Mince Pies and Mulled Wine

It was also about the only time when we had a traffic jam in the village

There has been a constant stream of people up and down the drive this week. I think we’ve had more people knocking at the back door this week than we’ve had throughout the whole year. Some, those brave enough and who think they know us better, don’t even bother knocking; they just walk in and the first we know about it is when we heard scuffling out in the utility room and go out to find that someone is wrestling with Lad while Murphy tries to help where he can. How he is helping, and who he is helping, is unclear but a sharp word and they both back down knowing who master is. Well that’s the theory anyway. Reality is not quite like that. Normally the scuffle develops into a screaming match between dogs and master followed by a power struggle for who is in charge. It makes you wonder why anyone troubles to come and see us at all.

But they do, and we are glad they do, and we welcome them. They come clutching their Christmas cards and gifts and offering goodwill and peace to all mankind. They might have wanted to include all living things but after the altercation with Lad and Murphy on the way in they are suddenly not quite so jovial towards dogs. Anyway we brush them down and usher them into the warmth of the kitchen for piece of mince pie and a glass of mulled wine. Debs always makes large, dinner-plate sized, mince pies rather than the smaller individual ones.

The run up to Christmas is not a good time. The days are at their shortest; it’s often cold and sunless although this year rain has been more of a problem than cold, and, as the country is winding down for the two-week break, there isn’t much going on.

Mid-week I was on special look-out patrol for Postie. Ever since the unfortunate incident earlier in the year when Lad nearly bit his arm off we have had an uneasy relationship with Postie, although we have done all we can to improve the situation by keeping the dogs in until he has been. Traditionally at Christmas we give Postie a bottle of ex-Calais wine. It’s not a lot but it’s token gesture of our appreciation for what he does for us during the year. This year, however, I felt we needed to do just a little bit more to help heal the rift so Debs made him a large mince pie decorated with Postman Pat. When I saw him coming up the drive I rushed outside to meet him to give him his gift and asked if he would care to come in and have some mulled wine. He said he wouldn’t but whether that was because of Lad or because it would be deemed irresponsible to drive having drunk Debs mulled wine remained unsaid.

Then Ivor-the-sheep drifted in on Saturday afternoon with Jill, his young trainee shepherdess who was spending her Christmas holiday from agricultural college with Ivor and Betty, his, well, wife would be too strong a word; permanent, long-term, live-in girlfriend might be nearer the mark. I remember not long after we got to know Ivor I asked him why he hadn’t made an honest woman of Betty. “Ah, well, yes, you see,” he said in his long, drawn-out Suffolk way. He paused then and I thought he was working up to a detailed explanation but he just left it at that. As I didn’t see at all I pushed for a fuller account. He muttered something about Betty always wanting a spring wedding, implying that he couldn’t possible take time out from lambing in the spring for a wedding. It did cross my mind to ask him what was wrong with an autumn wedding but, having made so little progress so far, I decided to let the subject drop.

Ivor had brought up a large cardboard box of lamb as a ‘thank-you’ for letting him run his sheep on our grass. We are, of course, just as grateful to have his sheep to trim up the grass as he is for them to eat it, but we are always willing to take any small or, come to that, not so small, offering. It didn’t seem quite right to dwell too deeply on the connection between what was in the cardboard box and what three months earlier had been trimming up around the edges of the pond. Would the cardboard box contain bits of Bully, Cuddly, Tiny, Black Spot, or any of the others we have become so friendly with during the late autumn? While Ivor pushed the dogs away, which was a bit of a task in itself as they were, not only trying to smell the scent of Silver, his sheep-dog, but also to see what was in the box. As Ivor took off his boots and coat and hat, I laid the box on the old pine table in the utility room and pushed him into the kitchen. Jill followed.

I know Ivor of old. He likes a drink or two or three or more and he is not too fussy what it is he drinks. Debs makes a very nice, quite spicy, mulled wine and I could see, from the way he settled into the dogs’ chair, that he was settling down for an afternoon’s drinking. After all, what else does a shepherd have to do in the late afternoon on the Saturday before Christmas? Debs got the mulled wine on the go and I popped the mince pie in the Aga to warm up.

