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PART ONE


THE LAND OF COCKAIGNE


 


 


 


‘The Land of Cockaigne is the name of an imaginary country, a medieval Utopia where life was a round of luxurious idleness. In Cockaigne the rivers were of wine, the houses were built of cake and barley sugar, the streets were paved with pastry and the shops supplied goods for nothing. Roast geese and fowls wandered about inviting people to eat them, and buttered larks fell from the sky like manna.’


Encyc. Britt.










CHAPTER ONE


His legs gobbled up the placid country road, his eyes foraged all around it greedily, spotting loot in the quite ordinary ditches and hedges and fields, even his arms were swinging too energetically, seeming to plunder the air, grabbing handfuls of light before they could be darkened and lost in the evening.


He had arrived in the village of Crossbridge only a few hours ago and though he thought he had imprinted it on his mind that solitary morning some time back, he could now remember little of the lie of the place. He was not helped by the dusk which crept up from the ground, black mist shiftlessly changing such markers as he had thought to recall. Yet this uncertainty was part of his exhilaration; freedom seemed to begin with such an absence of exact direction.


He came to a crossroads, but the names on the tipsily slanted signpost were of no help to him. Tugging at it first to test its stability, he shinned up the cold trunk and immediately sighted the fell path he wanted to be on. It would be enough for him merely to return to the spot where, a few months ago, his decision had been conceived; to sprinkle a little superstition on the reasoning which had finally brought him here; simply to remember that tranquil morning when confusion had seen clarity in isolation. He dropped down and set off, striding along the road as if he owned the ground he walked on. Or rather, as if he could have owned it, but preferred to be without the bindings of possession, his movements proclaiming instead that superior overlordship which comes from newly sprung confidence.


A tractor came towards him and the man driving it nodded a ‘good evening’. Just managing to stop himself from shouting out his reply, he nodded back, equally cautiously, and stopped to watch the broad span of the tractor trundle up to the crossroads. The engine’s throb swirled into the unconcerned silence as he strained his ears to catch its last pulse. Then the silence rolled back on to him until all that remained was the soft push of his breath and a few chirps from those birds piping out the warm summer evening.


Richard Godwin was twenty-four. He was exhausted but pleasant-looking, perhaps even slightly handsome in that his face reflected the fashionable ideal of the moment in its slim cheeks, regular features, nothing too prominent, neither nose, eyes nor mouth in itself particularly striking. It was probably the cut of his hair, expertly razored so as to appear long while yet consisting of a great number of short tufts smoothly running into each other, probably that which could make some people think, for a moment, that he might be handsome. Otherwise his face was unremarkable except when he became enthusiastic; then his mouth would appear to be a little too large and loose. In height and weight he was exactly as he had been on the last occasion when those confessions had been demanded of him, at school, seven years ago. Average. His clothes were precisely contemporary, a brown suit with frail pockets patched on, made of a corduroy which had long lost its relationship to that material of the same name which until lately, in Crossbridge, would have lasted a working man for half a lifetime.


In his attitude there was an undetermined vigour which might loosen to scattered reminders of unkept promise or could, equally, forge itself into determination. At this moment his determination was set, though a little self-mocking. He tried to combat this self-detraction, however; for over the last few years it had grown into a leech, like a malignant deformity of Hieronymus Bosch, for ever sucking away his purpose, and he had to break free from it.


He reached the place – an old bench donated to the parish long since by a vicar whose favourite resting-place this had been – and banged himself on to it, feeling immediately the damp wood clamming his trousers to his skin, settled by the clear definition this gave to his body.


Now he was still and he looked below him at the village picked out by three lights. Above, the sky, where a gauze of gentle summer cloud hid the moon and carefully absorbed the embers of daylight. Behind him, Knockmirton Fell, massed into a solid, black cone.


At this spot on a chance trip to Cumberland he had looked down at Crossbridge and felt an impulse of understanding which however shallow or even false in his interpretation of it – had constantly risen to the top of his mind as an alternative in that last cycle of metropolitan confusion. An alternative, then a hope, finally the only way.


He sat and concentrated as hard as he could, forcing himself to believe that he could change the way in which he lived his life, find a style which would not be clogged with self-disgust or self-regard, nor be dissipated in nervous, nerveless stupidities. He concentrated, but there was no symbol to aid him; disgust at the past was his only spur. Soon he jumped up and set off down the road. Such a pause was as near as he could come to a dedication. It had to be enough.


His skin was licked by the tang of cool air which rolled down the fell. He felt warm and tireless. The cloud moved gracefully over the tree-tops and there were no sounds to outbid the crunch of his thin shoes on the path.










CHAPTER TWO


‘Have you got a light?’


Richard started, nervously. The voice came out of a tree. Remaining on the road he stared at the spot, unwilling to give himself away until it became essential.


‘Have you got a light, mister?’


Preceded by a chalky cigarette, a figure which turned into an old mackintoshed woman stepped out from behind the tree and, on unsteady feet, dipped across the grass verge and on to the road itself where she stood, twiddling the cigarette between her lips.


‘Yes. Of course. Here.’


The match scraped loudly against the striking-pad and, as soon as it was alight, went out. In that brief moment, Richard saw a face as strained and hollow as he thought it possible to be. The skin stretched tightly across the wide brow and swept down from the cheek-bones so fiercely that it seemed that one prick of a pin would crack it open all over. The nose was large and there, too, on its bridge, the white skin was lashed across the bone which threatened to break through. But all this, though distressing, was nothing compared with the eyes and hair; for the woman’s eyes were so large that they seemed to extend the breadth of the face, and even at that quick glance Richard noticed a hysterical bewilderment touched with an invitation so disturbingly unbalanced that it was unbearable; as if she had been once so shocked that she could only incite more assaults as a result of it. The hair was as unkempt as a specially dishevelled wig, grey coarse tags of hair skewed in all directions.


He struck another match, holding it low so as to protect himself by not looking at that face, and also to save her the embarrassment he felt such disfigurement must bring to a woman. Then he noticed that the mackintosh covered a fur of grotesque tattiness under which was the dull satiny bodice of a frock fashionable decades ago among rather rich, smart women.


She sucked and spluttered over the cigarette, coughed out the first draw, jolting him backwards with the violence of her retching – for it developed into that, as if she were permanently susceptible to it and needed only the slightest touch to set her off – and then stuck the thing in a corner of her red smeared lips, letting it hang there, unattended.


‘I’ve missed that bus again!’ she said. ‘He saw me on the road here, he knows me well enough by now, but he wouldn’t wait up at the top. The sod!’


Richard saw those eyes swivelling before him in the dark, and wished himself back on his way.


‘I’m scared of walking on my own,’ she went on, ‘everybody knows that. It bangs my nerves about and that upsets my system. Anybody would be scared in a place like this.’


