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For Jo, Ben and Tom










The shepheards life was the first example of honest fellowship.


George Puttenham – Arte of the English Poesie


 


 


In the wink of an eye, as quick as a flea,


The Devil he jumped from me to thee.


And only when the Devil had gone,


Did I know that he and I’d been one.


An old Endlands rhyme










The Blizzard


One late October day, just over a century ago, the farmers of the Endlands went to gather their sheep from the moors as they did every autumn. Only this year, while the shepherds were pulling a pair of wayward lambs from a peat bog, the Devil killed one of the ewes and tore off her fleece to hide himself among the flock.


Down in the farmlands, he flitted from one house to the next, too crafty to be caught, only manifest in what he infected. He was the maggot in the eye of the good dog, the cancer that rotted the ram’s gonads, the blood in the baby’s milk.


The stories began to reach the ears of the villagers in Underclough further up the valley, and while they were not surprised or sorry to hear that the heathen folk of the Endlands were being persecuted by the Owd Feller, they petitioned their minister to do something for their own sake. But he was frail and elderly and, unwilling to tackle the Devil on his own, he asked the bishop for an assistant, by which he meant a substitute.


The priest who arrived with his crucifix and aspergillum was a young man sceptical of his summons; he would think of himself as a missionary, he decided, a bringer of light to this dark valley. These people were no better than the gullible savages of the colonies who found spirits in everything from the clouds to the dirt. They deserved his pity.


But when he saw the animals decaying before his eyes and the blood dribbling from the wet-nurse’s teat, his nerve faltered and the Devil brought a blizzard to the valley that lasted for days.


The cottages in the village choked under drifts that grew to the windows and stores of wood and peat that should have lasted all winter were quickly gone. Across the bridge, the church was lightless and cowed and in the graveyard the dead were buried a second time as a bigger swell of snow blew down the valley and across the farmlands. Man and beast were forced to share the same warmth. Piglets and gun dogs slept on the hearth rugs. The tup steamed in the kitchen.


Days were late to lighten and quick to end and people began to die. The older folk first, coughing up their lungs in shreds like tomato skins, and then the children, burning with fever.


But the worst of it, the very worst of it, they said, was that it was impossible to know who the Devil would visit next. He left no footprints in the snow, there was no knock at the door. It was as if, they said, he was the air itself. The stuff they breathed.


The villagers of Underclough blamed the farmers of the Endlands and the farmers began to wonder if they’d brought it upon themselves; if there had been some sign that they’d missed and left to fester like an open wound. Hadn’t a jackdaw flown into the Curwens’ house one evening in the summer and clubbed itself to death on the walls? Hadn’t the Dyers’ children seen a hare digging up bones in the graveyard? Then there was that warm Saturday in September when Joe Pentecost, drunk on port and pride, dropped his glass as he made the toast at his daughter’s wedding breakfast. They’d all laughed at him, forgiven him his moment of clumsiness and thought nothing of it. Yet now, they argued over the ritual that would have sponged away the bad luck with the spilled wine. But no one could remember what to do; only fragments of old, cautionary stories came to mind, that made them throw their cats out into the snow and sprinkle their doorsteps with salt.


Whatever they did made little difference in the end. Thirteen people from the farms and the village died that autumn. Their bodies were wrapped in blankets and left in outhouses and back yards until they could be taken to ground soft enough to bury them.










Briardale Moss


No, tell me a different story, says Adam. I know that one.


All stories in the valley have to begin with the Devil, I say.


But there must be ones I haven’t heard before, he says. You know hundreds.


 


These last few years, I’ve acquired a reputation for telling stories just like the Gaffer, my grandfather. Though there are some that Adam wouldn’t want to hear. Some that I’d be better off keeping to myself.


Come on, he says. Tell me one from when you were my age.


Later, I say. We came here to shoot snipe, didn’t we?


He nods in that funny way of his and strokes Jenny’s back with one hand, keeping the other firmly locked in mine.


You’ll have to let go, Adam, I say. Otherwise we can’t do anything.


He relaxes his grip but still stands close to me, within smelling distance, angling his head so that he can hear the lapping of the marsh water.


It’s a cold spring evening and the last of the daylight is starting to leave the Moss, slipping out of the valley and on to the moors, receding westwards to the sea. Dusk has already taken the colour from the fells and made the sound of water loud in Fiendsdale Clough. Somewhere in the gloom, the river moves against the banks it cut in the storms we had early last month and winds away to the black mass of Sullom Wood. The air feels skinned. But Adam’s been a good lad and not said a word about it. Like all boys of his age, he prides himself on his toughness. The ability to endure without tears is a badge all sons want to wear for their fathers. Still, I know that he’s asking for stories because he wants distractions. I know that he’s trying his best not to show that he’s scared of being so close to the water.


Remember what I told you to do? I say, dropping one cartridge and then the other into the Browning that Dadda passed on to me. The over-and-under with the walnut stock.


Now? says Adam.


I’ll tell you when.


Another couple of years and I should have been teaching him to shoot on the Moss. I was shooting at twelve. Woodcock and pigeons and pheasants. Things we could eat. Adam will never fire a gun, of course, but that doesn’t mean to say he can’t make himself useful. He can still raise the birds from their hiding places, he can be my beater.


