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Elle Meadows limped back towards the warmth of the farmhouse, clutching the piece of pink ribbon and trying not to cry. Was she being unreasonably selfish to hope for one small touch of luxury or comfort in her life? Normally she didn't mind the hard work, the dirt or the early mornings; she liked working on the farm. The sight of their cows happily grazing, a new litter of piglets being brought into the world or the hens safely roosting for the night always made her smile. She loved the scent of freshly made hay, fresh warm milk and the wood smoke from the range in the kitchen. Today though she felt that if she were to see one more muddy animal or smell the sweaty aroma from its damp back then she'd be ready to head for the city and apply for an office job.

The thought of an upholstered chair in a heated office and a computer that she could switch off at five-thirty and leave until the following morning was suddenly almost appealing. A desk didn't require someone to attend to it while it gave birth in the middle of the night. An office could be locked up for a weekend and wouldn't starve, get sick, or escape while she relaxed over the Sunday papers. A warm and dry working environment wasn't really for her, she knew. Farm work was hard, but generally she loved it. She loved Tom even more and would never try to separate him from the farm or want to be away from him for eight hours of every day.

Although it had been bitterly cold at five this morning, she'd felt a warm glow as she read the romantic note her husband had pinned to the cowshed door. They might be short of money for fancy Valentine's cards and presents, but Tom never forgot to make some kind of gesture. She'd tried not to notice how chapped her un-manicured hands looked as she unfolded the paper and read his loving words.

The romantic glow lasted right until a cow trod on her foot. She'd let out a loud shriek. The sound of it rang in her ears until it was replaced by the shrill tone of her mobile. 

“One of the sheep has given us a Valentine's gift; a set of twins,” Tom told her.

“So early? Are they OK?”

“Yes, fine, but I'm going to have to sort out the pens right away. See you at breakfast. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Of course, Tom had to attend to the needs of the new arrivals. It wasn't his fault Elle would now have to feed the other animals as soon as she'd finished the milking. He wasn't to know that when she carried the heavy buckets of feed she'd be walking on a badly bruised foot. There was no use feeling sorry for herself. It was good news really, they'd taken a gamble buying sheep they were told were already in lamb. The arrival of healthy twins proved they'd made the right decision.

Their lives weren't easy, but Elle had always thought she was happy. They couldn't just leave the farm to go away on holiday, but didn't need to as they lived in such a beautiful place and worked together side by side. They couldn't afford to go out for posh candlelit dinners in Italian restaurants, instead they shared carefree picnic lunches in the hayfields every day in summer. Winters weren't so romantic, if he held her hand it was usually to stop her slipping over in the deep mud and the cuddles were mostly to try to keep warm, but at least they were together.

Elle had known when she'd married Tom that it would take several years of very hard work to build up their small farm and there would be no money for luxuries. Every year, she reminded herself it didn't matter. They had each other, plenty to eat and a warm house to live in. Elle didn't need designer label clothes to muck out the pigs. 

The were only two thing she wasn't so happy about; one was that every day seemed the same. On Christmas Day they still had to get up at five to milk the cows, the animals still needed to be fed on their wedding anniversary, the pigs didn't clean their own sties just because it was her birthday. Today was Valentine's Day and just as she did every other day, Elle had a rose; well almost. The other thing that occasionally spoiled her happiness was that everything in her life was completely practical. Clothes were bought because they were were waterproof and would last a long time, not because they looked nice. Their car was chosen not for the stylish design and comfortable seats but because a bale of hay would fit in the boot and mud could easily be removed from the vinyl upholstery. Even her rose was productive. She had a beautiful jersey cow called Rose who tended to whack Elle with her tail during milking. Sure enough, a hairy slap soon deposited a cold, muddy streak over Elle's face. That was just one of the reasons Elle never wore make-up. 

Despite the occasional tail swipes, Elle loved Rose. Tom had bought the cow as a gift for her on their first wedding anniversary. Rose had been a tiny calf then, with huge brown eyes, framed by long lashes. Elle had been stroking a similar animal, cared for by Tom, at a County Show when she and Tom had met. He'd been working for someone else then. Together they'd achieved their dream of renting and working a farm of their own. Compared with that, a few silly luxuries didn't matter. Not really.

With the milking finished, Elle tried to look on the bright side. The morning tasks were half-way done. Soon she'd be able to go into the warm house and share a well earned breakfast with Tom and hear about the lambs. Feeling more positive, she strode over to the pigsties. She put a bruised foot into a puddle and felt cold, dirty water seep into her wellington boot. When the cow had trodden on her, it had split the old, thin rubber. Elle hated having wet feet. She worked hard without complaining, but it really was too much to have to do Tom's tasks as well as her own with mud squelching between her icy toes. She should have bought new ones the last time they visited the agricultural suppliers, but as usual all their money had been used for chicken feed and fencing wire. She had shown Tom the sole of her boot, smooth and thin with wear, but he'd just nodded and picked up a sack of mixed corn.

Elle climbed onto the tractor, snagging the sleeve of an already torn jacket pocket as she did so. She'd have to try to repair it herself; Tom wouldn't be convinced she needed a new one. Tom spotted immediately if the hen house roof needed new felt, or the pigsties had become draughty, but he never seemed to notice if his wife's clothes were threadbare. When they had to pay for sheep shears, she didn't say she'd rather spend the money getting her hair styled. When he bought spray markers to identify the sheep she didn't suggest they also bought make-up for herself. It was right that the things needed for the farm took priority over things
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