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If he hadn’t stopped at the wood to drop me off he
wouldn't have died. If he hadn’t shat that grin he dways
gave me when we parted, even for a minute, he wouldn't
have left me. Anger courses through me when | remem-
ber how many times he'd warned me aou the trador,
how it slipped ou of first gear if the revs weren't right, so
why did | smile just when he was darting off up the
slope, just when he shoud have been hdding the bloody
lever? But how could | not smile & the only man who
ever loved me, the one who gave me barely a yea of the
warmth and fun and love | didn’'t know existed in al that
wasted life before | met him?

And | knew in that moment what would happen to
him. A bellow of rage & his ladk of concentration roared
from me axd | head my boas poundng towards him,
saw my arms graining to reach hm even though | knew
they couldn't. But | got near enough to seehis snile set
in stone and terror cram his eyes when the gear crunched
into neutral and the tractor
began to dlither backwards down the hill. Only then dd
he turn away from meto pump the brake and wrestle with
the steaing wheel.

Teaing after him, blinded by the shower of mud and
grass inning from the locked wheds, | knew where he
was healing, straight for the uneven rank of gnarled and
knotted trees rearing from an ancient hedgerow like a
veteran firing squad.

The trador gave up before Ben, its front wheels lift-
ing with amenadang groan. Flinging him out of the ca, it
rolled over onto him then skidded down the rest of the
slope andinto atreewith a soundthat ripped my stomach
from its moorings and fuelled my howl of protest. The
screaning engine died and a front whed spunwith a a-



rious click as | reated the wredkage, found it concer-
tinaed in the heat of the hedge. | coudn't find Ben, nd
even after I’d ransadked the mourtain of sted and rubler
and glass All | managed to dowas smear his swroudwith
the blood pouing from my hands.
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That twisted scene is al | seein this room that used to
fed like home but is filled with badk stick men and
women who rustle with whispers. They donit tell me
what I’'m going to do nav. They dorit even tak to me.
Most find it hard to look at me. They turn away, their
mouths quivering, bu maybe that’s good for | don't rec
ognise haf of them and the ones | do knowv have
changed.

Even Fiona doesn’'t tell me what I'm going to do
now. She's garing at me, tears leguing off her chin, and
though the house is too hd she's weaing a thick black
coat that devours her tears.

‘Oh, Julie,” isall she says.

‘I must ched the sheey,” | mutter, longing to escgpe
thiswhirligig of people with their heads down into awind
that isn't blowing, hudded up inside themselves as
though they haven't naticed the sun’s hining outside.

Heals in round as though!’ve said I’'m off to the
moon.

‘I'll go,” Jamie whispers.

What does he know abou shegp?

‘No, let me,’ says Mike, already halfway to the doa.

‘They’re my sheep,” | growl, fleeéng outside. Withou
looking badk, | know they're dl crowded in the doorway,
watching.

The sun sits warm on my face & | stride arossthe
yard. Down onthe road, cars gin past in a kaleidoscope
of muted colour but their soundis different. | stopto lis-



ten to their muffled progress and think o galloping
horses with their hooves wrapped in sacking. Why is eve-
ryone being so quet? They're like that in the house,
creging everywhere, pladng cups on saucers as though
they were precious china and nd plain dd earthenware.

Someone' s come up kehind me, breahing so hard it’s
shifting the hairs on the back of my head. Spinning round
| see Phil. His mouth opens and a voice reverberates in
my ears but | can’t make out the words. Then he hugs me,
something he's never done before, and when he pulls
away | seetears plunging from his chin too.

| turn and run for the shed where the sheep are the
same & they always were. Maybe they’ll tell me what to
do.

Deédh is love's first cousin. Ben's dedgh has turned
my insides into the same grinding pit | had when | dared
hope he'd want the rusty old bettleaxe of me. | have the
same difficulty breathing now as | had when he first car-
ried me onto hisfarm, and the same void that apes hunger
but has my stomacd heaving at the sight of food.

