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I TOLD THEM I’d go and fetch the stupid cow.

We were sitting round the table in the living room of the Bellamore house, behind their shop, completely surrounded by piles and piles of Sheila Bellamore’s Festival Bread, which she and Bob had been baking all week. The Bellamore Festival Bread was black as soot, tasted like a fireplace and had a crust hard enough to shatter teeth. Through a nearby door I could see that the floor of their kitchen was hidden under an untidy clutter of open sacks and large tubs. The sacks were full of dark, crumbly stuff, some of which smelled like peat, some like coal dust and some like nothing at all on this earth. The tubs were full of molasses and, maybe, engine oil. Those were her ingredients.

‘Well done, Brian,’ said Bob, Sheila’s husband. Bob was always hugely encouraging when other people offered to do things.

‘Why don’t you take Derek and Helen with you?’ said Mum, who was always full of helpful suggestions that made everyone’s lives so simple and easy. ‘You can be the Junior Action (Cow Fetching) Sub Group. Here, I’ll make stickers.’

‘Oh yes, I’d love to!’ That was Helen Kelly, Bob and Sheila’s niece. Prim and alert, she watched everyone and everything with eager eyes. She was wearing jodhpurs, boots and a riding jacket; Helen was always coming from, or on her way to, something to do with horses. I sometimes had the feeling she was taking valuable time out of her important horse-related activities to check that the bumbling peasants weren’t making a complete mess out of everything. Sticking her chin into the air and a sticker on her lapel she looked at Derek and me as if we were a pair of lazy ponies about to be taken for a trot.

‘I’ll make sure it’s done properly and that nothing goes wrong this time!’ she promised.

I opened my mouth to protest that actually nothing had gone wrong the other times (mostly), but I was interrupted by a loud burp.

‘I’d rather saw my own leg off and have it for dinner,’ said Derek Bellamore. ‘’Scuse me.’

He was slouched across a chair like a lean streak of meanness, wearing a green tracksuit a size too big for him. His hands were in his pockets, his shoulders were hunched, and he was chanting a rap song under his breath as if it were an incantation. Derek had been forced onto the Festival committee by Sheila and Bob as part of his ‘community service’ for stealing bicycles. He’d stolen my beloved Backahatchi 3000 and either rode it like a demon through hell or driven a steamroller over it, because it was a ruined mess when I got it back.

‘Great! You three get the cow and we’ll meet you down at the Green in half an hour,’ said Dad. ‘Watch out for Mulkytine!’

Ah, Dad. He has a talent for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. Sheila gasped and pursed her lips with intense disapproval. Bob went pale and shook his head from side to side for about ten seconds before he found his voice.

‘Oh no, Gerald,’ he said, almost whispering. ‘Don’t go saying his name on the eve of the Festival! If he hears you, he’ll come and find you! Don’t ever talk about him!’

‘Sorry,’ said Dad, hunching up a bit, the way you do when a joke falls really flat. ‘Forget I said anything.’

I look a bit like a small version of my dad, except I keep my hair cut short and I wear loose baggy clothes: combat trousers, t-shirts a few sizes too big for me, and tough boots laced up tight. I’m told I frown a lot and should smile more often. You try smiling more often when people keep wrinkling their noses at you as if you haven’t washed in weeks, even though you shower every day. You try living where we live.

‘We’ll say no more about it,’ said Sheila. ‘Have some bread before you go?’

I wasn’t sure if she was talking about her Festival Bread or ordinary regular bread. We all said no, just to be safe.

All together, Mum, Dad, Sheila and Bob were the sensible grown-up Knockmealldown Festival Committee, while us silly wee twelve-year-olds were the Junior Action (Cow Fetching) Sub Group.

Helen’s parents had more sense than to get involved. They usually booked themselves a foreign holiday at Festival time. This year Helen had resolved to stay with her aunt, uncle and cousin to help out. It was her first festival. She was horribly excited about it. I tried to warn her, but she wouldn’t listen. Now I was stuck with her and Derek for the first big job. Fetching the cow.