The butt against my shoulder, I put some space between us and when he hears my voice further away than he expects it to be, further away than he would like, he says, Daddy, and holds out his hand for me to take.


I’m still here, I tell him. You’re all right. You’re nowhere near the water. Do what I told you to do. Go on.


He keeps his face in my direction for a moment longer and then starts to clap his hands.


A quirk of acoustics makes it sound as if the noise is coming from the fells and drives the birds out of the coverts towards us. It’s a trick Dadda taught me and one that was handed down to him by the Gaffer, who learned it from his old man, who’d learned it from his and so on, back and back. To be honest, I wouldn’t be surprised if fathers and sons have been coming here for centuries to hide in the dusk and shoot their supper out of the clatter of wings.


Louder, I say and Adam nods and now the echoes start to lift the teal and oystercatchers from the shallows, sending them weeping over our heads. A heron climbs, unhurried, and then the snipe burst out of the rushes and undulate low over the marsh, their reflections blurred on the water into little brown scythes. I put the barrels slightly ahead of them, losing one when it blends into the deepening shadows and taking the other on the second shot as it gives itself away against the white of the rowan trees near the gate. Adam’s shoulders jolt at the crack of the shotgun and the snipe startles in mid-flight and arcs to the ground somewhere in the field we’ve left fallow this year.


Keep hold of her, I tell him, and he grips Jenny’s collar tighter before she can dart off to pick up the bird. She needs to unlearn her worst instincts.


Make her sit, Adam, I say, as I break the shotgun and shake out the empty casings. Let her know who’s in charge.


He runs his hand down her spine and pushes her backside to the ground. The light drops again, and a stronger gust of wind bends the reeds. The Moss ruffles. Jenny blinks and waits.


Send her then, I say, and Adam makes the noise I taught him, a kiss of the teeth, and lets Jenny go. She sets off, wriggles under the field gate, giddy with the scent, and brings the bird back in rags.


Adam can hear her and smell her and she presses her forehead to his palm.


Drop it, he tells her, touching the bird in her mouth. When she won’t, he tries to work his fingers between her teeth.


No, I tell him. Across the nose.


He touches the side of her face with one hand and with the other gives her a hesitant tap that only makes her growl.


Harder, I say. Otherwise she won’t learn a thing.


A downward belt on the snout and she does as she’s told. She’ll remember the pain next time. She’ll anticipate it in his raised hand and open her mouth as soon as he tells her to. She’s a bright girl. Gentle and good-natured on the whole. It’s enthusiasm rather than malice that’s decapitated the snipe.


Leave it for the jackdaws, Adam, I say. We’ve enough.


 


Hand in hand and muddy to the knees, we go slowly back along the lane to the farmhouse, as Jenny runs ahead and waits and runs again, torn between obedience to me and sniffing out the frame of her territory. Adam carries Dadda’s old leather game bag over his shoulder and can’t help putting his fingers inside and touching the mallards I shot earlier. The smell of their blood and the smell of the water is still on their feathers. When we get back to the farm, we’ll pick out the pellets and let them hang in the scullery until the morning. And then I’ve promised Adam I’ll teach him how to draw them and get them ready for the oven.


Is it dark now? he says. It feels colder.


Nearly, I say. Mam’s put the lights on.


Are there any stars out yet? he says.


A few, I say. Orion. The Plough.


He knows their shapes. I’ve held his hand and traced them with his finger.


Is the moon fat or thin? he says.


Fat, I say. Full fat.


A bloated, astonished face, like a dead man under water.


Where is it? he asks.


Behind us, I say. It’s rising over the Three Sisters. It’s making our shadows long.


A different night and he’d have asked a dozen more questions, but he’s tired and every step through the gravel is awkward, purposefully so. He won’t admit it, but he wants me to carry him. At least until we get to the tarmac.


Here, I say, and to keep him occupied give him the shotgun to hold.


He hooks it broken over his arm, as heavy to him as a couple of lead pipes and turns his face to my voice and grins. Despite everything, he’s in no doubt that this is all he wants. As soon as he was born, the farm was his; just as it was mine when Mam gave birth to me. He feels his grandfathers at his back and imagines his sons walking before him. I’d been exactly the same at his age. But then I lost my way.


Tell me a story then, he says. Tell me one about the Gaffer, not the Devil. We’ve got time for one now, haven’t we?


The problem is that in the Endlands one story begs the telling of another and another and in all of them the Devil plays his part.










The Endlands


I’d always known that when the Gaffer died it would be sudden, like a lightbulb blowing out and blackening the glass. But, even so, when Dadda called one night with the news I couldn’t help but feel shocked that he was gone. Shocked and suddenly very far away from the farm.


I was living in Suffolk then, freshly married, and teaching at a boys’ school on the edge of the fens. It was hard to get back to the Endlands more than two or three times a year, so I generally mucked in when another pair of hands was needed the most: Lambing at Easter, or Harvest in the summer, or at autumn time when the sheep were brought down off the moors. In fact, Kat and I had been packing to go up and help with Gathering when Dadda phoned a few days before the October half-term. And we still would, of course, only now there would be a funeral first.