The appeal was direct, and what made it the more urgent was the tone in which it was delivered; a flattened play on one or two notes only, but in that flatness such vicious bitterness as threatened all who did not comply with dangerous malice.


‘I’ll walk you home.’


‘How do you know I’m going home?’


‘I don’t know. Sorry. I mean, I’ll walk with you – wherever you want.’


‘Walk with me, eh? Walk out with me? With me! My young man! Oh! Oh!’


The laugh shot through the cigarette, knocking off the ash and spurting into Richard’s face so that he flinched.


‘Walk out with me! That’s good. That’s good!’


Still laughing, though now it had turned in on her and shook her several layers of clothing, gurgling in her chest and twitching that tight skin, she waddled up the road.


She walked quickly and Richard soon found that it took him all his time to keep up with her.


‘It’s three miles,’ she said. ‘That bloody rotten bus goes right up to the bloody rotten place.’ And that was all she said for the next few minutes.


Now the moon came out for a few moments, shining through the haze of cloud as if coldly melting it. The woman walked slightly ahead of him, the moonlight biting into her hair and emphasising its briary messiness. Occasionally Richard would glimpse the profile and the pallid skin flushed by the light to such an anaemic puttiness as made it spectral. She walked with scarcely a sound, and when he looked down at her feet he saw soft bedroom slippers, decorated with woolly pompoms which nodded noiselessly as the soles padded over the damp road, now shimmering faintly.


He fell into step and tried to construct a life around the old woman’s presence. All he could think up was a lurid collection of clichés but they kept him busy enough for the next mile or so.


‘We turn off here. This is where it gets dark. They should be made to bring the lights along this bit.’


The road they had been walking along was a main road in country terms; that on to which they now turned was much less impressive. On the main road, two or three vans and cars had rocked past them, claiming the middle of the road and swinging round the corners certain of being unchallenged, but here there were no such diversions. This road led through two or three hamlets to a village once the possesor of a country seat, now the supporter of a shrub and seed business on the old estate; the road was bordered by woods and, even when there was a break in them, the rise of the road prevented the long view of any illuminated landmark. You might catch the shimmer of light above one or other of the industrial towns down on the coast, but soon it would be gone and was of no help.


Here, Richard was as glad of the old woman’s company as she had declared herself to be of his. He could see nothing before him and the crawling of the slight wind along the dry summer leaves trickled up his back, seeming to lift each pore and look inside it, daring it.


‘It’s just down this hill, over the next and then round the corner. It’s next to nowhere. It is nowhere. And I’m stuck in it.’


‘Don’t you like living here?’ Richard’s question began before her sentence ended, glad to block out the silence.


‘Like it? Like it? Who would like living in nowhere? There’s nothing here for a woman. I used to live in a town, you know. I wasn’t born into it, but I lived in it all right. Wakefield. Do you know it? There was some life there, I can tell you. Always plenty to do. Here! Here, there’s nothing. Do you think I would be stuck here if I could get away from it, a woman like me?’ She stopped, and, out of the dark, her eyes swivelled on and around his face. ‘Well?’


‘I suppose not.’


‘You suppose not! Huh.’ Suddenly, she grinned at him, and the black hole revealed by her mouth joined up with the eyes so that the face seemed held together only by a few tight cords of white thong. ‘You’re a young man,’ she said. ‘They don’t care.’ She took a step towards him and Richard was wiped by a quick sweat in fear of what her coquettish manner might demand. ‘Young men don’t care about anything much, do they?’ She had attempted to murmur, but the words were only harsh, and, as soon as they were completed, the grin destroyed the face again and her breath shot across to his nostrils.


‘I suppose not.’


‘You’re doing a lot of supposing tonight. Are you my young man or aren’t you? Come on! Are you or aren’t you?’


She flung open both her mackintosh and the fur, pinning her hands on the large hip-bones which swung out her long dress like an umbrella.


‘Ha!’ She took another pace forward, slapping him with the exclamation. ‘Ha!’ He backed away. ‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’ His heels caught the verge and he stumbled and then fell. Immediately, she was up to him.


‘You been drinking? Come on! Out with it! I don’t mind young men drinking but I’ve got to be told.’


‘No. I slipped. I’m sorry.’ Backing away, he pressed his palms to the wet grass and jumped up, inordinately relieved to find that he was still taller than she was.


‘Sorry!’ she shouted. ‘Sorry! Sorry! Sorry! I thought it would come to that. You’re all the bloody rotten same! You’re all sorry. Don’t you think a woman’s sorry? Don’t you think a woman like me has the right to be sorry?’


She raised her arm, then dropped it, refolded her coat and walked on. Richard let her go but, as her steps drew away, he thought that it would be cowardice to abandon her; if the impulse to accompany her in the first instance came from a residual gallantry which satisfied the donor as much as the recipient, this display of oddness had put her in another category altogether, that of people you must help, no matter what, because of their weakness; he ran after her.


‘I thought you were dead,’ she said, mildly, and continued in the same unperturbed tone, ‘my Edwin put me here to keep me out of the way because he’s ashamed, you know. He knows I need his money. He said it was the only cottage he could find but that’s a lie for a start. And he doesn’t understand, you know. This living in the country, I can’t stand it. There’s nothing doing. You know,’ this time her voice did lower to a true whisper, ‘I think it could drive you cuckoo if you didn’t watch yourself. Cuckoo. I’ve told my Edwin and he won’t listen. But I mean it. Cuckoo!’


They walked over the next hill and round a corner, crossing a bridge from beneath which came the drone of fast water tunnelled, and Richard’s mind skittered over the possibilities of what he ought to do, how he could help as he knew so little about her, putting himself in the position of the stronger partly to assuage his bewilderment, for it was he who was the more vulnerable in this particular company.


‘Here we are then.’


Richard picked out a cottage a few yards back from the road; it stood alone and looked as if it had been built by accident and at once forgotten.


‘Do you want yourself a cup of tea?’


‘No, thank you very much. I’d better be getting back.’


‘Suit yourself. They call this place Asby. Suit yourself.’


She went up the path and stood ratching in her handbag for the key, while Richard waited, wanting to see her in, to put the full stop to this paragraph. Lights came on and without a wave she banged the door and loudly slammed home two bolts. He turned to go, but had not proceeded far when he heard her shout out at him and saw her jutting out of the bedroom window, still mackintoshed, her hair, with the back lighting, now a smooth stack of dark furze.


‘Thank you for the walk!’ she shouted. ‘And don’t think I won’t tell that bloody rotten bus driver when I see him again because I will! Thank you, kind sir.’


That was all.


