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Chapter 1

The auction at Webbs

The crowd inside Webb’s Hotel is huge and consists of the most unlikely buyers of an empty farmhouse; most of all, it feels daunting. How could we have imagined that this could be for us, when there are hundreds of eager buyers with untold wealth in their pockets? We shuffle to the side, standing on the shabby carpet that covers the biggest of the Webb’s reception rooms and we wait. We are auction house virgins.

The auctioneer arrives, looking the part in a flat cap and a tweed jacket with a checked shirt underneath. He tells us all what to expect of the procedure, the bidding, the need to have ready money, no backing out, and then starts up the process with such a low figure that the bidding comes fast with the auctioneer’s song ringing and the nods or hands waving the property details. We stand dumbstruck and simply watch and wait. I hold Michael’s hand tight.

As the figure rises, so the number of bidders decrease and suddenly it is our moment and Michael starts his own pantomime of a flick of the hand. Just two bidders now. Up and up. Everyone watches the silent race between us, racehorses in the last furlong. I’m writhing. Michael gives his last bid, over our agreed limit, and stops. So too the rival. The auctioneer takes a deep breath and says the auction is cancelled, the reserve is not met.

The tension crashes and the crowd is silent, before shuffling off with discontented murmurs.

The auctioneer asks us to stay. With a little persuasion, could we not raise our offer? The vendors would be so pleased to have us as the owners. The position of the land and the farmhouse is such that having owners like us would be to their liking. Us?

Er, um, well, yes? OK. OK.

And so, with the exchange of solicitors’ details, we have a farmhouse, some land, an orchard or two, lots of barns, a river, trees, a privy, and a whole new future. And I am pregnant again.

Noah

So we move into a proper forever home with space for a family and for our goats. We move the goats into a hay-filled barn with a shelf to sleep on and a manger to hold hay, and better still a field, a river, space.

And so we go shopping for other creatures. We need a house cow. We need a Jersey house cow with dark eyes and a creamy tan hide and gentle manners and we have been told of a farmer with a Jersey herd and creatures to sell and so we go round to see. We are introduced to Rosetta. Farmer Hopkins tells us her age and breeding history and likely milk yield and how often she should be pregnant and then calve to keep up a steady milk supply. We are given her pedigree papers and herd number.

We will purchase a stainless-steel bucket that can be sterilised for the milking process. Mr Hopkins is astonished to hear that we intend to milk her by hand, but why would we want to set up electrical systems for one cow?

Rosetta takes her new ownership and solitary status with a placid acceptance and we persuade her to allow the hand-milking process. We lead her out of her shed by a rope halter and tie her to a metal bar not unlike a bicycle stand. She is given a bowl of oats and the milkman or milkmaid takes the old bathroom stool and hunkers down beside her udder and starts a rhythmic pull on her teats, which yield nothing until suddenly she gives in and lets down her milk with a great gushing flood, through our working fingers and into the bucket below, with a ringing sound as the jet of milk hits the side of the bucket. Creamy, frothy milk, full fat, almost yellow, enough to feed a huge family, more than enough for us; enough to make butter, yogurt, and skim off the cream.

We need pigs to eat the skimmed milk. Off we go to buy two weaners. We are learning pig talk. We transport our three beehives, consolingly covered with sacking. Then we buy Warren and Marran hens, point of lay, ready for a lifetime of egg laying. Ducks. Geese. Guinea fowl. Muscovy ducks. Soon our Large Bottom Farm is ringing with the sound of contented creatures. We feel like Noah and his missus.

Winter yard

It is bone-gnawingly cold. The animals have all tried to go to bed early, goats already in the stable looking balefully out of the door as if I am a bad waiter, endlessly and disappointingly late with an order. I swing the food barn door open to give oats and molasses-rich goat mix and see that the rats have been making merry in the feed bins. I will have to deal with them later.

The hens and ducks make a distracting shriek of enthusiasm and I gather up their assorted bowls and scoop out the right mix for each of them and I head out into the yard. There is mayhem under my feet as I open the gate. I have to extend my foot in a ridiculous ballet point to scoop away ducks from underfoot, plant my boot slowly amongst them and pick my way over to the duck house.

From the doorway I execute a spectacular move, well-practised and unerringly accurate. My right hand spins the corn into the duck house and as it scatters, a tide of ducks comes spilling over themselves and behaving like a mad rabble; my left hand shoots a spray of corn in the other direction along the concrete yardway to pacify the hens. This is the moment for separation of fowl: success.

Next I have to umpire an ugly scene between geese and hens and I shoo the geese into their shed. As soon as I feed the geese, their noise is simply a contented guggle of beak into straw as they pick up their grains. The hens busy themselves with the scatter in the yard. I must return to the rat issue.

I look around for something to plug the hole in the bin, but I can’t stay out too long before I will turn into a pillar of ice. I pour a small but enticing pile of rat poison grains beside the feed bin and cover it with an upturned gutter section.

Quickly now, I fill the goat bowls and make my way unencumbered by fowl, as the hens, now properly suppered, have already gone in to roost. I pause in the goat shed to rub Plum at the base of her fat soft ears. She looks up at me, pleased, but has a more interesting job on hand with her oats. There is plenty of hay stacked in the manger still and I shut the doors, all creatures tucked away for the night and it isn’t even 4 p.m. yet. I feel the pull of crumpets or muffins and a long slow evening ahead.