 


Even though the circumstances were unhappy, Kat was excited about seeing the place where I’d grown up. With the nursery always being so short-staffed in the holidays, she hadn’t been able to come with me to the Endlands before and had only met the other farming families – the Dyers and the Beasleys – once, on our wedding day back in the June. Come to think of it, she hardly knew Dadda very well in those days either. After we’d got engaged, we’d driven up to meet him in Derbyshire a couple of times when he happened to be over that way selling off some of the four-shears, but it had only been a quick cup of tea and a sandwich between lots and he and Kat got no further than small talk about the farm or her parents.


He hadn’t said one way or the other, but he seemed to like her well enough. Not that I was asking for, or needed, his blessing. Now that I’d left the Endlands, who I married had no bearing on the farm. Yet at least he’d made the effort to meet her.


The Gaffer hadn’t come, of course, and the first time Kat laid eyes on him was at the Registry Office. Even so, when I told her that he’d died, she was as upset as everyone in the valley and all the way up on the train she asked me about him, disappointed that she would never get to know him now.


‘Sorry if I’ve been bombarding you,’ she said, as we clunked to a standstill at the last station. ‘I’m just interested.’


‘Well, don’t do the same with Dadda,’ I said. ‘He won’t want to talk about him. He’ll just want to get on with things.’


‘I know,’ said Kat. ‘I have been through this before.’


‘This is different,’ I said.


‘Denial’s pretty common, John,’ she said, as we stepped down on to the platform. ‘Little Emma Carter talked about her dad as if he were still alive for at least six months.’


About a year earlier, the father of one of the children at the nursery had died and Kat had thrown herself into helping the family cope. She’d assisted them with organising the funeral and written letters to the insurance company and the bank on Mrs Carter’s behalf; but mostly she’d busied herself with the domestic chores often shoved aside by grief. She made sure that the house was clean and that they ate well; she put out the bins and fed the cats.


She’d invited the Carters to the wedding but they mustn’t have been quite ready for large social gatherings just then and had sent a card instead. A hand-made thing that the postman had to knock to deliver. I’d been painted as a stick man in a top hat and Kat had wings and a halo.


Every day in the run up to the wedding she’d come home with another two or three creations that the children brought in for her, the pipe cleaners and glitter and scraps of voile coming loose in transit. They were all more or less the same – a church, confetti, a big yellow sun – although one showed a little girl crying as Kat and I held hands.


‘What’s up with her?’ I said.


‘Oh, God, that’s Olivia Brown,’ said Kat, looking up from chopping onions. ‘I had to spend half an hour this morning trying to convince her that you weren’t going to take me away.’


Girls, especially, were fiercely possessive over her, drawn first to her prettiness and then to her sororal affection. It was on her knee that they sat to cry, her sleeves they snotted on, her hair they plaited with their jam-sticky fingers, her hands they clung to when it was time to go home.


Children quickly and intuitively put her at the centre of their lives, and even though she was a lot older than the ones Kat looked after at the nursery, Grace Dyer had been just the same at our wedding reception. She was Liz and Jeff’s only child, the only child in the Endlands at that time, in fact, and quick to latch on to anyone who gave her the slightest bit of attention. All night long she’d been Kat’s shadow. They danced together, kicked the balloons, sat with two straws in a glass of lemonade, talked into each other’s ears when the music was loud. And when Kat had had enough of her shoes and went alluringly barefoot instead, she let Grace wear them for the rest of the night until we left to go to the hotel near the airport. When everyone gathered on the street outside the King’s Head to see us off, Grace was the one who waved for the longest as the taxi pulled away.


‘I hope she’s not too upset,’ said Kat. ‘I did try to let her down gently.’


‘About what?’ I said.


‘I don’t know why,’ said Kat, ‘but the poor thing seemed to think that we were going to be moving into your dad’s farm now that we’re married.’


‘What did you tell her?’ I said.


‘That we’d go and visit her as soon as we could,’ said Kat. ‘What else could I say?’


‘She’ll hold you to that, you know.’


‘I don’t mind,’ said Kat. ‘She’s lonely.’


‘From what I hear, she doesn’t exactly do herself any favours,’ I said. ‘She’s not good at keeping friends for very long.’


‘From what she told me, they pick on her at school,’ said Kat.


‘She gives as good as she gets.’


‘Don’t be mean, John. It happened to you,’ she said. ‘You know how horrible it can be.’


She looked out of the back window and plucked her thumb against the teeth of the plastic comb Grace had given her. It was a present that newly married women always received in the Endlands. If Kat could keep her hair free of knots on her wedding night then she would be pregnant before the Harvest Moon.


‘I thought we were going to wait a while?’ I said, nodding at her hand.


‘I don’t think Grace will let us,’ Kat smiled. ‘She’s desperate for me to have a baby.’


‘Only so she’ll have something to play with whenever we see her.’


Kat waved back one last time as the taxi rounded the corner. ‘Well, what’s wrong with that? She’s a sweetheart,’ she said. ‘I’m going to miss her.’


And she had.