The Knockmealldown Summer Festival was starting the next day, and we couldn’t start the festival without the cow. All through the weekend the cow would wander up and down the village and people would bet on where she’d make a mess. This was the most popular activity of the Festival. In fact, it was the only activity of the Festival that was even remotely popular. So we had to have the cow.

Normally I didn’t mind. Fetching the cow was probably the least horrible of all the Festival jobs, even if I did have to go through Ghost Pig Estate to do it. What I minded was having Derek and Helen come with me.

The first obstacle on our journey was geting the heck out of the Bellamore house. Sheila and Bob’s Festival Bread was heaped against the walls to elbow height, leaving only a narrow passage between, forcing us to walk sideways as we left. There were rolls of it piled in every corner, scattered around the floor like cannonballs in a gunpowder magazine. I could see them stacked along the hallway and going up the stairs, and more in the sitting room and more on the table and counters in the kitchen. There were hundreds of rolls of black bread, smelling of warm treacle and turf and coal-dust. I heard the timer on the oven go ping as another batch was finished.

Sheila persisted in making huge quantities of this stuff every year to be sold at the Festival Market. It was the only thing ever sold at the Festival Market. Except none of it was ever actually sold. There was a dark and brooding mountain of it growing in the local landfill. Mum and Dad tried to gently convince her that it was all just a tiny bit wasteful, but Sheila ignored them.

‘There’s always been bread at the Festival,’ she’d say. ‘If there’s none of my bread at the market on Sunday morning certain folk won’t be happy and there’ll be trouble, mark my words.’ Bob agreed with his wife, so that was it. There would be bread.
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‘WHAT IN THE name of all that’s manky and rotten do we want with this amount of bread anyway?’ demanded Derek, jabbing a pile of rolls with his elbow, then gasping with pain. ‘Every year it’s the same. The house smells like a garage for weeks. If one fell on you it’d break your leg. Can’t even eat the stuff.’

‘It’s traditional!’ said Helen. ‘Isn’t this the bread for the Fairy Breakfast?’

‘HOLY MACKEREL!’ roared Derek, stopping us abruptly in our tracks. It was a bit loud, even for him. ‘Don’t you know anything or is all that hair growing straight out of your brain? You don’t ever call ’em that!’

‘Call who what?’ said Helen. ‘The fairies? Oops!’ She clapped her hands over her mouth.

‘Oh, jaypers, you giddy twit!’ Derek put his hands on his head and danced a little jig of frustration. ‘Not here! You can’t be doing that here! They’ll steal our teeth or swap our hands with our feet! Call them the Little People! The Good Folk! The Gentry! The Other Crowd! Call them Rover and Fido, for all I care! Just don’t call them by the f word!’

‘I’m so sorry!’ Helen. ‘I completely forgot! I’ve just never understood why they should be bothered by people calling them by their real name.’

‘Ask them tomorrow, if they show up. Just wait till I’ve caught a plane to America before you do. They don’t like it and that’s that!’

‘Derek’s right, Helen,’ Bob called from the living room. ‘For once!’

‘Yes, please don’t use that word,’ said Sheila. ‘Especially not tomorrow …’

Inside I knew Mum and Dad were trying very hard not to roll their eyes at the Magic Name Police.

‘Oh, yes, tomorrow!’ said Helen, and she clapped her hands with the doomed delight of someone who had never attended a Knockmealldown Summer Festival before. ‘Do you really think they’ll come to the Festival?’