Snowdrops

There must be snowdrops somewhere. I am pulling on my wellies and hurtling out of the conservatory in a certainty that I will find a thin spear of white amongst all the mossy sprawl under the yew trees. I find crocus leaves beginning their untidy spikes under the apple trees, but I go on, desperate for snowdrops, desperate for that reassurance that the dark days are slipping away. Yes, over there, a small brave clump of six, seven, shivering slightly and gleaming. I crouch down and fill myself up with snowdrop.

Sawing horse

Cyril comes to look over our purchase; he knows about things. He walks the boundaries and gazes carefully at the barns and the fields. We trust his judgement more than anyone else’s, knowing he left his family tradition of lightermen on the Thames and brought his red-haired wife to a tenanted farm in Wales to rear a family, to hand-milk a herd, to live without electricity, to work the land with sweat and blood. He is eighty, tall and strong. He looks at our land and finds it good. He offers wry advice here and there and comes back a week later with a gift of a sawing horse he has made for us.

It has two end pieces of diagonal crosses and long centre pieces and we can lay boughs and logs along this frame, which hold them as we cut them up. I have never seen such a thing before, but Michael has, and he is thrilled. We use it most weeks. We drag branches from the orchard, the riverbank, the thicket of laurel or the overbearing sycamores in the field boundary and make a production line. One of us heaves the branch to the sawing horse, one holds the branch steady, but it’s always Michael on the saw or chainsaw, and one person has to nip about loading logs into a barrow. It’s me.

The best thing is the hurling position. Lob a log high, higher, the highest, right to the back of the log store and hope it tugs itself down and doesn’t start an avalanche. This is no pile for the orderly minded, no stacking in serried rows, it’s a cheery wild mountain of logs, and we have borrowed a sign from the forestry workings in the wood, which announces: ‘No Climbing on Wood Stack’.

Conservatory

Michael insists on a conservatory. It is an unknown around here. His great aunt Gwendoline had one in her splendid Camborne town house, where she reigned as eccentric queen of a mining dynasty, and now we must have one for growing a vine and basking ourselves in sunshine. Two builders shake their heads, suck their teeth and slope away. Our friend Tristan is not so easily defeated and reminds us he has a failed degree in architecture; he rustles up drawings of a glass structure spanning the courtyard between the house and the washhouse and snouting outwards in a five-sided fan.

The main timbers are quickly assembled and then we have to cut away half: too many, too dark. Finding the reinforced triangular cut glass for the roof is complicated, but Tristan is resolute and while we wait for delivery, we tackle the enormous task of shifting the tomb-sized granite floor slabs that were once the kitchen floor into place as the conservatory floor. We dig hollow pits for them and then layer in sand and manhandle them into place. We stand back to admire the work in progress: planting beds on each side and a blank wall for a table and chairs.

Our heads are full of the thought of the vine, the ivies, the tomatoes, the seedlings, the hothouse plants, the children’s sandpit, the hammock, and the lazy days ahead.

Planting a vine

Everyone knows that a conservatory should have a vine: we have a vine, a Black Hamburg in a little flowerpot. Everyone knows you should plant a vine on nutrients like a heart, a brain . . . a placenta? I have a placenta, I intend to use it for planting our vine, but in the hospital things get difficult. I have spent a great many hours giving birth to Morwenna in an unfriendly hospital with me shouting a lot and Michael telling me to breathe and then forceps and stitches, but a beautiful baby and then the afterbirth, push, push.

Well, it seems reasonable to me to ask the nurse who is trying to carry my placenta away if I can inspect it and she comes over with a look on her face that should warn me. ‘Thank you,’ I say and take the grey cardboard dish in which my nutrient-rich placenta lies; she is as quick as a flash and grabs it back.

‘This is mine,’ I say. ‘I am going to take it home.’

‘No, this is hospital property,’ she tells me.

I point out it is mine, from my body, of my body, made by me, therefore my property and I am going to plant a vine on it.

A tug of war commences, where I pull on the cardboard dish and so does she.

‘It’s mine,’ I say.

‘It’s against hospital regulations.’

‘I want it.’

‘You can’t have it,’ and she gives a stronger pull and scuttles off with it. I am furious and probably a bit deranged in a post-birth state. Michael is holding our newborn with a look of sublime joy, oblivious to the visceral battle at his side.

When we are home, he plants the vine on a chicken carcass. Harrumph.

The health visitor

At last there is a medical visitor who is not twitching with disapproval. Our house is in disarray and I have a baby. They don’t like that. When Morwenna was born, we were just moving in and the health visitor came with me to look at the farmhouse and was horrified that there was not yet running water. ‘You can’t move in here,’ she said, ‘you will have to be taken into Care.’

Care sounded worrying and so we squatted with kind friends until Michael deposited me, a crate of Guinness and a new baby with my parents.

But now we do have running water, and what does it matter if the kitchen is not finished? I sit and nurse the baby and give the builders cups of tea and we are all getting on with what we must do.

There is a new health visitor, who does not bristle. She tells me that babies are weaned with bananas in South America and that mothers do what they can. She thinks carefully about my worry that Morwenna cries and I’m not sure what to do and she tells me I have to check the key things: is she hungry? Is she wet? Is she the right temperature? If all those things are okay, then the baby has to toughen up, and I can wrap her in a blanket and push her pram to the end of the garden and let her shout or listen to the birds or sleep.