She’d sent Grace a postcard from Spain and on the long, sweaty bus trip to Granada decided that when she next saw her she would give her the locket she’d worn on our wedding day – the something old her mother had presented her with before she took her seat in the Registry Office.


But now she was carrying an even better present with her to the Endlands, and she was looking forward to giving Grace the news especially.


Kat’s parents had been ecstatic, of course, particularly Barbara, but I’d warned her not to expect Dadda to react in the same way. He wouldn’t proffer names or start making plans to paint the spare room with jungle animals.
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Here at the end of the line, the cloud was low on the hills that looked over the shops and terraces and a cold wind cut down the street. Clitheroe was the nearest town to the valley and in the summer folk came to look around the castle or walk along the river, but by this time of year, between the jangle of the ice-cream vans and the Christmas lights, there was a drabness about the place that was inescapable.


Kat sat on a bench with her little blue going-away case between her feet and picked up the newspaper that was lying next to her. The headline was about two children who’d been attacked by dogs on a council estate in Burnley, the younger one only a year old. In the photograph that filled the front page, the little girl held her brother on her knee, her chin on top of his head as he played with a plastic dinosaur. From what I could gather, the police seemed to think that the dogs had been set on them deliberately.


Without saying anything, Kat folded the paper and put it back where she’d found it. She looked down the street and touched her belly. Little by little, it was becoming real. At six weeks, he – Kat knew that it would be a boy – was no bigger than a split pea, but there were eyes of a sort; a spine; fleshy buds that would turn into arms and legs. A few months from now, she would sense the first flutterings inside her, and then it wouldn’t be long before the baby started to assert itself with heels and hands.


 


We waited until the station clock passed the half hour and I was about to suggest we walk around to the bus stop and see if there was still a service out towards the valley when I heard Dadda’s Land-Rover coming up the road.


A flash of the lights and he swung in behind a row of taxis, the engine trying to judder its way out from under the bonnet. He’d had the thing for years. It was older than I was, driven to within an inch of its life like one of those poor Spanish burros Kat and I had seen bearing overweight tourists up to the Alhambra. A cracked headlight was held together with sellotape and the blue livery that made me think of filing cabinets was blistering at the edges. Thrift had always been a stern mistress with Dadda, and while he could patch up his heap with parts from Abbot’s he wouldn’t replace it.


‘Sorry,’ he said, when I opened the back door. ‘I’ve been at Halewood’s. You know what he’s like. You go in for one thing and he tries to sell you two of summat else. Is there enough room?’


‘Just about,’ I said, and wedged my duffle bag and Kat’s case in with the dented toolboxes, assorted boots and gloves, empty feed sacks, chains and ropes. Like an extra passenger, the straw-shit smell of the farm sat in with the junk as it always did and Kat pretended not to notice as she squeezed in next to me, closing the door on the third attempt.


‘How are you, Tom?’ she said, leaning across me and shaking Dadda’s hand.


She knew him better than she made out; she knew that he’d have been embarrassed if she’d hugged him. She was good like that, Kat. Good at reading people, knowing how to make them feel comfortable.


‘I’ll be all right once the ram’s better,’ he replied.


‘He’s still not well, then?’ I said.


‘I think he’s on the mend,’ said Dadda. ‘But it’s hard to tell. Leith says to keep an eye on him.’


And I had no doubt that that was exactly what he’d been doing; every hour, knowing Dadda.


‘Mum and Dad send their regards,’ said Kat. ‘They were so sorry to hear about the Gaffer. He really made our wedding day.’


Only after he’d downed a few pints, mind, and given up sulking. Then there was no stopping him. He’d still had everyone singing at two in the morning while the bar staff cleared up around them. He was a real character, everyone had said. Someone they wouldn’t forget in a hurry.


‘Aye, well, folk go when it’s time,’ said Dadda. ‘That’s all there is to it.’


He checked his mirror and then pulled away from the kerb and Kat looked at me. He was exactly as we’d both expected him to be and I was glad. If he’d been tearful and talkative, I wouldn’t have known what to do.
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We crossed the Ribble at Edisford Bridge and headed out on the long straight road towards the valley. Autumn was well settled here and the hay meadows were full of crows and stubbled earth waiting to be turned. Sycamores and beeches crumbled a little more with each heft of wind. Standing water shivered. Every field had been stripped back to the first decisive touches of husbandry, and the corrugations of old ridge-and-furrow stretched away to hedgerows and coppice woods.


This was the countryside that I thought about when I stood at the back of the classroom at Churchmeads and longed for the holidays to come. Before the Gaffer passed away, I’d been feeling restless for some time. I wasn’t particularly unhappy in what I was doing – the boys were generally pleasant and keen to learn – but I found myself thinking about the Endlands more than I used to. I’d left when I was barely older than my Upper Sixth-Formers, and overhearing them in the quad boasting about their imaginary conquests of girls from Queen Mary’s, or watching them picking at their acne in the debating club, it had begun to feel like a decision I’d made when I knew nothing about life at all. Like every teenager, I’d been itching to leave home at the earliest opportunity and hadn’t even thought that there might be a cost. But a young man has certain prerogatives, doesn’t he? Selfishness. Ignorance. Myopia.