Before the bridge, Richard stumbled about so much that he ended up with his face in a hedge. Rounding it cautiously he walked on, finding that, with the old woman gone, the pitch night gave him no guide. His movement began to match his sense of direction, and for a few hundred yards he wandered blindly. At this time, still off balance from that encounter, the ogres of childhood and vivid Sunday-newspaper storytelling swarmed into his mind, and within seconds of leaving the bridge he was seeing long knives, robbers, beggars, wild drunken labourers, monsters, and because of his physical puerility – he could not walk straight at all – there was nothing he could do to stop these clamouring inflammations.


At last he came to the brow of the first hill and saw, in the distance, but still at a recognisable point, thus reassuring him of the continuity of the road, the single light which marked the junction with what was called the main road; and beside that light there were, he knew, some cottages, even a sub-post-office. While looking back, he could see the old woman’s house, ablaze with lights. He paused, set himself firmly in the middle of the road, and set out briskly, hoping, rightly, that the speed of his walk would keep him more or less in a straight line. After a few paces, both the markers disappeared from sight, but he was well enough launched.


He had forgotten such darkness. Forgotten the fears which can breed in a quiet country road. Forgotten such a low-bristling rub of silence, forgotten the moon, the cloud and the smack of open scented night air, forgotten that old lonely people needed to be taken home, that he could feel threatened so sickeningly by another’s mere attitude, forgotten the details which made apparent simplicity so unyielding.


The force of the strangeness of it all made him careless. He began to think of what he wanted to suppress – the reasons for his sickening of life in London.


Such had been the strain of those last months that he could hardly remember his life during his first few years in that city. That earlier time now seemed a loose shuffle of sepia-coloured cards. The ordered power of the centre, quiet Georgian squares white-painted, brown benches in the parks and the thin foam from a jet in the sky. A steady flickering of newness, each thing to be plucked. The streets and meeting-places commanded, it seemed, by his generation, the pavements supporting an endless parade of advertisements for themselves, dinky junk shops, kinky boutiques, the uncarpeted acres of echoing museum. Pubs he would know for one drink only, conversations of elaborate early-morning intimacy with people never seen again, the bistro, the football ground, theatres, cafés, caverns, skin after skin peeling away. And throughout, the flats: flats which he shared, flats for parties, flats for refuge, other people’s empty flats for affairs, his own flat, flats handed on, swopped, discovered, until all the vast centre of London was two rooms, sep. kitchen and w.c., for ever on the move.


Had he been able to accept his enjoyment of this, it would have been fine. But he could not. There was an ease about it which made him nervous – though why he could not explain; instead of action, there seemed mere movement, adventure was reduced to competition, intrigue took the place of combat, satisfaction of effort – by these and similar abbreviations he tried to describe his unrest and so contain it. He began to have a new respect for people who had stood outside it all and, by themselves alone, built a life; people he had thought to abandon for ever as heroes in his adolescence – like Shelley or T. E. Lawrence; and yet the word ‘hero’ was insubstantial.


Perhaps there really is something in the belief that a man loses his virtue by being touched. And in London Richard felt himself mauled. By choice, with pleasure, from habit of course – but mauled, so that he could no longer distinguish; his mind was now full of burnished images; another jolt and they were tarnished. In newspapers, on television, and in his own day, he stared at destruction one moment, triumph the next, despair–elation, grandeur–gutter, horror–laughter, extremes ceaselessly shuttling across his mind until, it seemed, he reflected all of them equally indifferently, equally passionately.


He came to think of his life as worth nothing, a waste. That it should be worth anything was difficult to prove; yet the belief that it should resurrected itself and he found no anchorage for it in his flotsam spawnings. Nor did it seem relevant to think of waste as he threw away a paper carton and bought yet another fashionable shirt. Yet the sense of it was there and he clung to it.


But it was swept away.


To what was within him he had finally abandoned himself, trying either to find expiation through the fullness of his greed or to let himself be mangled in it. The latter had happened. He had been drawn into a vortex of his own making, confused images drumming on to his mind like hail.


His work in London. The pink bow on a parcel of superfluities. The tax on returns, not on subscription, the main chance not the best way, the quick shot. Women in London. More. Married. Young. Too old. More. A deceitful confusion which had somehow seemed glamorous. Money in London. More. Essential. Pick it up wherever, crawl for it, insomnia for it, lick. Taxis swinging on to the pavement at five in the morning, dance to the tom-toms in the cellars of the ravemen, trade-men, carbon monoxide fumes from the earth lining the atmosphere so that in ten to thirty years, man, the temperature will rise five degrees and there will be floods. Ah, no. ‘The English have no working class,’ the Swedish girl said, ‘it is a servant class they have. I have lived in your East End.’ Come into the . . . Pugwash conference – including seven Nobel Prize winners – calls for an end to arms race, biological warfare build-up, warns of disastrous consequences merely through having these malignant weapons, votes for change, breaks up, its members go back to work, the slave-saviours. Noise, Noise, Noise – will we go deaf. God willing, please?


Coherence. Those outside the clamour, outside consideration. The fear as a tube train bolted out of its tunnel, and he on the platform, swaying forward to kiss between the open rails, deep and enticing. Sweat-broken startled waking middle of the night, a pin of death stabbing his chest, the long breath while he remembered who he was and then the cigarette while he considered whether he was going crazy, or heartburn, footfall of a coronary – ‘In the Prime of Life it can happen to you! – are you insured?’ – no, count backwards – eight, seven, six, five, four, he’s a good thing you dropped—


He stopped on the road, the country road, the quiet road. No! His neck was beginning to tick with pain as it had done in London, his skull was beckoned by a gap of fear which would not close – and he was still, in some part, sorry to have left it. No!


He held himself very tensely. Then, allowing himself to feel his muscles relax, he grew calm. That was the last time he would voluntarily invoke that poison as he must now call it. He had thought that he would go mad during those last few months – and through nothing but the rottenness of his life.


He was so preoccupied with himself that he did not notice the bustle going on around the row of three cottages which stood quite near his own. Had he been in the least aware, he could not have failed to be curious over the cars and lights and excitement at such a place at such a time of night, but he passed it by and went the twenty or so yards down the track to his own place. Inside, he did not allow himself a pause but made straight for bed.


He would sleep. That would wash away the infection and perhaps strengthen his resolution. Sleep. A faint buzz came from the neighbouring cottages, but that only emphasised the quiet around. Rich and even silence. He sank towards it. He had come, he had made a start, he had done as he intended.