What liberation. Morwenna, you are going to the end of the garden. To sleep, please.

Yard work

It’s a raw morning and there has been an exhausting baby-crying session, which seems to have stretched itself through the night. Michael pulls on his jeans, shirt, jumper, and steels himself out of the kitchen door. The boot beetle is in the way and clangs and skids across the granite floor. Fat socks. Wellies. Farm jacket.

The air outside is chill mist, the sort that claws your throat, and the gravel path down to the farmyard has collected small pools of wet. Primroses on the bank seem to issue a yellowish glow, unperturbed by the soaking of dew they carry. The whole bank is sodden, making the ferns, the dog’s mercury, the campion all sag. Only the shiny discs of pennywort stand waxy firm.

Rosetta is the first in line for milking. Goats next. There are only three in milk and Yamaha needs milking only every other day. Michael takes Suzuki by the collar and they take a brisk turn down the yard. He reaches for one of the breakfasts and Suzy jumps up onto the milking shelf to eat and give herself up for milking. Michael pulls the white stool over and settles down.

It’s a comforting business, head pushed to her warm flank, and she obligingly moves her leg back. One hand goes to grip the stainless bowl with a vice-like steadiness and the other pulls rhythmically on first one teat and then the other. It can take less than five minutes when all is going well and as long as the breakfast lasts. Once the food is finished, an irritable fidgeting starts up and puts the half-filled pail in grave danger. Michael watches that frisky back foot as it starts to consider a little kick and he manages to pull the last jet of foaming milk and move away.

Suzuki is led away. Plum next, then the goat breakfasts are taken into the rest of the eager crew. Two bowls on the floor at opposite corners and one on the manger shelf. Everyone rushes to get to the best fullest bowl and then moves to see if another looks better or fuller and there is a fuss of bowl sharing and head tossing and fast movement around the shed.

The breakfast is short and quick and Michael leads Yamaha out into the meadow, where he tethers her to a running line. The others follow her lead and are easy to fix to their tethers. All that is left to do is to move one of the posts at the end of the running line for a new stretch of grass. He pulls up the post and clangs it in with the hammer. Four lines moved, four times the clanging sounds echo up and down the valley. I can hear them from my bed as I feed the baby.

Polly

Annoying noises from the farmyard are forcing me out of doors and I stumble into my boots, grab a jacket, and march out to see what mayhem is taking place in the animal kingdom.

A strange dog has a duck by the neck and is shaking it beyond death it seems, and all the geese and ducks are shrieking in protest. The goats have come in to see what the fuss is, nosey like me, but do nothing, unlike me, because I stride in through the gate and grab the black and white dog by its collar and wrench it hard. It looks at me in a mix of reproach and surprise and drops the dead duck. My temper flares and I hurl the dog into the nearest shed, the duck shed from which there is no escape, and I shut the door.

I check the duck in case there is life or a possible meal out of it and as there is neither I leave it on the lawn, for evidence. And I wait.

I go back into the house and do my waiting with a sleeping baby and a cup of tea. Soon enough I hear the cry of a likely owner, ‘Polly, Polly, Pollleeee,’ so I put my boots on again and saunter out into the drive. There is already body language at play. I imagine I am looking assertive and proprietorial; the man at the end of the drive is looking uncertain, supplicant.

‘I’ve got Polly in a shed,’ I call out and he comes nearer, looking relieved.

‘I kept her there after she killed one of my ducks,’ I continue in a neighbourly fashion.

I walk towards the yard and he follows, and I open the duck shed and there is a moment of owner/dog reunion.

‘I kept her there so you could collect her and she could be reminded of the duck, and you can punish her. I daresay you will want to beat her when I show you the duck?’ I’m saying this as a righteous challenge.

At this point the owner looks afraid. Clearly, he hadn’t thought of a punishment being necessary. I have demanded it. I have the duck. It is still dead and has tell-tale bloodstains on it.

I offer a stick, but he chooses to wallop Polly with his hand, quite hard, shouting out in a fairly unconvincing tone: ‘Bad dog, bad Polly!’ It seems that Polly is as surprised by the beating as her owner, because she turns on him and bites him hard on the arm. He screeches and we both look at his bleeding arm.

‘Hmm, you’d better come in for first aid. Polly can continue in the duck shed.’

This is one way of getting to know your neighbours.

Yellow sofa

We are ripping our farmhouse apart. It was politely arranged into four solid traditional rooms with a severance of a hallway and staircase in the middle. Each room has only one window. A parlour, a dairy, a sitting room and a kitchen. There was no downstairs water supply. I imagine the previous inhabitant walking out along a covered way to an outhouse for water heated with a copper tank in the corner. It’s all change. Water and a sink in the kitchen, please.

The two rooms on the south side are knocked into one and the open fireplace is turned into a south-facing window and seat and the broken-down cooking range is gutted out and in its place is a brand-new Belling cooker, which is to last us thirty years.

