds and it doesn’t take them long to figure out that they’re not real.

That was why it was necessary to have real-life scarecrows chasing them away from the crops.

In other words …

US!

But, as well as being smart, crows are very, VERY persistent. We chased them away from one part of the field, then we turned around only to discover that they were munching away on the corn at the other end of the field.

So back and forth we had to run all morning, waving our arms and shouting, ‘GO AWAY, GREEDY CROWS!’

It was exhausting – especially for me, because I was still wearing my protective suit.

After lunch, we were given our next job:

Digging potatoes!

This seemed like easy work at first, especially compared to chasing crows. You took your shovel, pressed it into the ground with your foot and turned over the soil, then bent down to pick the potatoes out of it. After a while, though, it really started to hurt my back.

But at least the potatoes didn’t peck my hands. And by the middle of the afternoon, I had grown confident enough to finally remove my suit of armour. It was a relief because I was seriously sweating in it.

Uncle Tim went away and returned a couple of hours later to give us our next job of the day:

Baling hay!

Uncle Tim drove the combine-harvester – a huge, mechanical monster that ate up entire fields of dried grass, then spat out hay, which would eventually be used as bedding for the cows. Then he used another piece of machinery to compress the hay into bales, which were large and shaped like a cube. It was our job to stack the bales, ready for the tractor, which would come along with its big vice grip and carry about ten of them off together.

I decided I should have some fun while I worked. I stacked the bales in such a way that I created a fort out of them …

And I pretended that it was under attack from an enemy army …

I suddenly realized that my fort gave me a place to hide so I wouldn’t be given any more jobs. I crawled inside and stayed quiet. I’d worked so hard that day, I managed to fall asleep inside.

[image: ]

I had no idea how long I’d been asleep, but I was awoken by the sound of a tractor engine that seemed uncomfortably close to where I was lying. Suddenly, the walls of the fort began to close in on me. The tractor was picking up the bales of hay that made up my fort!

I really was under attack!

I now had a wall of hay in my face and I felt myself being lifted into the air. My cousins laughed themselves silly when they saw Uncle Tim lifting the bales with the tractor and my little legs sticking out of the bottom!

As the day neared its end, my cousins went into the house to help Auntie Kathleen prepare the dinner. But Uncle Tim had one last job for me to do before I was finished – and, he said, it was
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