CHAPTER THREE


Edwin sat in the front room of his cottage, the light out, the fire so banked with slack that it scarcely lit up its own smoke, the curtains open and the door ajar. He did not wish to interfere in what was happening two doors away, but could not do other than strain to catch every sound which came along the short path to his own door. He had pulled up a chair to the fender and his feet rested on it, his elbows on his knees, his hands clutching his chin. The face was clearly related to that of the woman whom Richard had encountered, but what in her had been disturbing was in Edwin ugly. The white skin ached on the large bones, the nose was spotted by pimples and hard red lumps as if it could endure the strain no longer, the eyes were so sunken that the brows above them did not dominate the face, making a powerful line which decisively pointed out authority, rather they hung, slackly, with the wispy hairs on them straggling untidily. Similarly his body, it was thin without the balance of slimness, the shoulders and arms contorted with tight muscle, humpy, unattractive. Only in the hands, perhaps, and in the expression on the eyes themselves could any clue be seen of the force he was capable of. For, at the end of a twisted cord of wrist, each hand dangled like a weight. And in his eyes was not the arrogance of a Titan or any monstrous expression of conceited power, but a bleak determination, so subdued at some times that it appeared no different from melancholy, yet at other times so hard that little, it promised, could deter it. Although three years younger than Richard, the clumsy-looking, ugly-looking man could have been his father in everything about him but his aspect which, at this moment, was flooded with such despair, such torrents of misery as needed a young man’s strength to feel.


He sat there, in his best suit, breathing in the fumes from the coal fire and sincerely wishing himself dead. Only by presenting to himself constantly the alternative of oblivion could he bear his present state. For the woman he loved entirely, one who did not care more for him than she did for any acquaintance met on a street corner, was giving birth to a baby, not his, and for the last few minutes he had heard her screams. The more he heard her suffer, the more solidly he sat, until now he seemed petrified in the gloom of his cottage, no more breathing than the huge sideboard, only the bare white of his cheeks and his knuckles indicating any trace of a living man.


At long long last he heard the winded cry of a new child. He rushed to the door, flinging it open, catching it just before it hit the wall so that there should be no sudden noise to scare her. Now he could hear the sound more clearly, and around it the patter of voices busy and relieved. He stepped out on to the path, trembling. There was nothing he wanted to do but go and see, at least ask about her. The cries, the voices, the wind as he stood on the path and looked at the blocks of light coming from her cottage – he could not go. There was no reason, would be no objection; he had been a neighbour for five years, it was he who had brought in the relief doctor when the local practitioner had been found to be ill, he would be welcome – but he could not go. Janice would not want to see a man who felt as he did after the solitary birth of that child, it would not help her. But he had to do something. He could not shout out, he could not ride off and thrash himself into forgetful exhaustion – he could do nothing to take him away from this place where he must stay and wait for someone to bring him the news that all was well. All had to be well.


So he retreated to his own cottage and turned on the light, leaving the door open as his sign. In the small room, three paces and he was across it, he collected himself and brought out the bottle of whisky. This he had procured in the afternoon in case Janice’s father, Wif, should drop in on him and need a drink. He poured out half a cupful and went across to the mirror with it. He raised it before his face; his face, he could hardly bear to look at it, ugly, ‘uglier than sin’ his mother had said.


The middle cottage was occupied by Mrs Jackson who felt no scruples about her place that night. It was in the middle of things. For her, the event combined all the rights and drama of womanhood with all the spice and mystery of scandal. And then there was the doctor’s car! Driven right up to her front door! It was with exquisite refinement that she wiggled her way past it, her swagger portraying clearly that Cross Cottages had come of age with such a car just standing around as if it belonged there.


It was she who missed Edwin – she could bear to miss nothing – and so came, after her minuet around the bumpers, to haul him in.


‘Well, what are you doing moping here by yourself?’ she demanded, bounding into his room. ‘You must come and see them.’


‘Is Janice all right?’


‘Oh, Janice is fine. Why shouldn’t she be? I mean, she had the pain for a few hours, but there’s many a woman had worse, believe me. And when it came – out it popped like a puppy. She’s broader than you think down there, you know.’


Edwin winced and locked his hands together. He had made up his mind that Mrs Jackson’s information must serve – even though she was the last messenger he would have chosen – and so that was that; he must not offend her. ‘But she’s all right? As well as can be expected?’


‘Oh she’s stronger than she looks is Janice. I’ve always said that. Not just now – the same when she was a little girl – take no notice of her tiredness, I said to Agnes. And to Wif because I speak my mind. I’m not saying the lass is deceitful, but there’s people think—’


‘So she didn’t – she wasn’t hurt.’


‘Hurt? Who gets hurt nowadays? Not that it isn’t difficult. Nothing’s easy in this world. He’s stitching her now.’


‘What? What did you say?’


‘Nothing to worry about. Good God, lad, you look frightened out of your mind. Have some more of that whisky I can see you’ve got yourself behind that chair leg. It’s nothing, you know. Our Belle had one of those Caesareans. She still carries her scar with her.’


Edwin did pour himself some more whisky, without offering any to Mrs Jackson – who was widely known as a teetotaller on account of her husband being such a heavy drinker – but nevertheless she was offended not to be asked.


‘Come on then,’ she said. ‘Roll up and see the side-show!’


She giggled. Edwin shook his head and rubbed the cup between his hands. Mrs Jackson regarded him slyly, and then her face sparkled with understanding. ‘Oh, I see. Yes. It must be very upsetting for you. Mind you, it’s your own fault. I’ve said it often enough. You should be more pushing. All women need a push and Janice more than most.’ Then faintly appreciating that her remarks might appear tactless, she rushed to make amends.


‘Never mind. There’s more than one fish in the sea. You’re bound to find somebody someday. A fine young man like you.’ Edwin stared at her, for the first time, coldly, and Mrs Jackson shrank back, clearly afraid, and equally clearly the more afraid, because he was an ugly man. ‘All right. I’ll get back and tell them you don’t want to bother. I understand, Edwin, and I’ll try to put your point of view over.’


‘Please, Mrs Jackson! Please tell them that I wish to leave them in peace on a night like this. No more. They have a right to be on their own.’


Now Mrs Jackson was offended at the implied criticism of her own interference and, as she stepped outside, her jaw snapped its anger.


‘You haven’t even asked me what she had.’


‘What did she have?’ he whispered, dutifully, miserably.


‘A lovely little girl.’ She leaned through the door frame, daring to glare at him now his head was averted. ‘And I’ll tell you something else. Whoever it was that gave it to her must have been a good-looking fella because that baby’s looks don’t just come from one side.’


With that neighbourly confidence, she was gone, and Edwin’s head sank to his knees as he groaned at the desecration of what, for him, had been the sacred act of Janice giving birth.


 


Janice lay back on the pillows in the bedroom – her parents’; her own had not been big enough – which was ripe with the glowing effect the birth had had on all but her; its warm paper, the low pitch of the bulb, the embalmed relief made another womb of it. Yet, at the centre of this the new mother, her flush already faded, lay stiffly, edging herself away, detaching herself from all she had caused. The doctor and midwife had gone, Mrs Jackson had left, her father was downstairs, for what seemed the first time for weeks there was no bustle, no busyness. The baby, in a cot beside the bed, was quivering with that first real wakefulness that follows the crying; over it, rocking the cot so gently that it scarcely stirred, stood Agnes, Janice’s mother.