Hey presto, we have light, sunshine pouring into the room. My dream kitchen is beginning. The next requirement is a table, chairs and a yellow sofa. The sale room has a table that we take to the acid-dipping tank at Menheniot station to strip it back to pine. Three chairs follow. The next sale has a pair of sofas, one an unwanted Chesterfield from the police station and the other a sturdy, old-fashioned piece, which might manage a young family. Then Amelia finds me the yellow fabric I need for a sofa cover.

A piano appears, hideous until painted white. A little table for tiny tea parties or playdough arrives. Yellow cotton curtains. The room morphs around its growing inhabitants, but the yellow sofa in all its different incarnations must stand the test of time, each collapse of springs necessitating another sale room visit with a tape measure to check that the yellow cover will fit. For thirty years this kitchen will be a place of sunshine and comfort and a yellow sofa.

Workshop in the sitting room

Flexible working conditions? We are the master of these. We have moved our glassblowing workshop into the sitting room. The room is large and predisposed to a division, so we have a sofa hunching its back across the middle of the room, separating a carpeted zone and a slate floored zone where Michael and Julie can sit and chat and work in warmth as they make filigree glass galleons, vases of mice running up stems of barley and other vital tourist items for our seaside tourist shop. They have worktables with a Bunsen burner, stacks of glass rods and the comfortable soft buzz of the gas flame.

The carpeted zone isn’t getting much use. That is, until today, when we find we have a formal visit from the rector. The kitchen is a chaos of baby toys and drying towelling nappies, so I invite him for a polite cup of tea in the sitting room.

Here I perch on the edge of a chair with the baby, arrange him and his large black frock on the sofa and we exchange pleasantries. I am a newcomer; he is seeking out a potential member of his flock. He asks if I have planned a baptism and could he help? I stutter that I am thinking about dates and venues that will suit our unreliable chosen godparents, which is clearly the wrong thing to say, as he tenses up and says he has a few organised group baptism days ahead, and parents generally fit in with the rector.

I shift the baby and keep my face in a pleasant smile. The workforce behind me, with impassive faces, cynical views and scarcely held-in laughter, are straining to hear every word, to be used against me later.

Routine visit to the vet

I don’t know which is worse: taking one’s small children to be immunised knowing the hassle, the screeching and the maternal terror of presenting a perfect human specimen to be injected and punctured, or taking a soft new pair of twin goat kids to be castrated and have their budding horns burned away.

Today I must do the goat horror and know that a month ago I did the infant horror and I have been forgiven by her.

The goat logic is this: we do not want an immature goat rutting with his siblings or performing any of the malodorous male goat tricks on any member of our herd. And horns must be removed if we are allowing children to play with and amongst the goats. We then rear the young males to frolic and play and can eat them at nine months. It’s farming.

The vet gives a local anaesthetic before he makes a swift incision and scoops the testicles out, then sprays the emptied sacs with a purple antiseptic. He anaesthetises the skull before he burns the growing ring around the base of the horn bud, with a dreadful smell of singed fur.

I take the kids home in a dopey state and their mother nuzzles them and leaves them to sleep in the hay. I worry about them for a while, empathise about their probable headache, but when I go out to the yard to check on them, they are bouncing about in the field apparently unaware of the violence we have had performed on them. All is well.

Priscilla and the garden

I’ve got a special guest arriving, to advise me on how to turn a sea of mud and random grassy patches and scraggy fruit trees into a garden. She is the wife of the bishop and is a botanist and a knowledgeable gardener. After coffee and when I have put the baby to sleep, we go out and stare at the problem.

Outside the kitchen door are a drab concrete passageway, outdoor washhouses, a tiny but bare courtyard, a cinder track, laurel bushes, bare conservatory, and a secret path to the outside privy. It’s a muddle and indescribably ugly. I explain that what I want more than anything is to walk out of the kitchen and see flowers and loveliness. Priscilla can surely hear the desperation in my voice.

She walks to and fro, talking about south and west. I blurt out that I thought maybe I could pull up the laurel hedge and make a border for flowers and she nods, thinking.

She goes to her car and returns with some little hellebore plants and I scamper upstairs to get the baby, who is gurgling. I wear the baby on my hip and we carry on the survey of my dismal lawn.

She puts a hand on my arm and says, ‘Why don’t you just get some grass seed down and let that grow, and maybe pull up the cinder track and throw in a few tough and cheerful plants to keep you going? You have a baby; really a garden can wait, you will be so busy.’

Wise lovely words. Thank you.

Goat husbandry

We have a shelf devoted to self-sufficiency: Goat Husbandry, Backyard Dairy Book, Backyard Poultry, Food for Free, Fruit Garden Displayed, Burcombes Queenies and Colloggetts, Plumbing in the Home, Wild Food for Goats, Self Sufficiency, and more; all are well-thumbed. Most have muddied fingering on the pages dealing with crop failure, pests, and surpluses.

Goat Husbandry intimidates us both. It speaks with a lofty expertise we cannot hope to match, with diagrams of custom-built goat pens instead of our crumbling stone barn, of careful fodder crops instead of our one meadow and old orchards and goats kept on tethers, of marketing a range of goat products in glossy containers instead of milk in glass jam jars. It has pages and pages of well-scanned lists of health problems and clearly every sickness or droopiness has had us reaching for the book to see what symptoms match.

It’s a ghastly read.