But it’s peaceful in the shed, in the acowded warmth
of my pregnant flock. The ewes are murmuring, like eve-
ryone in the house, bu | know what they're saying. The
one neaest to me is talking to her lamb, nudjing it to
make it stand and feed, and ae in the next pen has ma
ternal rumbles rising from deep in her throat when she
looks down at her deging dfspring. The eves nat in
pens whicker to ead ather and to me. They’re telling me
they fed safe, even with me near.

| want to feel safe again. | want all those people to go
home and leave me to tend my sheep. Until they go, I'll
make anest of clean straw and hdd my aching stomad
and try and work out what I’m going to dowithou Ben.

‘Julie? Fiona has pushed the doa open and the shee



are runnng for the far end. Those in pens dop deaming
and crooning. Their guards are up, their heals down
realy to attack anyone who threatens their lambs. Fiona's
eyesfill with sorrow for frightening them.

| walk away from her down to the far end to gab a
ewe, any ewe, and manhande it into an empty pen, give
it fresh hay and a bucket of water. Fiona is foded. She
doesn’'t come to watch. She knows that when | pen a
sheg it means it’s garting labour and doesn't want
strangers peering at it.

‘I'll go,” she says and cregos out and | feel awisp of
regret for rejeding her but there isn’t enough left of me
for anyone dse.

But she stays on the farm until the end. Later, peering
between the dats of the shed, | seeher in the yard thank-
ing everyone for coming. Guilt stirs through what’s left
of me aad | manage to stagger outside and fumble
through afew words.

Carol and Jm ead take one of my hands. ‘You've
only got to phore,” Carol says. Jim points at their farm on
the other side of the road then mutters something and |
know he's trying to tell me their thoughts are & close &
their home.

I must make an effort. | must tell them that | appred-
ate their concern, bu I'm so afraid that if | let go of my
pain even for a moment, Ben will | eave me mwmpletely. |
open my mouth bu nothing comes out. Carole manages a
smile before they link arms and walk away, heads down.
Their closenessis anew pain.

Sarah next. She touches my hand and nod before she
takes Jadk’s arm. Don't they know their coudedom is a
kick in my guts? Instantly, I’'m contrite. Ben’s death is a
shock to them too —all these neighbous must have seen
him grow up, take over from his father and care for his



mother through the long yeas of her dedine.

Sorry, | mouth after them.

Mike next. He's shifting his balance from one foat to
the other but when he speaks, the words march out. ‘I’ll
be dong in the morning to give you ahand.” With that, he
walks through the gate ad acrossthe lane into his own
yard and | watch him out of sight.

But when they’ve dl gone, Jamie with a bewil dered
and frightened gaze @ me and Fiona with a promise to
come badk onceshe’'s e to the dildren, | walk into my
kitchen and stare & what they’ve dore, at the newly
washed cups and saucers and the wiped surfaces, the
chairs pushed badk under the table, even the fire stoked
and guarded. That there isn’'t even a sped of ash onthe
heath o a aumb o sandwich o c&ke anywhere shows
me how sterile my home iswithou Ben.

What do | do nonv?

| go badk ouside and see the daylight too keing
wiped from the valley by the busy fingers of night but it
is later in the small hous, between two of my checks on
the aves, when | a last acknowledge my neighbous
kindress It unleashes teas of remorse and grief and an-
guish that begin to fill the ading void Ben left behind.
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It's another of thase glittering dawns. Sitting on my bed,
watching the sun heave itself above the hill oppasite in a
ridiculous blaze of orange, | hate its energy, the way it
sets the frosty fields aight, the way the bloody thing just
keeps onrising day after day.

A bou of shivering forces me into my clothes — jeans
and sweder over the T-shirt I’ve worn day and right for
God knawvs how long, bu it's too cold to strip off or
brave afreezing bathroom and anyway, what’s the paint
of clean clothes or a dean bady when an haur with the
sheg will have me stinking anew? | pull on thick woal-
len socks and turn to stare & the bed, at the hump dowvn
the centre that shoud be Ben but is only aline of pill ows,
apoa imitation| can’'t slegp withou.

I’ve dung to my bed every morning for weeks, and
though staying there is like proddng a bruise to see how
much it hurts, | can’'t stop, can't let go of my obsesgon
with pain.

Come on, Julie, move. Get out there — they need you.

| turn away from my pit of misery and tramp dowvn-
stairs.

Outside, the February sun is making diamonds of the
frost on the yard and its dazzling light pierces my darkest
corners. | hear Ben's voice saying dawns like these ae a
reward for being up half the night, a feast for tired eyes,
and | head for the shee with abit more lift in my boas.