Not many minutes after Debs had served up the drinks there was a knock on the back door and, on looking out, I saw Sparky. Ivor and Sparky know each other well as they went to the local school together; that was before the school house was sold off and subsequently converted into a house, now owned by the Bakers and called, rather unsurprisingly, The Old School House. 

Debs opened the kitchen door leading into the utility room to go and let him in and let out a most un-lady-like torrent of abuse. “You bloody thieving dogs.” As Jill reeled back in horror I launched myself out of the chair, as though ejecting from an F15, to see what the cause of the trouble was although in my heart-of-hearts I already knew what had happen.

The cardboard box I had laid on the table was upside down on the tiled floor and bits of sheep were strewn around. I pushed the trouble-makers outside. They knew I was cross with them but couldn’t really see what they had done wrong. Our dogs are not very bright! We tried not to make too much of a scene about it. Debs let Sparky in, I picked up the box and collected the bits of lamb, and Ivor stood in the doorway asking if he could help while Jill seemed to know better than to get involved at all. 

Sparky made his way into the kitchen and accepted Debs mulled wine but the whole incident seemed to unsettle Ivor for he had just one glass before saying that he and Jill had other people to see.

We were more in Sparky’s debt than he was in ours for after the October storms he had come up to sort out the electrics in one of the outbuildings. During the storm some of the ridge tiles had been blown off. This had let water in which had subsequently found its way into the fuse box so we had lights on when they should have been off and we had lights off when they should have been on. All very troublesome but Sparky came up when called and put everything back to order.

Sparky is, well, quite a bright spark. When we first got to know him, about 15 years ago, we knew him as Rupert and he was working in London as a public relations consultant. He then he had a change of career and become an electrician. I remember when he first told me he was tired of all the pressures and stress of PR and the commuting to London on inadequate and unreliable trains and was thinking about giving it all up and working locally. I said: “Rupert, you’re London through and through. You wouldn’t thrive without the hussle and bussle of London. You need the stimulation.” Needless to say he didn’t follow my advice – not many people do - to remain in public relations but accepted voluntary redundancy and retrained on a Government-funded course to become an electrician. Quite a change, but he has never been without work since. 

Not many minutes after Sparky left, in fact they probably met on the drive, Mrs Belldey arrived to talk to Debs about the Christmas Eve carol service in the church. Even in the years we have been here we have seen the numbers attending the church plummet. Only on the very rarest of occasions does the church now get anything near full. One of those occasions was Debs’ father’s funeral. Then the church was packed with only standing room in the aisles left. It was also about the only time when we had a traffic jam in the village as cars were parked along both sides of the street from end of the village to another leaving only a very narrow, single lane down the middle. 

Unfortunately it appears that locals now only want the church for christenings, weddings – the church makes such a lovely backdrop for wedding photographs – and funerals. Mrs Belldey, Debs and others try really hard to keep the village and church together but they seem to be losing the battle. Every year, without exception, there are fewer people willing to go carol singing, fewer children coming to church, either with our without parents, and fewer villagers attending the carol service. One year the church committee tried to spice up the service and make it more appealing by turning it into more of a cocktail party but with a couple of hymns and a prayer or two slipped in. It wasn’t well received and didn’t stop the attendance numbers falling. Despite a flurry of activity around 11th September 2001 when attendance did pickup, but soon fell back to normal, it is now a debatable point whether anything short of abandoning all religious connotations will bring people back to the church on a regular basis. It is a shame because our church is lovely and at Christmas it looks absolutely fantastic. All thanks to the work of a few dedicated faithful.

Mrs Belldry declined the mulled wine but had a sweet sherry instead. She did, however, finish the mince pie. When Debs took her through to her study (Debs has a study, I have an office) to discuss church business I poured myself a sherry, roasted some chestnuts and settled back to enjoy the Christmas break and look forward to 2003. By now I had forgiven the dogs and they lay happily on the floor at my feet.

Happy Christmas everyone.