Phosphorous deficiency. Poisons. Black Garget. Chronic Mastitis. Gas Gangrene. Foot Rot. Goat Pox. Pulpy Kidney Disease. Most of the cures listed involve diet change and many have the ‘easy’ tag: success or failure apparent by the ninth day. I imagine that failure is death with the irksome business of disposing of a body. One becomes resigned. Or one visits the vet.

The book has very helpful pages that show cross-sections of goat pregnancy, and the way a single or twin foetus can lie, and how one can extract a goat kid if necessary – ‘bring that leg forward with your finger, if possible’.

There are diagrams too of Mendelian dominance and recessive genes with paragraphs on hornlessness hermaphrodites and risky matings. If one has a dreary rainy afternoon, what better read than an hour or two with Goat Husbandry?

Life crossroads

We have been playing for too long and need to grow up. Running a crazy, tinpot seasonal seaside business, where we aren’t home till ten or later, is not working with our smiling fat baby, who has survived one season in a carrycot under the shop counter and breastfeeding that evoked a horrified response from our customers.

We have already had several careers apiece before departing from London for a life of self-sufficiency. We have been foolish, larking about when we should have been building a future. Now Michael is giddy with schemes, toying with mad ideas he immediately cancels until he comes up with The One. It’s the career he has always wanted, he was just distracted into reading sciences at university: he wants to be a doctor. He’s always wanted to be a doctor. He rushes full tilt into investigations; his old college will surely accept him again to read medicine.

The baby and I discuss this. Is she willing to be raised by only me for seven years while her father is a student far away? Do we sell the farm? End this new delicious life of self-sufficiency? Goodbye hens, goats, creatures great and small? Or do the baby and I run the whole show for seven years while Michael lives away?

I don’t say any of this to my husband – I keep silent, holding my breath with dread. A person has to do what they want in life. It just seems at a woefully hopeless time. The baby and I watch progress.

The college has Michael’s application and his marvellous persuasive letter and their admissions tutor rings when Morwenna and I are mixing slop for the pigs. When we throw off our wellies and coats, we can see Michael leaning against the kitchen door cradling the phone on his shoulder. He is making low noises of agreement and assent. He doesn’t give me any signal of which way the conversation is going so I creep about making supper for Morwenna and getting cups of tea. Finally, the conversation ends and he joins us at the table.

Well? This is our life-changing moment.

‘Well?’

‘They have had a meeting and a long discussion,’ he says. ‘They think it would be a great plan in many respects. They would be happy to have me back, my previous degree might even mean I could do a year less, but they think . . .’ His voice trails off and he looks out of the window. He gathers himself up and continues, ‘They think I am probably too old; the training would be so long at this stage in my life, with a young family. They advise against it.’

He fiddles about with his mug of tea and I can see his huge disappointment.

At this moment, neither of us can know that he will become a teacher, a quirky, witty, inspiring teacher, and run one of the best science departments around, and elect to stay doing just that, oh so joyfully, without shifting about to take up senior posts or a headship and that we will stay at Large Bottom Farm for thirty years.

‘He has just given us our life back,’ I whisper to the baby.





Chapter 10

Cutting the laurel

If we cut the laurel hedge that is growing high on a walled bank on the side of the vegetable garden, then the garden will get more sunlight. And the walkway to the end of the top triangle orchard will be more passable. But what a business it is. Either someone is on a ladder with a chainsaw or someone else is buried deep in the hedge trying to poke the saw in.

Michael once tyrannised an ex-boyfriend of mine by making him balance in the branches while chopping; it was an effective deterrent – he moved to South Africa. We have even paid someone on an hourly rate to battle with branches.

In each case it has involved much support from those below, dragging away the branches, lopping off side bits and making the stinky wood suitably sized to burn in the bonfire. Michael is in the laurels and the girls and I are below, wielding hatchets and axes to trim off the smaller branches. A four-hour stint gets about a fifth of the bank done.

As twilight approaches, we stop cutting and start the bonfire. It’s the reward. I rummage in the log stash and bring out kindling pieces and a few good dry boughs to get the fire roaring, and then Morwenna and Georgie start to pile on the laurel branches. The leaves have a natural slick of oil in them and as we heap them on, they start popping and flare up with a fierce roar and flash.

We run to feed the fire with more. The wigwam of piled-up branches grows higher and higher and the flames rage up and start to singe the overhanging branches from the big trees above on the bank. The smoky steam carries up red and gold flecks amongst the ashy grey and we are covered by ashfall. It’s a compelling, primitive craziness and we run around our bonfire, feeding it until the leaves and twigs are all gone and the middle of the bonfire has hollowed out.

Then it’s our time to poke and rebuild the fire, pulling out charred, half-burned branches and feeding them into the middle. When there is no more prodding to be done, we leave, stinking of smoke, sad to part from this hot, red dragon we have made. Before bedtime, we come out and turn the smouldering ashes and it flares up again, to give us another surge of spark and red and gold.

The May gap

All bees have their June gap when most of their flower source is finished. We have a May gap for vegetables. Most of the seed packets recommend planting in May, but a few can be squeezed in early and so in May we have some seedlings, some not-yet-ready spinach, some not-yet-ready lettuce, and a number of straggling, half-rotten leeks left braving the spring rains after a long winter.

There is an ancient storage principle. It is that root vegetables can be stored in a clamp, where you make a circle of carrots and parsnips with their pointy ends facing the centre and you layer up with sand or peat, and then cover the whole stack with sand and help yourself over the winter.