There's an anima warmth in the shed and the wel-
come of a hundred ewes looking up when | enter that
thaws my bones. Some put themselves between me and
their lambs, others nudge forward with rumbling bleats



and though | know it's cupbard love, | fed needed. |
begin to move through them, chedking for signs of labou
and find ore pawing the groundin the far corner.

‘This way, sunshine,’ | say, steaing her into an
empty pen. Head down, mutinous, she stamps aforeleg in
her demand to deliver her lambs in a remote crner of a
field, nd herded flank by muzzle with the rest of the
flock.

Two orphan lambs gaze & her from the next pen, eas
at half-mast, barely a week old and still shaky but filli ng
out nicdy. Then | remember Fiona's promise to colled
them this morning and a flash o pleasure displaces the
hard grief of dawn.

But | aways feel better working outside so why do |
why ruin everything by going to bed? Surely all | have to
do is work myself silly al day and canap in my fireside
chair al night. But at four every morning, an aching
longing forces me up to bed to hug aline of cold pill ows
and complete adaily cycle| can’'t seem to break.

Fiona tells me nat to try. Just let it al happen, she
says, and hang on. But though | trust her wisdom, how
does e know what it’s like? She still has her husband.
She didn't seach for his broken remains after a trador
bent on suicide took him along for the ride. And she's
had years with Jamie. | only had ore with Ben.

| march ou of the shed, load a bale of hay and sacks
of feal into the trailer and kick-start the quad bike into
life with something like anger, then cross my front field
to fill the troughs and watch the ewes fight to get their
noses in first. Their lambs dance roundthem in hodigan
gangs and I’m smiling.

| look over the hunded and fifty ewes turned ou
from the lambing shed since the middle of January and
congatulate myself for the way I’ve taken over from



Ben. Work’s kept me going, kept me dive, and | know
that by the time my younger ewes are badck from winter-
ing on Jak and Sarah’s land at the end o the month, I'll
have learned enough to lamb them with ease. All | need is
energy. Thisclod d abody won't dowhat it used to.

The throaty cough o a le&king exhaust system
drowns the sound d the bike & | chug badk hame.
Squinting left, | seeFiona s red car cruising up the lane. |
wave and pressthe throttle to race badk to the yard, eager
to see her even though it’s only a week since her last
visit. | get there first and escort her battered Marina to a
standstill .

‘Hello, you lot,” | say, peeringin.

Fiona dimbs out followed by two young chil dren.

‘Andwhy aren’t you at schod?

The oldest child kridles. ‘Cosit’s half term, silly.’

Fionafrowns. ‘Elli e, that’s rude.’

‘Sorry, Mum.’

| smile & the girl. ‘It's true, | am silly sometimes —
like when | forget to buy chocolate biscuits.’

Danny clutches at Fiona's irt. ‘But | like dhocolate
biscuits. We'd better go and buy some now.’

| reach for him and spin him round uttil he laughs.

‘Only teasing,’ | say, ‘thetin’s full up and waiting for
you.’

| put him down and hug the will owy Fiona, careful
with my bowvine frame so she doesn’t snap in two, then
lead them towards the shed. | know they can’'t wait to see
their new charges.

Half an hou later, Elli€'s bursting with importance,
the proud avner of two cade lambs and desperate to take
them home. | put her in the pen with the lambs and | et her
find ou how strong and geedy battle-fed orphans can be.
Fiona and | stood kadk to watch the lambs pump the bot-



tles o furioudy they lost their hold and sucked Ellie’s
knees in blind hurger. Danny chose to watch throughthe
bars of the pen bu | have no doulh he'll be joining in the
minute they get them home.

But | don't want them to go hame yet. | need time
with Fiona, need to see her on the other side of my
heath, the aurtains of her hair framing her face and her
grey eyes fixed onmine, listening to my every word and
saying little. | take them to the house and encourage the
children to go up to the back bedroom where Ben's
mother stored al his toys and bools for more than forty
yeas, in case they came in useful. Ellie aad Dan love
them, the old-fashioned ill ustrations, the cipped tractor
andtrail er, plastic shegp and faded plywoodfarm.

| almost run davnstairs when they’re settled. There's
so much to say and I'm as grealy as a lamb for Fiona's
company. | wouldn't have got through the last weeks
withou it. She's absorbed all my wild thoughts and des-
perate fedings then, in so few words, pu them in order,
arranged them into alifeline | can cling to urtil her next
vigit.