If Kat had ever had similar desires to beat her own path, she’d suppressed them better than me. She was well-rooted in Suffolk and her little square of Suffolk at that. Not that she was a native (she’d been born in Harrow when her father was the stand-in vicar at Holy Trinity), but she’d lived in Dunwick since she was eleven and thought of the fields and their Constable cumulus as home. She liked being able to see, she said. Too much of England was hemmed in for its own good.


Clarity was measured by the churches we could name from the bedroom window. When it rained, the Reverend’s place of business on the other side of the village was about all we could make out, but on good days we could cast our eyes as far as the flint tower of St Hubert’s, the horizon beyond it grey where level soil became level sea.


Come the Flood, I said, we’ll be set adrift. But she’d already made plans to elevate the house on stilts, she said. Won’t make a difference, I said. Since the ice sheets melted, I told her, the country’s been tipping on a fulcrum somewhere near Derby, the north rising, the south sinking. Give it twenty years and I’ll be rowing to work, I said. We’d better migrate while we can.


She could tell, I think, that the jokes were lids on deeper wells, though she never asked me if I was happy. Probably because she knew what the answer would be.


Whenever we talked about the valley, Kat always thought of it as the setting for a part of my life that was well and truly over. Somewhere as peculiar and charming as the past. A place where she would always be a visitor and happily so. Not somewhere she thought she would ever actually live. But I was certain that when she saw the Endlands for the first time, she’d change her mind. She’d see that the place was as precious as the baby she’d be holding in her arms next Harvest.
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On the quiet lane, Dadda put his foot down and pinked his wedding ring on the steering wheel.


‘See if you can find my lighter, John,’ he said, and in rummaging through the old receipts and carrier bags on the dashboard I came across the box of hollowpoints he’d bought from Halewood’s.


‘Christ, Dadda,’ I said. ‘What are you going to shoot with these?’


‘I’ve seen deer on the moors,’ he said.


‘Deer?’ I said. ‘Are you sure? I thought they were long gone.’


I hadn’t seen deer since the summer I’d left the village school.


‘What’s wrong with having deer on the moors?’ said Kat. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘We can’t have them getting in with the sheep, love,’ said Dadda. ‘They bring disease with them. I’ve already one animal sick. I don’t need any more.’


‘So what do you do?’ said Kat. ‘Scare them off?’


Dadda took the lighter from me when I found it under an old packet of eucalyptus cough sweets.


‘It has to be a bit more permanent than that I’m afraid, love,’ he said.


‘You mean you kill them?’ said Kat.


‘Aye,’ said Dadda. ‘We find that works best.’


‘Don’t they belong to someone?’ said Kat.


‘What if they do?’ said Dadda. ‘They still need getting rid of.’


He changed gear and banged his fist against his sternum as he coughed. His lungs were back, then. Every year they returned at this time, like the Icelandic geese that congregated on Briardale Moss.


‘You’re not going up on to the moors with that chest, are you?’ I said.


‘It does sound nasty, Tom,’ said Kat.


‘I’ve had it worse and survived,’ said Dadda.


‘Even so,’ I said. ‘You’d better get yourself to the doctor’s. I’m sure you’d be able to make an appointment tomorrow morning before the funeral, wouldn’t you?’


‘I’ve too much to do,’ he said.


‘Well, why doesn’t John ring?’ said Kat. ‘He could get the doctor to come to you instead.’


He glanced at her and gave his head a little shake. He didn’t like doctors much. He never had. The only doctor that had set foot on the farm lately was the one that had pronounced the Gaffer dead.


‘I’m all right,’ he said, and lit the roll-up that he kept behind his ear.


His hair, his face, they’d always smelled of tobacco. Tobacco and straw and the sweetish brew of damp oilskin and sweat. The scent had soaked deep into him and even after scrubbing his hands and face with the block of carbolic soap at the kitchen sink it wasn’t long before it rose to the surface of his skin again. I liked to think that in a crowded room, I could have sniffed him out in a minute flat.


The cab filled with smoke and he coughed himself hoarse before winding down the window. He always smoked too much anyway but seemed to have a roll-up permanently on the go at this time of year. October was the start of the breeding cycle and the future of the flock depended on so many things that were mostly beyond his control: the sheep had to have survived the spring and summer without falling into bogs or contracting diseases; the hay needed to have matured in the barn; the ram had to be keen and the ewe willing. Those problems he could eliminate – like the red deer – were dealt with as quickly as possible.


He barked again and Kat nudged me. But it would have been pointless to try and change his mind about seeing someone. The valley made placid men stubborn, just as it made ageing men older. Especially in the autumn.


I’ve noticed it myself these last few years at Devil’s Day and Gathering. Adam laughs at me when my shoulder creaks and calls me granddad. I worry about cartilage. I read the labels on tubes of ointment in the hope that they’ll live up to their promises. There are aches and pains that keep returning as if they want something from me. The Gaffer was just the same.


When I was a child, the cold and damp sometimes used to stiffen his legs to the point of bedrest and I would be sent up with hot sweet tea that he medicated with a slug of scotch from the bottle under his pillow.