I put my hands over my face for a moment. Knockmealldown was a thick, lumpy soup of legends and stories. Just having a conversation around here was like walking through a maze with a mythical creature hidden round every corner. To hear some folk go on about it, you couldn’t swing a cat in Knockmealldown without hitting a magical being, making them very angry and getting cursed or eaten or turned into a cabbage. There was Mulkytine, the Boar of Lisashee, who escaped from the Otherworld and rampaged over seven counties a thousand years ago. Supposedly it was this same mad, giant, magical boar that had come back ten years ago to smash the local pig factory to smithereens, free all the pigs and led them on a piggy riot all over the village. But it was the legend of the great Festival that had everyone excited at the moment. Every hundred years the fair– the Gentle Folk emerged from the Otherworld to take part in the Knockmealldown Summer Festival, a weekend full of magic and craic! They reckoned it had been a hundred years since the last one, so the Good Folk were even now putting on their glad rags and heading for Knockmealldown. So, yes, the Good Folk were going to be here. Tomorrow.

The Knockmealldown Summer Festival. The worst festival in the country, if not the world, if not the universe. The only festival on the National Tourist Board’s online list of summer festivals marked with a big red AVOID.

Mum and Dad had been helping run the Knockmealldown Festival since we’d moved here three years before. It’s the sort of thing they do: getting involved with the local community, helping out, doing their bit, giving something back. Which meant I had to do the same, whether I wanted to or not. After my first Festival, I would sooner have volunteered to go searching for land mines on a pogo stick than do it again. There had been no magic, no wonder and definitely no fai–– Other Folk. The weather was awful, the food was inedible, the music was a disaster and the games and activities were catastrophes. The only thing that ever went right was the cow making the mess.

‘We need a stick,’ Derek suddenly decided as we went out of the Bellamore’s house and through their small shop. He stopped and glared around as if searching for the idiot who’d forgotten the stick, settling on me. I sighed. So it begins.

‘What,’ I asked, ‘do we need a stick for?’

‘And a rope,’ Helen said.

‘No! What? No!’ I said. ‘What do we need a rope for?’

Helen and Derek, who agreed on approximately absolutely nothing whatsoever, looked at each other with perfect understanding.

‘We’re going to fetch a cow, Brian,’ said Helen. Helen enjoyed explaining obvious things to people who couldn’t seem to understand them. She did it slowly, patiently and kindly, and it made my eyes boil in their sockets.

‘A cow, Brian, a cow!’ barked Derek. Derek, on the other hand, constantly flew into rages when other people turned out to be stupid, and other people turned out to be stupid ALL THE TIME.

‘You know, big four-legged thing with a tail, always eatin’ the grass? That’s a cow, Brian! How are you goin’ to fetch the flippin’ thing if you don’t know what it looks like?’

‘I know what a cow looks like,’ I said. I had fetched the cow last year AND the year before all by myself, with no help or support from a thick-headed hooligan or a horsey princess who thought they knew better than everyone else.

‘He knows what a cow looks like,’ Helen explained patiently to Derek. ‘He just doesn’t know how to handle one, and that in order to fetch one, he needs a rope which can be used to fashion a crude bridle with which to lead the cow. It’s lucky I’m here. My experience with horses will be invaluable. We won’t be needing a stick, Derek. I don’t approve of animal cruelty.’

‘Get away with your rope and your crude bridle,’ said Derek. ‘A good whack on the backside with a skelp o’ wood’ll show her who’s boss in short order. And what are you talkin’ about, animal cruelty? Last I checked you were huntin’ foxes for sport!’

‘First of all, cattle respond better to gentle persuasion than to violence and brutality. Second of all, we only ever do drag hunting, so no foxes are ever harmed on any of my hunts, though the smelly bag that gets dragged does suffer some wear and tear. Third of all––’

‘Third of all we don’t need a rope, fourth of all we don’t need a stick and fifth of all, come on if you’re coming!’ I said, my patience snapping like a Jolly Roger in a stiff breeze. I turned on my heel and marched through the door of Bob and Sheila’s shop, hoping they wouldn’t follow, knowing they would. Knowing that the whole way there and back they’d only stop arguing with each other to gang up on me.
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