She smiles her Mona Lisa smile & | sink into my
chair.

‘So how's everything at home? | ask, my nedls in-
explicably gone.

‘Fine. The barn’sready for the lambs.’

‘Have you started onthe veg garden yet? Just talking
feds wonderful. ‘And what abou the wood —all that
coppcing and stuff?

She smiles again. ‘Jami€e's finished the winter work.
We've got tons of thinnings to saw up for firewood and
he’ s buil ding an open-sided shed to storeit al in.

‘Andschod?

‘Just the same — I’ve got some good kds. They're



working on this year’s play with stars in their eyes!” She
leans forward. ‘ Y our eyes looktired.

| shrug and study my ingrained hands. ‘| was up urtil
four with a problem ewe.” When | look upat her again, it
al comes out, the loneliness pain, anger and kewil der-
ment, and hav my emotions leg from one extreme to the
other for nored reason and withou the sli ghtest warning.

‘And| hate going to bed, I lurch on, ‘so | sleep dowvn
here between cheds on the sheep then...” I'm fighting to
keep my voice steady. ‘ Then something makes me go to
bed and | can’'t bear it there but nor can | bear to leave it.’
It ends in atidal wave. | tell her of my seesaw moodk,
driving myself into exhaustion and sinking so low | dori't
even remember which way is up. ‘Work saves me,’ | fin-
ish, ‘but I ruin everything by going to bed. It seems to
undoall the progress!’ ve made during the day.’

‘But you're still going, Julie, she says, ‘and keegping
thefarm dive.’

Alive. Why isn’'t Ben alive? Why can't | have him to
help me lamb the sheeg and laugh abou the thrown-
together food d lambing time. And why can’'t | lie down
with him at the end d the day, safe and needed in his
arms? A sour image of Fiona in Jamie's aims ®es into
my mind.

| wonder if she knows what I'm thinking. She
mustn’'t. ‘1 like working with the sheep,’ | stutter, ‘but... |
want the old me bad, the one that coped with everything
life dhucked at me, the one before | met Ben.’

Her faceis impassve. She knows | didn't mean that,
but she tells me | must ease up onwork and get out more,
drive over to see them, ea with them, insped Jamie's
wood, give them the pleasure of my company if only for
an hou between chedks onthe aves.

The pleasure of my company? What do they want



with second-hand misery?

‘You're good company,” she says, as if reading my
thoughts. ‘The dildren think you re smashing — the way
you knaw everything there isto knav abou animals, and
all those stories you' ve told them abou when you worked
for a vet.’ She pauses. ‘Lambing isn’t enough for you,
Julie, espedally at the moment. You reed ather people.
Come over and see us — have lunch with us. Please?

Doesn’'t she know how hard it isto go ou, even to the
vill age shop for milk and chocolate biscuits? Just being
divetakes all my energy and...l cach adistinct whiff of
sheg and redise it’s me, stinking, unwashed. Fiona
hasn’t reail ed from me yet but...

‘OK.” And suddenly I’'m planning out the rest of the
week — light the bailer to heda the water for a bath, find
some dean clothes, bung the rest in the washer, change
the bed. Y es, change the bed.

‘Friday,” | say, nedaling time, a few days to sort out
my mind as well as my body, ‘when your lambs have
settled in and Elli e knows what she’sdoing.’

They leare soon after and | lean on the gate and
watch them crawl down the lane and turn left towards the
vill age. | lose them then bu the warmth of their company
stays with me. Thanks, Fiona, | telegraph to the red bedle
of her car as it emerges from the vill age to crawl up the
hill oppasite. Thanks for painting me in the right direc
tion.

| turn away at a movement to my right and see Mike
Corley pushing four sheg and six new lambs out from
his yard into his front field. The ewes tread carefully,
heals on swivels as their lambs leap into a new green
world.

| wave and, hundeds of yards away, Mike waves
badk. It never ceases to amaze me how farmers manage



to drive tradors, round up lindreds of sheeg o bury their
attention in a drainage ditch and till naotice everything
going on in the valley. | wonder if I'll learn to do the
same now I’m a proper farmer managing eighty aaes on
my own.