It was at this moment, Janice felt, that she had to claim her independence. She had been consistent from the beginning, but here, at this time, she could be conclusive. She had thought of nothing else but this statement of her position since the baby had finally left her and she shut her eyes to forget the blood and shouting of that terrible moment.


‘What’s he like, that man who’s taken Old Mr Rigg’s cottage?’ she began, speaking quietly, but precisely, in control.


‘Oh. I don’t know. I haven’t seen him. Your dad has. Says he’s a young fella.’ Agnes replied without taking her eyes away from the baby, afraid of her daughter’s calculated obliviousness towards the child; that manner which had shaken Agnes throughout the pregnancy, and which she had hoped the birth might alter, was as set as ever.


‘I wonder why anybody should choose to come and live here. Anybody young.’


Janice saw that her mother was in that mood of hers which waited for all to pass because to cope with it would be too disturbing. It was not hardness in Agnes, though it resembled it, but a certain obstinate shyness and unhappiness which preferred to ignore what it could only admit in tears. Janice looked down the bed at her hands, white on the white fold of sheet, still glistening faintly, limp and yet longing for something to agitate them, occasionally the fingers lifting to drum silently on the sheet. Her hands had not suffered – but they were about all that hadn’t.


In the lapse of speaking, the baby fell asleep and Agnes bent low over it, as if searching for any distress in the face which she could breathe away.


‘I don’t want it, mother,’ said Janice, rigidly. ‘I don’t want anything to do with it.’


‘You’re just tired,’ Agnes replied, without looking over to her, ‘a lot of women feel like that. Don’t . . . say . . . that.’ She brought herself upright and whispered to the baby, ‘You’re a lovely little girl, aren’t you? Yes. Yes you are. A lovely little baby.’


‘I’m quite – I know what I’m saying. I’m not delirious or anything. I didn’t want it before and I don’t want it now.’


‘Listen to your mother,’ Agnes said to the baby, ‘isn’t she a funny one? Won’t she feel sorry in the morning? Won’t she?’


‘And I don’t want to feed it,’ Janice persisted, wearily, edging the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth, tugging it. ‘I don’t want any more to do with it than I can help. I don’t feel anything for it, mother. I know you can’t understand that, but it’s true. You persuaded me out of having an abortion – well . . .’ She paused, recognising the pain her mother was feeling but hardening the more to ignore it, as she had to do because this had to be the time when such points were made definitively. ‘Well, now that it’s here, you can have it. Like you said you would. You said that. You did!’


Agnes was trembling and she feared to turn to her daughter because she knew that she could only cry, and that would help no one; she had to let her have her say and try to comprehend. It was Janice who began to sob.


‘You hate me, I know you do. But you don’t know how it happened. I can’t tell you how it happened. I can’t! Oh, you might understand then, but I can’t. You hate me! But I don’t want it. I don’t! I don’t!’


She pulled the sheets over her face which shook with the violence of her tears. Sobbing herself now, Agnes went across and sat on the edge of the bed, tentatively stroking her daughter’s hand, almost absent-mindedly doing so, afraid equally of accepting, rejecting or understanding what Janice was saying.


‘I can’t say anything to you,’ she whispered, eventually. ‘There’s nothing I can say. That little baby hasn’t harmed anybody. That’s an innocent person. I don’t see how you can think about it that way. But I don’t hate you. You mustn’t say that to your own mother. I couldn’t hate you, whatever you did.’


‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’ Janice’s voice, muffled through the sheets, came to the older woman with such a toll of despair that she had to stuff her fist into her own mouth to block the noise of crying which it provoked. ‘I wish I’d never been born. I do. I wish that. Oh, I wish that.’


‘Ssssh! Rest yourself. Ssssh!’


Agnes rocked her hand on Janice’s shoulder, as gently as she had rocked the cradle.


 


Downstairs, Wif, Agnes’s husband, heard it all and did not know what to make of it. There should have been nothing but joy in him, but that bubble had been burst by fear for both their futures; his child’s, and hers.


He went outside and stood away from the front of the house, at the edge of the light-shadow made by the windows; staring into the shifting summer dark, he rolled himself a cigarette. Edwin’s lights were still on and he made as if to go to the younger man’s, and then changed his mind. Edwin’s feelings about Janice were no secret to anyone. He would have enough to cope with.


So he went into his shed. Still in the vice was the piece of wood he had been planing when Agnes had called him to get Edwin to fetch the doctor. He rubbed his thumb over the glossy rim of the wood and then took up the plane and pushed the blade along the clear grain.


 


Edwin was waiting until all was settled. He had not budged when the doctor drove away, nor when Mrs Jackson clattered her way back for the last time. The whisky was all drunk and he started on some bottles of beer he’d had in the house for months. The drink appeared to have little effect on him, stiffening rather than slackening his look and bearing, but making no noticeably effective difference. The yellow flames began to leap through the dust, flicking up the chimney like gaudy trout up a weir. The bulb of the light made the only other sound in the room, and Edwin resented even that low murmur as he sat and listened.


At two o’clock, Agnes called Wif away from his shed and Edwin heard his name mentioned, overwhelmed that they could think of him at such a time, and grateful once more for their discretion, for they did not come to disturb him. They knew that he would have come had he wanted to. He had not. They respected his solitude.


He gave them an hour to settle down, hearing the fluttering cries of the baby, the fast swish of a car away on the main road, the rasping of the grass as some cows moved across it, his low fire. Then he stirred.


There was a large sideboard which he lifted away from the wall, pulling out the length of skirting-board behind it and from there taking his cash-box. By undertaking all manner of extra work, he had managed to save £420, and that while being apprenticed and supporting his mother. It was to have served as a deposit on the house which Janice and himself would live in – it was the substance of his dream of her.


The box was shiny black inside and the smeared bundles of notes, curling away from their glossy reflection, huddled inconsequently inside the tin. Bundles of ten. On the inside lid of the box, a chart, neatly drawn, recording the dates on which the hoard had reached £50, £100, £200 and so on. He scooped up the money in his hand and looked at it as it lay there. The fire was now a thick ash fur and the notes would incite the flames – but he could not; the longer he held them above the grate, the more stupid did such a gesture appear. He put the money back; deciding not even to use it for the present he must make to the baby.


In his wallet were five one-pound notes and one of ten shillings. The five pounds he put into an envelope and, after sealing it, wrote a few words on the front. He washed his hands and face and tidied himself up and then, as quietly as he could, went out of his door and along to hers. The light was on up in the bedroom and for a few moments he stood gazing at it. And the man who had given her that child was not known to him, there was no name talked of, he had never appeared here, nor would he. He slipped the envelope through the letter-box and hurried back to his own place.