‘Give us your hand, Johnny lad,’ he said when he saw me looking for his injury and wedged his fag in the corner of his mouth as he untucked his shirt from his trousers.


‘Feel that,’ he said, and pressed my fingers against his hip. When he moved his leg, the ball and socket grated as if sand had got into the joint.


‘What happened?’ I said.


‘A ram broke it,’ he said, his fag jiggering as he spoke. ‘It had a skull like a fuckin’ wrecking ball. You make sure you always keep both your eyes on a ram, Johnny lad.’


The Gaffer had been knocked about more than anyone else in the valley. Not necessarily through carelessness – although one or two scars were the results of loud nights at the Croppers’ Arms – but because he was of a generation that used their hands more than they used machines. He cut down the ash trees in the coppice with an axe. He used the hand-held shears that his father, Joe Pentecost, had once used, the blades still stiffly sprung after a hundred years. And not long after he’d been married he’d had to start wearing his wedding ring on his right hand after most of his holy finger, as he called it, was chewed off by one of the Beasleys’ cantankerous sows.


The course of nature had eventually returned the ring (if not the knuckle bones), and he’d rinsed it under the yard tap and put it back on.


‘That’s horrible,’ I said.


‘Your grandma would have done worse than the pig if I hadn’t found it,’ he said.


I’d never met Grandma Alice – she died long before I was born – but from what I’d heard she was the only one who’d been willing to try and keep the Gaffer on a short lead. A proper hill woman. Hard as horn.


‘You’ll have hands like this one day, Johnny lad,’ the Gaffer said. ‘You’ll be able to look at them and know that you’ve worked hard.’


I wanted that more than anything. I wanted hands that were different to those of the kids down in the village. I wanted nail-less fingers, welts along my heart-line, a thumb that snapped like a cap-gun when I moved it, bones that told stories. By the time I went to grammar school I had three good scars: one between my finger and thumb, one above my brow from Lennie Sturzaker’s fist, and one on my elbow that I could only see in the mirror.


 


Kat looked out of the window as she rubbed her thumb against the calluses. She’d always liked my hands. Soon after we first met, she’d looked them over inch by inch like a palmist, finding something in the pleats and wounds that assured her of a happy future.


I suppose by today’s standards it would seem as though we’d got married pretty quickly: less than eighteen months from our first drunken meeting at Amanda Stewart’s thirtieth to the exchange of rings. But it didn’t feel rushed at the time, and if any of our friends thought otherwise then they didn’t say so. There just seemed no reason for us to wait. Another year or two wouldn’t have made us any more certain about what we wanted. Over the last couple of months, though, I’d started to notice the way Kat looked whenever we happened to pass a wedding. It was the same look she had now as we drove through the hamlet of Whitewell and she watched someone sweeping up confetti and leaves from the lych-gate of the church.


‘That’s pretty,’ she said.


It was a note of regret she’d picked up from her mother, who’d spent the whole ceremony forcing herself to smile and thinking that Kat – a vicar’s daughter, for heaven’s sake – should have been walking down the aisle of St Leonard’s to the swell of the organ and the echo of old stone rather than giving herself to me in a council building next to the Co-op.


Of course, she thought I’d been the corruptive influence in it all, and couldn’t (or wouldn’t) see that she might have had a hand in it herself. As soon as we’d announced our engagement, Barbara had started directing the wedding day and, to wrest back some control, Kat told her one evening at the dinner table that she needn’t worry any more about deciding on the hymns or readings – we’d already been in touch with the registrar at the town hall and had a slot booked for June the fifth. A slot? The word stuck in Barbara’s throat. We’d booked a slot? It sounded like we were going to see a ski instructor rather than getting married.


She’d cried all the way through the clafoutis she’d made for dessert and then on and off for the next six months until the taxi came to take her and the Reverend to the Registry Office. Outwardly, Kat asserted that this was what she wanted to the last, but as we sat on the leather benches waiting for our turn, I could tell that she wished she’d never started to plough that particular furrow. To be honest, I think she would have given anything to have been married in church. Lace, bells, a choir in ruffs. All that.


‘You and Mrs Pentecost had a church wedding, didn’t you?’ she said to Dadda.


‘Aye, love,’ he said.


‘In the village?’


‘At St Michael’s, aye,’ said Dadda.


‘John’s shown me pictures of his mum,’ said Kat. ‘She was very beautiful.’


She wasn’t. Not beautiful, as such. But Dadda gave her a sort of smile and put his eyes back on the road.


Kat began to say something else then stopped short when we came out of the trees and the ravine to the left was exposed. There was nothing to stop a car from shearing off into the white stream below but a flimsy barrier of wire and wool tufts. But Dadda had driven the road in all weathers, at all times of the day and night, and took the bends unfazed by the drop.


The wind got stronger the higher we went and I felt Kat’s hand tighten on mine. By the time we’d come to Syke House – the sullen, red-brick mansion set back from the lane in a knot of horse chestnut trees – it had risen to a gale and sent branches and leaves skittering off along the Cutting, as the road from here on in was called.


For three miles, or thereabouts, it wound northwards through the hills before it came to Wyresdale and dropped down towards the market towns and the byways that led to the ports along the coast. A packhorse route that had been here for centuries, even though the passage through the hills was bleak and boggy.