Not so. Or we used the wrong sand, or made the wrong circle. Or the writer of the information was lying. Anyway, the clamp produces a tragedy of shrivelled vegetables sprouting hairy roots.

Budding saplings

We are walking down by the river looking for excitement and pulling away branches that create too much of an eddy in the water. Some ducks shout up at us. The poisonous hemlock is worryingly prevalent here, but the goats won’t graze it. The buds on the alders are fat and purple and then I remember the pathetic copse I planted last winter, and so we sprint over to the sheep netting that contains it and make a leggy crossing over it.

‘See if any are alive,’ I suggest, and we are scattered as if on an Easter egg hunt, looking for signs of life.

‘Here, here,’ calls out Morwenna and we weave our way through the twiggy space and see she has found green buds. ‘What tree is it?’

I stand back and ask Michael if he can remember what we planted. We compile a list: ash, rowan, oak, cherry, alder, sweet chestnut. We all peer at the line of buds, wondering which of these it could be.

‘See what else there is,’ I say, and we scatter again. Michael finds some nubby points. ‘I’ve got an oak, I think,’ he shouts, and we zoom in to investigate. Off again.

‘Look, something like the river trees,’ Georgie squeaks and yes, there are alder nubs. There are more and more, and we end up handling every twig and most seem to be assertively alive, offering little buds.

Those skinny striplings from the Woodland Project, so easy to plant in the dreary winter, so insignificant, so unlikely to live; a scraggy, bendy twig with a feeble drying-out root pushed into the ground, but hundreds of them. It seems like alchemy to thrust twigs in the ground and get a forest.

Amelia knows cars

Amelia decided to leave an old blue car in the log shed at Large Bottom Farm. It was an ancient Ford Popular . . . a good goer, sweet as a nut, that sort of thing, with leather seats and Morwenna and Georgie and all their friends loved it. It quickly became full of banana skins and dried ferns and small plastic dolls. The door sagged open and couldn’t find the momentum to shut and then the tyres drooped deep into the wood shavings. Moss and other interesting sproutings took up residence, but the girls loved it steadfastly until one day when Amelia rang to say she had exchanged it for a bottle of red wine and someone came and removed it. I saw it driving through Liskeard.

Our red diesel Golf died on a day trip into Dartmoor. Car shopping is not an area of expertise to anyone we know, but Amelia is in Bristol, with heaps of oily fingered knowledge about cars. Together we approach a Toyota Corolla, and I look to her for the savvy actions of the cognescenti. We swagger forward, looking like the team you shouldn’t mess with and she heaves up the bonnet. Inside is a shiny bright pile of car intestines that look as if they have just come off the production line, but Amelia gets technical, checking for clutch slippage and oil levels, then shrugs. I kick the tyres and she hisses at me, ‘That’s what numpties do.’ We make a deal, hop in, drive home.

Archie helps with planting

Michael is in the vegetable garden with a cardboard box of seeds for planting: little gem lettuce, climbing French beans, spinach, broad beans, beetroot, leeks. The earth has been dug and we have spread well-rotted manure. The old Howard rotavator has been worked hard on this early bed, which is now a deep-brown, smooth tilth.

Michael has prepared his morning work by planting short twigs each width of the bed and running a length of baler twine between them, to give a planting line and to show where to watch for the emerging seedlings when hoeing out the weeds. He is kneeling on a feed sack and has a fold of paper holding the little lettuce seeds. With a pencil, he is carefully pushing the seeds out one by one into a neat groove in the earth.

At his side is Archie, our first cat. (We have a plan to do cats alphabetically, Archie, Bartholomew . . .) He likes this sort of slow, noise-free gardening very much and is stretched out on the earth, pretending to be asleep. Michael moves his sack along and Archie looks up with lazy eyes. When Michael moves the sack again, Archie gets up and joins Michael on the sack and watches the pencil work with interest. Then he wanders off to look at a bee. He hunches down a foot away from Michael and tenses up to pounce.

But it’s not the bee he is after. With a flying leap he lands on Michael’s back and aargh! – the pencil, the seeds, the box and Michael are sent spilling into the earth. When the lettuce seeds germinate, all the evidence is there: a line of seedlings and then, briefly, a chaos of sprouts, before the line returns to its proper order.

Juniper’s babies

Juniper is making heavy weather of this pregnancy. Goats are usually matter-of-fact about the whole process, but no, Juniper is sighing, lying down and refusing to get up, flaring her nostrils and generally wanting us all to be sympathetic. She is like a furry brown ball with small, stick legs poking out under her and this week her udder has been swelling. I check the dates of mating in my Animal Movement Book and reckon that she is due any day. I leave her in the shed; there is no point trying to tug at her collar and lead her to delicious grass.

By lunchtime, I visit her shed to see if she has moved out and find her nuzzling the most exquisite little brown baby; she has half cleaned it off and it is on the way to being fluffy. She murmurs a love song to it. I give her an encouraging rub behind the ears and check the hay to inspect the placenta, but can’t find it yet, so leave them to bond, with the door shut to prevent other goats snooping on a private maternity ward. I will be returning in a short while with my post-birth treat of a pail of warm water with molasses in it.