It was Agnes who found it, some minutes later as she came down to boil the milk for the baby’s feed. For some time she looked at it, knowing that her attention would be more grateful than that of her daughter’s, wondering yet again at the patience of the man, the way in which he served his love.


The inscription read:


 


To Janice, for your little girl.


All Best Wishes, Edwin Cass.










CHAPTER FOUR


Richard had already woken up several times and then gone back to sleep with a delicious taste of sloth slithering down his body from his mouth to his thighs. The sleep was so ripe that he enjoyed breaking it, the soft bubble burst and his long breath sealed it again. It was as if a cushion of heather were being gently pressed against his face, and he nuzzled it, his skin, his eyes, his slow opening thoughts all smothering themselves into it, as a dolphin slowly lifts itself from the sea only to plunge into it yet again. It was like a first sleep. In it the past receded in stately order, brushed of that irritating powder with which it always threatens to ignite the present; and the future, which used to pounce into his morning mind like the newspaper shooting through the letter-box, remained insubstantial, willingly formless, a thin coil of smoke playing its scent around his face with no disruptive crackle and jump of fire. He bathed and swooned and rolled in this sleep, feeling that its poppied exhilaration was the fist step on the way to his ambition.


The sun came in brightly through the thin curtains, splicing the moted dusk of the room with intersecting rays and beams of copper and gold, making a languorously moving globe of that small room, a burnished cage which swung before his cloyed eyes to the sounds of birds in the steady spinning of the land around.


It was after midday when he got up and the sinuous feebleness of putty fingers on clothes splashed him with yet more pleasure. He went outside and breathed in the air clear as ringing crystal, shuddering delightedly at the bite of cold in his warm lungs. Then he pottered around making his breakfast and after it sat back with a cigarette, a cup of coffee, and the transistor murmuring behind him.


A peremptory knock at the door which in two or three seconds became insistent rent the loosened cloud of day-dreams.


‘Sorry to interfere,’ said Mrs Jackson, all teeth, ‘but the Co-op van’s here. He won’t be back till Monday. I held him up for you.’


She displayed the vehicle as if she had produced it out of the ground. The driver gave Richard a good morning.


‘That’s very kind of you – but I brought a lot of stuff with me. I think I’ve got enough.’


‘Are you sure now? You needn’t worry about milk and eggs – you can get those from Mrs Law. But what about meat? And sausages? It’s a good sausage t’Co-op makes – mind you, it’s nothing like Len Turner’s at Cockermouth and it can’t compare with Miss Ferguson’s, but you’d have to go to Egremont for that – but it’s a good sausage. You won’t have tasted anything like it before.’


Refusal was thus made both ungenerous and unadventurous. He went up the two steps and into the van-shop where the driver took out the thick brown sausage and weighed out a generous pound.


‘Twist it for him, Mr Porter,’ the lady said, ‘he won’t know how to do that.’


The sausage resembled a thick rope squatting heavily on the white plate of the scales. Mr Porter dangled it before him and twisted it into portions, threading each segment through the other until the whole was bunched like a brown artichoke. Encouraged, Richard bought a packet of tea, a few fancy cakes and two jars of home-made marmalade – this latter purchase despite Mrs Jackson’s hissing assurances that she herself had some in her larder, better than the Co-op’s, which she would be only too pleased to have off her hands. She accompanied him back into the house.


‘I see you’ve taken over most of Mr Rigg’s furniture. He made it himself, you know, some of it. Very handy. Good at finishing. Mind you, he got very peculiar at the end. Not that I ever saw anything wrong with it, but he did funny things. You know what I mean? Not nasty. He was a gentleman in his own way. Always wore a tie and a starched collar. But funny. Well, put that stuff down.’


Richard squeezed past her and tumbled the provisions on to the table.


‘Who was it you got to clean the place up, if you don’t mind my asking, do you?’


‘Of course not. The agent got someone for me. I believe she came for three or four days.’


‘She did. She had very little to say for herself. Came from Cockermouth on one of those scooters. I don’t like women on those things, they’re not built for women, particularly women as fully built as she was. Well now. Next time you want anybody, look locally. Now then. Have you got all you want? Just say the word.’


‘Yes, I have. Thank you very much.’


Preliminaries over, Mrs Jackson came down to it, and within very few minutes discovered that he had rented the cottage for one pound ten a week – too much she said – bought the furniture for fifty – about right – that his present intention was to live there for about a year, that he came from London where he’d worked on a magazine, was unmarried, had no plans to convert the place – much as she tried to explain to him the value of such an act – that he was an only child of parents both dead, father killed in the war – twenty-seven went from Crossbridge alone, she told him, you wouldn’t believe it of a little spot like this, twenty-seven, that was both wars, mind you – that he had been brought up by his grandfather in a small town and was a big reader. As the interrogation proceeded, Richard sensed that he was giving, once for all, answers to questions which would be raised throughout the village and he guessed that with Mrs Jackson the information was in good hands. No one need be curious again.


To these excavated facts his neighbour was to add the following impressions – though such they would never be called, personal opinion being, in her estimation, at least as concrete as accurate knowledge, and certainly more reliable; that he had some money, not much, but some, tucked away somewhere, was a bit soft, easily led, good-mannered, pleasant, lazy, needed filling out, and would probably not last much more than a fortnight.


‘What made you pick Crossbridge, then?’ she concluded.


‘I came through it one day – just after Christmas. It reminded me of where I was brought up – in Derbyshire. I liked it.’


‘There’ll be nothing for you to do here. All the young ones clear out – and they’re right.’ She paused. ‘Well, I can’t be kept back. I’ve work to do, if you haven’t; that’s a joke.’


He smiled in acquiescent recognition and went out of the door with her. She hesitated, hovering with a worried look, afraid that perhaps she had missed something. While searching for this, she filled in with a reciprocating dollop of information.


‘I suppose you noticed the carry-on last night.’


‘No. Should I have done?’


‘Well, you might have noticed the car! I don’t mean Edwin’s old bone-shaker; the doctor’s car. Have you got a car?’


‘No. Was someone ill?’


‘In a way, Janice Beattie – yon end cottage – she had a baby.’


‘Oh,’ Richard replied, but seeing that more was expected, ‘good,’ he added.


‘Good? I wouldn’t say it was good. Good’s the last word I would give it.’ Wearily the old woman turned to him. ‘I suppose I’d better tell you so that you get the story right. Somebody else’s bound to bring it up – then it’ll be nothing but a load of gossip. You see, Janice’s baby hasn’t got a father. Well, it must have one somewhere but nobody knows who. Because she went to College – a year last September it’ll be – aye, our Janice went to College – she’d never carry a shopping-bag for longer than ten seconds without saying that her arm was breaking – but she got herself to College all right. It happened there. And nobody knows how it happened,’ Mrs Jackson concluded crossly, ‘at least, nobody lets on.’