‘Ah, but folk are like water, Johnny lad,’ the Gaffer said. ‘They always find a way through. No matter what’s underfoot.’


The road had always been at the mercy of the weather and he remembered the Cutting being nothing more than a dirt track that softened to butter in the autumn, and in the summer kicked up dust that marked its meander in a thick brown haze. After even the briefest of rainstorms, the top layer of it would run like a river and horses would have to trudge the miles knee-deep, dragging the carts like sledges. In the worst winters the valley could be cut off for days. After the Blizzard, it was weeks before anyone got in or out. By that time, what had happened there, what the Devil had done, was already fable.
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To this day there’s no road sign to the village of Underclough or the few houses of the Endlands. Anyone who needs to come to the Briardale Valley knows where they are, and if a stranger asks for directions then they’re told to turn between the abattoir and the three beech trees that keep that part of the lane in permanent shade.


They were each at least eighty or ninety feet tall, elephantine and twisted, old even in Joe Pentecost’s time, the Gaffer used to tell me. He’d given them names too.


‘But once I put them in your head, Johnny lad,’ he said, ‘you can’t let them out again. Trees are funny about things like that.’


I’d kept my word. I hadn’t told anyone. Not Dadda. Not Kat. I’ve not even told Adam, who at ten – the age of curious digging – would feast upon the knowledge. Perhaps the names might conjure up something to help him picture them. I mean, what does he think a tree looks like? How can he imagine height? I’ve lifted him up and sat him on a branch and he’s listened to the wind blowing in the topmost leaves, but for all he knows the trunk that he touches might carry on rising into the clouds, like the beanstalk in the fairy tale.


 


From the mouth of the valley it’s at least a couple of miles to Underclough and there’s nothing much to see at first. A few broken walls. That wooden trailer that’s been rotting away for years. It’s quiet enough for a weasel to take its time crossing the lane. The grass and the bracken is never cut or tamed and thickens each year with the brambles and the sedge.


Kat looked out of the window as the cloud drifted over the crags like battle-smoke, shrouding and revealing the holly bushes and the rowan trees that grew in the clefts. It began to rain in needles and then wheatstraws and Dadda set the wipers going in a shuddering arc.


The lane came closer to the River Briar as it flashed past in spate and stuck close to the banks all the way to the village. When the first buildings appeared, I could tell that Kat was disappointed. I think she’d expected to find Underclough nestled in the valley, not dark and cramped like something buried at the bottom of a bag. She hadn’t imagined it would be so overgrown either, so loud with water, nor the fells above too steep for anything to cast a long shadow.


‘It’s quite sweet, really, isn’t it?’ she said, though she didn’t need to be polite for Dadda’s sake. He’d have been the first to agree that the place was run-down and abandoned. The lane had become potholed and grassy, and on the other side of the river the old woollen mill – Arncliffe’s to everyone in the valley – had been derelict since the Gaffer was young. It had started life as a humble cottage industry, and even though the addition of weaving sheds and an extra storey by subsequent generations had made it the largest building in Underclough, it still looked small beneath the fells.


‘Oh, that’s such a shame,’ said Kat, looking across the river. ‘I’d love to have seen it running.’


But she’d come more than eighty years too late. The sheds hadn’t been in operation since the Great War, when they turned out yards of khaki serge and thick, durable blankets for the military hospitals. In the years that followed, with half the workforce dead and the empire countries with cheaper labour and looms of their own, the company that owned the mill floundered and went into receivership. Some time back in the twenties the roof had collapsed, and the pediment into which the Arncliffe name had been engraved lay in pieces on the ground.


Since then, from what I know, it’s changed hands half a dozen times and there have been plans now and then to level the site and build houses. Or, more recently, when it became fashionable to live in the remains of industry, to turn the existing building into apartments. But nothing ever happens and year by year it falls further into disrepair. Its windows are all covered in steel plates now, but back when the Gaffer passed away they were open to the elements, having been broken one after the other by the village kids.


The river under its looming presence was whisky-coloured and thick on the banks with the nettles and hogweed that had, as always, gone wild in the summer and overgrown the millrace. Crumbling now and green with moss, the brick-built structure had once siphoned off some of the water down a steep drop to power the wheel, which was still intact even if it only now collected the detritus that the river carried here, or what the villagers threw in. Decades of silting had also raised the water level, so that the steps quickly disappeared into a stagnant well that undulated with branches and leaves, beer cans and crisp packets. I’d always stayed well away from the river by Arncliffe’s. Fall in and you’d struggle to get out again. Hands and feet would find no grip on the slimy brickwork. And your last breath would take in a mouthful of fag ends and turds.


I hadn’t told Kat – why would she have wanted to know? – but the summer I’d left primary school they’d found Lennie Sturzaker there one afternoon rising and falling with the debris.