On my own. The old familiar ache sne&s through me
but | put it aside and heal for the shed reating my for-
mulafor survival, the one that works when I’m nat in bed
—food,deeg and company.

‘Phil? It's Julie. I’ve got a problem — triplets, | think.
She'stoo ked to kringin.

‘OK —abou an haur do?

‘Fine. How’ s things?

‘Busy — seeyou!

| put the phane down and go bad to the shed, nd
that there' s anything | can dofor the ewe but it’s better to
be occupied, add more straw to the deep litter, fill the
water buckets in the pens, anything but watch the poar
thing writhing fit to bust with a bellyful of knotted lambs.
| hate it when | can’t help them, when | can’t make use of
thirty years as a veterinary nurse and perform a Caesar-
ean, a just put the poar thing out of its misery.

| hea the ar at last and rush ou to see my former
bassunfolding his lean frame. His old rubber waterproofs
squeek as he walks roundto the back of the ca.

‘| shoddn't tell you what to do; | say after greeting
him, ‘but I've set up for a Caesar.’

He yanks a yellow plastic aate out of the boa. ‘Wish
al my clients st up for me. I've just spent the last hou
chasing ponies round a paddack becaise the owner
couldn’'t be bothered to get the lame one in.” Grumbling
like adistant jet, he follows me into the shed. ‘Ever
thought of coming back to the practice? We @uld set the



animal world to rights with you keeping stupid ownersin
order. Shoudn't say that, | suppcse, but I'm tired, knack-
ered through and through.” He parks the aate by the pen
and stares at the bale I've put there. ‘God, Julie, | miss
you.’

‘Come off it, Phil — youve got a good tean of
nurses,” | say, droppng easily into the familiar banter,
‘and | shoud know, | trained them.’

‘Yes, bu they can’t read my mind like you do. He
rumbles on whil e soaping hs hands in a bucket but | ig-
nore hisway of coping with the tension d a busy day and
hoist the eve onto the straw bale of its operating table.

The eve and ore of its lambs survive. We leave them
to recover and head for the house where | plug in the ket-
tle. ‘“Thanks for coming so soon! Picking out the two
cleanest mugs from the stack in the sink, | rinse them and
make tea ‘ Three sugars as usual?

‘Shouddn't, | know,” he says from the fireside, ‘but
it’s been ore of those days. Everyone' sin apanic.’

‘Why?

‘Don't tell me you haven't heard the news — are you
so wrapped upin this farming lark that you haven't got
time for abit of telly?

| give him a mug of tea aad sit down with mine.
‘What’s the paint? It's al doam and gloom. Anyway,
lambing takes most of my time and I'm still | eaning.
When I'm nat in the shed, I'm napping.” Or stumbling
through despair, aching for Ben, desperate for something
inlifeto fed normal.

He aadles his mug and studies me and | know he's
sedng the pain carved roundmy eyes and mouth. | try to
avoid mirrors, scared by what | saw in ore recently, my
sturdy body somehow crumpled, its face gaunt, eyes out
of focus, my hair spiking up asthough in haror.



‘Bloody nat fair,” he says. ‘You deserved better, es-
pedally after al those years working for a miserable old
basket like me.’

The yeas | worked for him struggle to come into fo-
cus but my mindwon't let them — it zooms instead to the
summer before last when Ben walked into Phil’s pradice
with an ancient dog in his rusty arms. The dog died bu
we lived. We grew from its pain and dstress

Remembering, my stomach cavesin. ‘I'm OK, Phil
llie.

‘It'sabloody shame.’

| have to get him off the subed, for my own sake.
‘So what’ s this news?

“You're bloody brilli ant.’

| can't help laughing. ‘Andthat’s why everyone'sin a
panic?

He scowls. ‘1 meant you're bloody brilli ant for keep-
ing the farm going, lamb al those shee...’

‘Ah, bu I’'ve had so much help. You've no idea how
good they are round lere — being a good neighbaur is a
farmer’s first commandment. | think it’s etched in tablets
of stone’

He sighs. ‘And you're dl going to nedl it. Foot and
mouth dsease is bak and sprealing fast. If it’s anything
like the sixties' epidemic, al hell’sabou to break loose’