When I return, I am not altogether surprised to find a second kid receiving love and licking; she was really huge and twins are commonplace. She breaks off her mothering and takes greedy gulps of the warm drink, before resuming her nuzzling. I leave the door open for her to refresh herself outside in the warm summer sun.

Later in the afternoon I visit her again, wanting to be sure of placentas; nothing is more annoying for a new mother than an infection from retained placentas, and I am astonished to find that Juniper is attending to a third baby. The other two are struggling drunkenly to their feet and colliding with each other, but Juniper is too busy with her newest child to push them towards her heavy udder. Morwenna and Georgie rush to the yard when they are back from school and pick up and stroke the baby goat kids and laugh at their feeble little bleats. They lead Juniper out into the field, each of us carrying one of her kids, and she settles to a mix of eating grass and kissing her newborn family.

Judy is the one who goes out an hour later to visit the happy pastoral scene and comes back to tell us that Juniper is licking a fourth baby.

It’s extraordinary . . . four babies? What a feeding business that will be! We lead Juniper back to the shed and then take each baby in turn to check they can suckle, posting them at a teat and handling her low-slung, heavy udder at an angle to assist. She nuzzles at their backsides to encourage them and yes, each and every one is eager to drink but somewhat baffled by the teat, which hangs so low.

The eldest and strongest has the answer: she gets down on her knees below the udder and butts her head up, reaching for a teat and takes her fill. Juniper gazes into outer space and chews the cud.
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Ducklings lost

A thin morning in June: Morwenna and I stand with our eyes squeezed up into the sun to look along the river valley. We are looking for ducklings. Their mother is desperate, knowing she has lost some, but is vague about how many she might have lost.

We have a sliver of time before school and climb up over the gate to walk along the river, hoping to find them paddling in an eddy. We both teeter on small grassy hummocks along the swampy patch with wild yellow irises and we push through the willow striplings to the water’s edge. These upper reaches of the Looe river run too fast for ducklings.

We survey the dewy shine of the morning field. The sun is splitting through the oak tree on the bridge. I think a kingfisher darts past in a small blue flash. We can hear the mother duck’s distant quacking as we find the first body, bedraggled, and then a second with slashed wounds. These are the unmistakeable killer marks of a heron. He will have eaten any others there were. We pick up the two wet bodies and sadly float them in the river down to the sea at Looe. We are quiet on our walk back home; Morwenna holds my hand.

Building a hut for goat kids

We have decided to move all the goats into the field by the drive; it’s growing too high and needs some serious grazing, but the herd’s four very new babies will need shelter if it gets cold or rainy, so we must build them a hut. I announce this very confidently, as if I build huts for goat kids all the time, and my father is roped in to assist; after all he has had a term of woodwork at an evening class. Michael goes to see what wood supplies he can find in the workshop and we reassemble in the field with a keen extra team of helpers in the form of goats and their skippity offspring.

The wood supply isn’t much, and my father selects the best four pieces to be corners and we quickly see that the hut is only going to be mid-thigh high. ‘It’s okay,’ I say, ‘look at how little the kids are.’ Michael mutters that we might as well give them an old tea chest and he slopes off. My father is unsure whether to cooperate with my gung-ho approach; he smells failure, but we have a lot of fun with banging in nails and holding pieces still against wobbles and collapse, and soon we have a box.

Georgie scoops up one of the babies that has sunk into a snooze in the grass and carries it up to the box, but it lurches onto little legs and potters out. Morwenna brings up a tranche of hay to make a snug den inside. We leave and then sneak back an hour later to see if there is any interest in our hut, and yes, inside are two white kids curled up together fast asleep in the hay.

I know that within a week those kids will be jumping on our handiwork and it will collapse about their ears. Shall I tell my father?

Pruning the vine

Our vine is the child of the venerable old vine at Hampton Court, the Black Hamburg, and it produces the most delectable black grapes in fat, tight bunches that sometimes are best eaten crammed into my mouth in a warm fistful. The others in my family are more delicate and Georgie makes a show of rejecting pips. It’s supposed to need minimum maintenance, an essential feature for survival in our household, but of course, this isn’t really true.

Apart from the traditional pruning on the shortest day, down to its three main fruit-bearing branches that stretch along the length of the conservatory, there is thinning, and harvesting and fighting my way through the copious amounts of greenery to reduce the jungle. I have a stepladder and secateurs and where there is a tiny form of a bunch appearing, I count down two more leaves and then cut. I have already made a series of selected cuttings of vine leaves suitable for making dolmades, but by now everyone is fed up with these.

The smell of the leaves is heavenly – green, sappy, juicy – and I gather great armfuls to load into a wheelbarrow and take down to the goats; at least they are appreciative.
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Tomatoes

In the greenhouse with the door slid shut behind me, all wind is left outside and the smell of ripeness is overwhelming. The aubergines and peppers are paltry things, but the tomatoes tower up into the beams of the greenhouse, pushing sprouting side branches through the slit of a window opening. They are crammed with fruit and I have come to pick.

Their smell is divine. I reach out to the low branches where the fruit is at its reddest and pop a tiny tomato into my mouth. It bursts into a riot of flavour.

I’m squatting on my haunches in a Cornish vegetable garden getting high on tomatoes.