 


Along with many of my classmates, he’d lived on New Row, the terrace of eighteen workers’ cottages on this side of the river. Like everything that had been built here in the valley, the houses were made of a brown sooty brick that the damp air made darker still. Mind you, they’d been forward-thinking types, the Arncliffes, and a small allotment had been set aside at the back of each so that the mill workers could grow their own vegetables and raise a fruit tree. A few were still used in that way, but most had been left to go to seed or flagged over for the sole purpose, it seemed, of giving hard-standing to rusting motorbikes and broken ovens.


There was a permanent smell of coal fires here and the smoke from the chimneys rose through the rain and lingered as a cindery mist in the trees. On days like this, the streetlights came on early and folk stayed at home, leaving the village to the jackdaws, which had always nested here in great numbers and made more noise than the river.


A gang of them took off from the bridge as Dadda approached and flapped away to the roof of Beckfoot’s. Bay-fronted and painted in a mutton-coloured gloss, the butcher’s hadn’t changed much since I used to come down with the Gaffer when he had pheasants or snipe to sell. He wouldn’t ever get very much for them, enough for a few games of gin rummy in the pub on Saturday night, but it was a good excuse to probe Alun Beckfoot about the village rumours that had found their way down to the Endlands. Who’d done this or that. Who’d been seen in the Croppers’ Arms. Who was on his last legs. Who was always at number eight when her husband was on nights. If they looked over at me while they talked, then it was an indication that I shouldn’t be listening and I moved to the other end of the counter to watch the Beckfoot brothers in the prep-room hacking and slicing behind the threadbare plastic strips. They did everything so quickly that it was hard to understand how they managed to last a single minute without severing something vital. And yet I never saw any of the Beckfoot family bleeding or bandaged. Alun, especially, had hands that didn’t look as if they’d been anywhere near a meat cleaver or a bone saw. He had hands like a woman’s, in fact. Pale and hairless with slender fingers that would have better suited a piano player. That they were so pristine was astonishing, especially given his lazy eye. But then I suppose that a clumsy butcher doesn’t stay a butcher for long – and perhaps his affliction had forced him to take extra care with the knives.


‘He’s got the lamb for Devil’s Day, has he?’ I said, watching Beckfoot switching the sign from OPEN to CLOSED, and Dadda nodded.


‘Aye,’ he said. ‘The Gaffer took it down last week.’


‘I’d never heard of Devil’s Day before I met John,’ Kat said to Dadda.


‘No, well, you wouldn’t have done,’ he said.


‘And it’s when Bill plays the fiddle, I hear,’ said Kat with a smile. ‘I can’t imagine him doing that somehow.’


‘We’re all expected to perform,’ I said.


‘Even me?’ said Kat.


‘You can sing,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard you.’


‘I don’t know the songs they sing here, though,’ she said.


‘You’ll pick them up quick enough,’ I said.


‘I bet the Gaffer enjoyed it, didn’t he?’ said Kat.


‘It’s a day for the children,’ said Dadda, ‘so I dare say he did.’


‘Come on, Dadda,’ I said. ‘I’ve never heard you complain on the night.’


‘The whole thing’s daft,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why we bother with it any more. It’s a waste of a good animal.’


The stew that we had on Devil’s Day was always made with the meat of the lamb that was born first in the spring; male or female, it didn’t matter. As soon as it slithered out into the straw it was ear-tagged with a red label so that it could be easily picked out of the flock when it got closer to the time. Then we’d take it down to Beckfoot’s and he’d cut its throat and leave it to hang for a week before he butchered it. The rump was diced for the pot, Beckfoot got a leg, and whatever was left over split into thirds for the chest freezer at each farm, enough for several meals over the winter. Kat said that it sounded as though everyone went into hibernation here. And it was true, I suppose. Come November, Dadda didn’t leave the valley all that often. There was no reason to do so. The larder was full, the scullery dangled with rabbits and birds, and anything else he needed he could get from Wigton’s.


‘Is this the place you were telling me about?’ said Kat, wiping away some of the condensation so she could see the village shop. ‘God, you’re right. It’s just the same as Granny and Grandpa’s.’


It was one of those corner cornucopias that anywhere else would have long since fallen by the wayside, as the place Kat’s grandparents once owned in Felixstowe had done. Its windows were covered in a uriney cellophane to stop the goods from fading in the sunlight, though they ought to have been more concerned about them fading with old age. The display looked exactly the same as it had always done: toy boats, fishing nets, trashy Westerns on a stiff carousel, jigsaws – so many jigsaws – of castles and harbours and soft-focus kittens; boxes and boxes of Hornby train track and every type of bridge and locomotive, enough to fashion a complete pre-Beeching fantasia.


The Wigtons’ son, Davy, had been in my class at school. Always red-cheeked and sweaty, he worked as a cleaner at the abattoir, shovelling up innards and collecting sheep heads in a trolley. From what the Gaffer used to tell me, he was still as put upon as he had been at the age of eleven by Sam Sturzaker and Jason Earby and Mike Moorcroft, those classmates of ours who, like him, had gone to work at the slaughterhouse as soon as they’d left school. Pigton Wigton, they called him, Piggy Wiggy. They’d drop an eyeball in his tea, leave a trotter in his coat pocket, slip a sow’s ear into the sandwich that his mam wrapped up for him every morning. Pigton Wigton. Piggy Wiggy. Mummy’s Little Piglet.
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