‘I see. Poor girl.’


The woman was about to give him a reply which would have blasted the roots of his sympathy, but then she remembered that he was merely an acquaintance, not yet a proper neighbour, one whose exact weight was as yet unproved; and so she desisted. She contented herself with what she considered an oblique reproof. ‘Poor baby is what I’d say! Her own mother has to feed it, you know, Agnes. Our Janice won’t. I found that out right away. Too much of an effort, I suppose. Well, I’ll be off.’


Off she plodded with pendulous steps, which swung her body in slow motion. An old countrywoman on a summer-rutted cart-track, her head sat back on its neck, pecking the sky for titbits and gossip. He could not help but like her.


But the dreamy cobwebs of his fancy-free first afternoon had been well and truly ripped down. He set off immediately for a walk deciding to go once more up that fell, this time to the top of it and come down on its other side.


Crossbridge, as said, was a village. From the fell-side you could see it all laid out. It lay in a triangle, each point of which was about half a mile from the other. One apex was formed by Cross Cottages, Richard’s cottage, Mr Law’s farm, and a pub, the cottages coming off the road by a cart-track which led through the fields to the fell-dyke road now beneath him as he stood half-way up the height. Also near enough this cluster to be part of it were the Women’s Institute, the school, now derelict, the smithy, now abandoned, and one or two free-standing houses. The northern apex was centred on the church, a small late-eighteenth-century construction built on to the miniature chapel from the fifteenth century which had once belonged to Crossbridge Hall and was still connected to it by a tunnel. The Hall itself was now a rich farm and beside it were a short row of council houses, the vicarage, two more roadside farms and a small Forestry Commission depot. The third part of the triangle was that point at which Richard had left the main road when setting back the old woman. It was simply a snaky line of houses, one of which served as a sub-post-office and grocery store. Between these three centres were a few farms, one or two newly built bungalows, another pub and an occasional clump of cottages, some abandoned.


The village, seen from the fell, was at the end of a slow rising plain which began at the sea. There, about six or seven miles away, was the Solway Firth, beyond it the fortress-range of Scottish hills in Galloway. On the Cumberland coast were the mining towns. Whitehaven, Workington, Flimby, Sidwick, Maryport, and behind them a short trailing off to dependent villages. Iron ore had been mined in this area for years, and though most of the pits were closed, their works, and the inevitable rush of minute houses thrown up to man them, were still littered around, rising out of open fields like the remains of an old volcanic eruption. Crossbridge itself had had four iron-ore pits – all small, all soon worked – and the quality of the ore mined there had been higher than that found anywhere else in England. They were clearly visible among the farms and one, Brow Works, had on it a castellated ruin that stood as a sombre landmark for miles around.


All this evidence of mining, from the coast right back to the fell, was now but the shabbiest reminder of the industrial revolution. The coal mines were at present closing down as quickly as the iron-ore mines had done a quarter of a century before. The district had never been a rich or prosperous province of the new world plundered so spiritedly by the mineral magnates, rather the small afterthought, the result of a compulsive looking for the power beneath the surface. The Cumberland coalfield and iron-ore mines had not been particularly rich to run, or never for very long, with nothing like the apparently indestructible solidity of South Wales, Yorkshire or Lancashire mining districts – and now the gutted workings lay over the fields like an old skin, crinkling, splitting, worn, wrinkled, useless. Slag heaps were the church steeples, a sole hooter the bell for matins, shaft-tops the pyres, the fire from the chimneys of the Workington Steel Works flamed over the last rites. And everywhere everything was being undermined by the weevil of decay which riddled the cheap buildings. One tidal wave, one big wind rolling back down the fells, one shudder of the earth, and the whole of that squatting progeny would be wiped away. The greedy rape would be swallowed up.


Though these outcrops dominated the surface of things towards the coast – with little platoons of cottages standing on guard here, there, and everywhere in the middle of nowhere – it was not too difficult to forget them, for the more you looked down at the landscape, the more the farms and their hedged fields seemed to demand rightful attention as the staple, the flesh, the truer character of the area. Some of the farmers had filled in the pits on their land and grass grew on the mound. The land was not as rich as that further north on the Solway plain, but still it was fat and the Friesians tugged at long sweet grass from March to October. Farming was doing well. At Crossbridge Hall a new milking parlour had just been built which would accommodate over three hundred beasts. Tractors moved across the fields, large lorries clanged down the road like fire engines with their cans of milk, big cars stood at the doors, mudguards splattered, wealth showing itself in a carelessness unaccustomed to the area until recently. So as Richard looked further, the mines which had once terrorised the land seemed less and less important, and the lush fields, the firm lanes, the gates and barns and byres came through the rubble and overwhelmed it.


As he stood higher up Knockmirton Fell, way above that parson’s seat which in daylight looked ramshackle, even unsafe, yet another aspect was unfolded. For here it seemed that the lowland beneath was nothing but the shrinking away from the massive hills, the feeble train, the necessary but totally unimpressive link which was unfortunately needed to connect the whale-backed fells to the sea. Here, as he looked around him, the fells took the area to themselves. Part of the Caledonian range which stretched at one time from Scandinavia to the Atlantic Ocean, they were supposed to be the oldest mountain range in the world. They were bare. Limestone, slate, granite and Ordovician rock. Scree would scale down a steep side here, there you could see a gash of brown rocks, a legendary wound long cauterised; a tumble of rocks marked some fall years ago, cairns pointed at the sky on the tops, dry walls clung to the hillsides in regular order, bared veins of slate – the whole feeling was of bareness, ageless existence. Celts might have been there, Romans, Norsemen, Saxons, French, English, Scots; traces of none remained save the unyielding lines of a few earthworks seen from the air; it was a place which insisted that any life would be brushed away, fluff; any change would merely alter for a while, all impulses would shrink to ironic inconsequence.


On this height, the farmlands, the mining towns seemed so transitory as to make anyone wonder who considered them in relation to those hills. Such stillness. Richard stood under the blue sky; only the scrambling of a few black-faced sheep, only a far-carried throb of a tractor, only the single throat of a hovering lark, rare and welcome intrusions, ripples on this still ocean, gratefully invoking a more human activity than the fells would countenance.


It was mid-afternoon now, and the sliver of sea that was the Solway Firth flashed like a polished sabre, a loose haze shuffled off the hold of the coast towns, the thinnest of veils rose from the farmlands and on the fell top it was clear. Now he stood on the very apex of Knockmirton and felt himself so distend with the sweet cold air and the quiet that his body grew and spread and particles drifted away on their own to wrap themselves in individual pleasure.