Guinea pig project

Georgie longs for a guinea pig; we are happy to get her one, but where? There is a serious local shortage of guinea pigs. The pet shop apologises for a lack of supply and explains there is a great demand.

An idea forms. A serious demand and a serious shortage seem to be a business opportunity. I tell Michael that we will become guinea pig farmers. We stroll out to the big barn which is currently the only available space unless we squeeze pigs and geese together. The cobbled floor of the stable seems good, the dank darkness less so. We aren’t sure of the right conditions for guinea pigs.

We consider what we know: they breed fast, are born fully dressed in good fur, they like to show enthusiasm for food and owners by a high pitched squeal, they are vegetarian. They are in great demand.

We spend an hour or two on this project, discussing van loads of guinea pigs on motorways and into city pet stores, mail order, buy one get one free, sponsored school supplies, until our fantasies erupt in laughter.

Kittens under the floorboards

Away for a few days, a small holiday. We are packing and rushing and shouting with excitement and rearranging piles on the kitchen floor, all ready for departure.

But we have a cat situation: Cordelia has five babies in a nest in the boiler house on an old sweater. Here she is safe and warm and dry. But today she is not there, and neither are her children. We put our heads together to think about where we have seen her. Yep, upstairs, by the second bathroom. We climb over each other in a rush to investigate and at the base of the towel shelves there is a hole for inspecting plumbing, a cat-sized hole. We call her encouragingly and she pokes her head out for a caress.

Michael goes mental. We are told quite firmly that this afternoon we will be leaving and the cat will be outside the house, and if her kittens are inside, down a hole under some floorboards, well tough, that is the cat and kittens’ problem. We are aghast.

The girls do pleading and wailing and I do reasonable consideration: kitten corpses under the floorboards will smell bad. He storms out.

I ring Duncan. He comes over and we lie along the floor listening for mewing. Cordelia is being kept away by Morwenna so the kittens will call and reveal their whereabouts. Faint mewling is tracked to the small bedroom under a chest of drawers. We pull up the carpet, wrench back the chest of drawers and lever up the right floorboard.

Five fat little bodies withdrawn from a dusty, gritty channel are returned to their far better nest in the boiler house, plus some extra cat stars for the grumpy mother. There is a passionate reunion and much purring. Michael isn’t back yet.

Me, the farmer’s wife

The girls are in the top barn playing, Michael is mowing and I am weeding the garden, when I spy a random child kicking around in the field. Not one of ours. He is about twelve or so and clearly has nothing much to do other than thrash some tall grasses with a stick. After a few minutes, he is close to the fence and so I straighten up and we look at each other.

‘Hello?’ I enquire.

‘Are you the farmer’s wife?’

‘Er, yes, I suppose so,’ I say, because it would seem a bit harsh to lecture feminist theory to this boy.

‘Can I have some . . . milk? And a sandwich?’

I’m not really sure how to reply to this request, so I ask him if he has had lunch and yes, he has. I press on, ‘So why are you hungry?’

At this he sees he is wrongfooted, so he blurts out, ‘Well, you are a farm, and farmers’ wives are supposed to have things, you know, for people who come round?’

‘Well,’ I say, ‘you are more than welcome to come into the kitchen and have a glass of water and I will see what else I can offer.’

‘Don’t you have yogurt to sell?’ he suggests.

‘No.’

We traipse towards the house together, but he has lost heart. ‘It’s okay,’ he says, ‘I think I’m alright, thank you,’ and he manages a dignified walk down the drive.

We are twenty years out of the loop. I should be plump and have a pinkish, round face and a stripy apron and my kitchen should be groaning with scones warm from the oven, waiting for jolly children to come frisking by.

Georgie and the guinea pig

Georgie is out foraging again. She has taken a doll’s basket with a woven handle and lined it with dock leaves and is snipping shreds and tips of leaves from the bank into her basket. She is in the driveway, pressed into the bank and reaching up for a particularly select morsel of sorrel, and then she starts scissoring snips of primrose leaves, pennywort, and dandelion.

This devotion is for Peter, her guinea pig, a new acquisition. He is appreciative and gives a squeal of pleasure when he sees her and she thrusts these gastronomic delights his way. She says it is important to give him a balanced diet, and that he must not be allowed to get mouldy. We recognise these very words, which we have applied to her. So the message did sink in.

She is lofty in her responsibilities, going off with a determined air at assorted times of the day, returning with her snips. She clambers up to the table and gets going with a chopping board and sharp knife; cucumber, carrots and apple. She hums a happy tune as Peter shrieks at her from his cage.

The sound of music

Georgie has been given a violin. At a school assembly, a cool, big girl was playing. ‘Does anyone want to learn the violin?’ asked the peripatetic teacher and her little hand shot up and she was signed up. The lessons won’t start until the autumn – meanwhile she has a violin and not the slightest idea how to use it, so she takes it out of the case and strokes it lovingly and makes hesitant small strumming noises on the strings. We are all concerned about the future of the violin and the violinist; there may be bad noises ahead.

It’s a beautiful early summer day and Georgie is dressed in her favourite cornflower blue skirt, hair brushed and hanging long and blonde down her back; it’s an unusually careful outfit and she has a look about her that makes me eye her suspiciously. She picks up the violin case and sneaks out.

I give her a few minutes and then move stealthily out behind her. I nip behind the wall when she
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