Strange. As if he had never thought or existed before. However romantic or debasedly pantheistic the realisation might be, it was there. He was as clean as the slate. All that he had done was of no account. That which he had tugged and torn and finally run away from, was of no consequence now. Only the actual moment, his shoes buried in the heather, his body chilled yet excited by the air, only that filled his mind. The landscape rolled down from him to the sea and its abiding activity so tranquil rolled away his fratching anxieties.


Like the men who had built those stone walls, who left their stock free within them on the mountainside, attempting neither to gouge the land nor to milk it, wary of what they were up against, cautious but not afraid, so Richard thought that he could lay his plans across the empty range his days now seemed before him. He would get up in the late morning and then walk; in the late afternoon he would eat and afterwards write – do one or two articles, perhaps begin the book he had been vaguely commissioned to write, no rush, perhaps do some song-writing again – then he would go out for a drink and afterwards he would read. He would not make firm reading lists, he would not make a tight schedule, he would keep the day open to its own suggestions but have a simple plan ready to carry him through. He had earned twelve hundred pounds clear from a draft film script and that would let him out of wage-earning for a year or so.


Let the externals take shape. Let his actions gain a strong pattern from them. Let the balance between his mind and his body, between tension and laziness, be established. Let him learn that time could trickle through his fingers like the sand through glass, that food could be necessary as well as welcome, that solitariness was not the panic of mismanagement or the retreat before complexity, but a hopeful opportunity for self-justification.


Out of these externals would, he believed, grow a style. The way of life would merely be the beginning. In time, a self-controlled rhythm would encourage him to that self-respect which had utterly vanished. He would see what his life, not meant, not was worth, but see what his life could be; see an order on which he could build his attendance.


The prospect made him enthusiastic and he walked up Middle Fell and along Blake, all the time accompanied only by the tops of other fells, rising and filling, sweeping on to high plateaux or parting to reveal a long slide of valley. He walked until it was dusk and came back to his cottage tired out.










CHAPTER FIVE


So Richard spent the next few days, sleeping late, fathoming that oblivion as if it were a deep lake in which he could so immerse himself as to rub over and clean every part of him (picnicking indoors or out, walking for hours, not yet beginning even the easy course he had set himself, setting aside, for the moment, the pursuit of a style in the act of enjoyment).


For he loved Crossbridge. It was, he knew, grossly sentimental to love so entirely and with such ignorance, but there it was, and perhaps, he thought, only such a total affection could possibly harden to understanding. He loved the cottages and the spaces between them, the curiosity and the greetings of people in cars, vans, tractors, the walk of the women along the road, a man seen scything the banks of a hedge, a trailer jamming against the gate as it unsuccessfully attempted to back into a field, the kitchen in the top pub with its cool fire even in July, the cheerful face of the woman at the post-office, the children with their gadgeted bicycles who swooped around him and as suddenly left, and all in the lap of those fells rising solemnly behind the village.


Nor was it full of odd night-walkers – as that first evening had suggested to him – nor yet empty of all enterprise, as Mrs Jackson had implied. Many young people had left, as they had done for the last two or three hundred years, before that even – Goldsmith’s Deserted Village could be seen at times in every century for a thousand years – but some remained. In fact with the new work around, the silk works, the atomic power station, newer mobile industries, more than ever before found it easier to travel from Crossbridge itself to work that satisfied them. And the bigger farms were once more building up labour forces approaching the size of those hired in the old days, the new intensive work needing men just as the previous extensive work had done. Not that Crossbridge was thriving. It was nothing like as populated as it had been in the days of the iron-ore mines, nor yet before that in the time of the commonly large holdings of farm labourers; while the woman in the post-office had already told Richard that there were fewer and fewer Crossbridge-born and hardly any she could give details about. Wif was one of the few who carried in his head names of people, places, dates and fires, incidents, facts of craft, accurate memories of tastes, habits, dress, speech, pastimes; and yet, though Wif’s knowledge seemed somehow more substantial, relating, as it did, to time past, Edwin’s observations and way of life were just as likely to become in their turn solidly sanctified by change. Though the stuff of the traditions might be altering, the character to create them was not.


About a week after his arrival, the end of the fine spell having left him indoors all day – he had spent the time in luxurious preparation for voluntary effort, the classifying of books, the arrangement of pads and pen, the re-settling of his house – Richard took advantage of a break in the downpour to visit the church. The road stank with fresh wetness and he had it to himself the whole way there.


From the outside, the church was lichened, shining after the rain, built of that slate-coloured stone quarried in the area, standing on top of a hillock made of graves, slightly forlorn.


The interior, however, was beautifully warm and clean. Whereas Richard had expected the walls to be grimy, they were spick white, the pews gleamed, the hassocks looked as if they had been beaten out that afternoon, there were fresh flowers on the altar beyond the polished rail, the bookstall was neatly kept and not at all pathetic as they usually are, the fifteenth-century font was neatly cordoned by a purple rope. There was a single nave leading to the chancel steps which had marked the west wall of the old chapel. The whole was unburdened by any architectural masterpiece – though it was certainly one of the most pleasingly proportioned village churches that Richard had ever entered – and its effect was one of warmth and use. The pulpit, with the glittering brass eagle on its prow, stood in easy relation to the congregation, and the bell-rope hung straight behind the font.


Agnes came out from the vestry, saw Richard and went towards him. Aproned, with dust-gloves on, still hatted, she had been cleaning out the church as she did once a week. They had seen enough of each other over the past few days to feel themselves companionable – that impulse being secured now by their meeting in such a situation – and soon Agnes was telling him about the church, the vicar, the order of service, showing him the visitors’ book and inviting his surprise that people from Australia and Canada had been in only a few days before, encouraging him to sign it himself.


With the knowledge of her circumstances as delivered to him by Mrs Jackson, Richard felt shy before her. It was as if he had some hold on her which could embarrass her completely should he reveal it. For one ludicrous moment he thought it better that he should reveal it and follow this by telling her that it did not matter. He sweated at his coarseness as the moment passed. For Agnes’s poise acted on him as a tutelary example. She was a smallish woman, slim, grey frail hair, a fine nose and eyes, small hands, stout shoes. It was her skin which impressed him most. About her eyes and the corners of her mouth, it was wrinkled – but so faintly as to mark decency rather than age – otherwise it was as fine and smooth as linen, coloured by tints and strokes which could have come from the freshest apples; as if lace had printed dabs so delicate that they brushed scarcely touching, touched without impairing. And as he was shy with her, so she with him, a cheerful formality of speech and manner not quite hiding, indeed pointing, the gap between acquaintanceship and friendship, the latter being what she was evidently more suited to.
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