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To Lise










PART ONE










CHAPTER ONE


Though a score of Indians, Nazis, pythons, Zulus and midget Japanese aircraft had been shattered by Tom’s index and middle finger, his grandfather had shot nothing.


Tess howled out her frantic warning. Crack!


A crazy shot, nearly the full length of the field.


‘Damn an’ blast, an’ hell and bugger it!’


Tom could have been sent to court for just one of those words. He rolled them quietly around his closed mouth.


‘Bugger it!’


Surely they would go back home now.


‘Hey lass!’


The dog snuffed its instinct immediately and galloped towards them, turning a wide circle to trundle up to their legs from behind.


‘I never even saw it,’ said Tom, untruthfully.


Another cartridge pressed into the broken gun.


‘Not a thing.’ His grandfather was savage.


‘Maybe it’s too cold.’


‘Not one bloody thing!’


They set off again. At first Tom tried to patter along as lightly as Tess, and then he strained to match the long step of his grandfather. Soon tired, he looked around for something to shoot.


To his left the tarn stretched out, flat, grey and empty. His mother could have gone swimming in it one day and suddenly been chased by an alligator. With a long yodel, Tom plunged in and raced across the water, knife between his teeth. Over and over he rolled, the alligator thrashing the water with its tail, all the other creatures of the lake scurrying down to the bottom edges for safety. He stabbed and stabbed again, losing his knife in the scaly belly, forcing apart the great jaws with his bare hands. Blood spurted on to the surface of the water and spread like oil. He was hurled into the air by some last concentration of the reptile’s force, but with that effort the alligator died.


And then his mother would admire him and praise him and tell everybody what he had done, and never shout at him again.


He was very hungry. He could feel his stomach sharpening its claws, impatient to grasp food and tear it into the appropriate portions for each part of his body. They had come out straight after dinner and it was almost dark. At home, the paraffin lamp would have been lit.


They went through a gate. The only sounds apart from their own came from the few black rooks which cawed harshly in the hidden tops of bare trees, and from the echoed yelps and bluster of a hunt which had ghosted around them throughout the afternoon.


The cold had eaten through his wellingtons, through his two pairs of socks, and now its invisible current sparked painfully against his skin. His fingers, swollen big, dug numbly into his mittens.


‘They’ve scared off every damned thing there is.’


Tom nodded. He would like to ride a horse. Jodhpurs, agricultural shows, girls in velvet jackets, silver cups.


‘What do they want to make such a noise about? Eh?’


‘They should go somewhere else.’


‘They should be stopped a’together!’


The empty bag swung down to the top of his wellingtons, scraping against his chapped knees.


They had been out many times before. They had walked through these fields when the sun had scarcely had time to glisten the dew: they had been out in the pitch dark with a torch when all the ignorant rabbits for miles around had rushed to look at the light. They had always shot something.


‘With their bloody horses and dogs and trumpets!’


They were now directly underneath ‘The Saddle’. Tom had never climbed it. From his window it looked like the soft pencil swell of a hillock, with its central dip no more than an innocent curve. Now, beside it, he saw the open jaw of rock which made that slit look like a trap of sharpened flint, ready sprung; and the side of the fell, so soft when dark, now seen to be covered with slithering, shifting screes, balanced, unsupported rocks, wire bushes with thread-brittle roots.


Tess trotted out briskly in front of them. For some time, Tom was again mesmerised by the syncopated rhythm of the dog’s quick feet. He was sure that there were moments when all four paws were off the ground. He stared at Tess’s uncurious behind and tried to fix the pattern in his mind. His own feet started to misbehave. His left foot shot out quickly with a double kick and then his right swung slowly along to join it. His feet came together and he could not decide which one to push out first. Tess pranced on. His grandfather did not interrupt his step for a moment: knees never straight, arms stiff; only real movement – an occasional pecking shift of the head.


Tom ran to join him.


The hunting sounds were growing louder.


‘What can you do?’


Get a machine-gun and ambush them.


‘They’ve spoiled it for us,’ said Tom.


‘By God! I’d like to see some of them get off their horses for a minute!’


A thin jet of spit shot from the old man’s mouth.


‘Not one bloody thing!’


Tom accepted his grandfather’s misery as his own. Hardly even sketched out by his own experience, he was coloured by whatever was strongest. The cold was now running up and down his back like a packet of sliding ice – but they could not go home until something happened.


The old man muttered away to himself. Tom was too absorbed in his own coldness to listen.


His feet pressed down the grass and, without looking, he knew it would bend back to its original position. All the way behind him a track of a million leaves of grass unbending, popping up straight like so many frogs. There was a girl at school who ate frogs. Ate frogs, did not wear knickers, could not read, shaved her head, killed cats. He derived no pleasure from thinking about her. He was too cold.


The sky was a tight grey tarpaulin, ashy with the strain of the last pause before snow. It pressed on top of ‘The Saddle’. The whole of ‘The Saddle’, Tom knew, pressed down on to crystals and fossils and ancient rocks and gases, hidden springs, caves, stalagmites and stalactites, and it moved and cracked and exploded inside itself so that, right at the bottom, there was coal. Thick black coal under his very feet.


Wild yells and long, starved barking. Tess yapped back.


‘Shut up!’


His grandfather stopped – face blazing red with cold and fury.


‘They’ve spoiled it! We’ll get nowt! We needn’t have come! My God! If I could have one of them here for a minute . . .’


He turned and walked on, still cursing and whining to himself, but going on. Afraid for himself if he broke his rule and shot nothing.


‘Not even a crow!’


He was about ten yards in front before Tom remembered that he would have to walk after him. He could feel his mind misting to cover the pain of his fingers and toes. He was scared that he might start crying . . .


The fox had crossed the river which ran into the tarn. Crossed it diagonally and under cover of a high bank. The hunt was well behind. He came into the field which Tom and his grandfather had just left. The two small figures under the fell on the other side of the low hedge did not interest him. He could go through that hedge and then he would have three good alternatives. Bush stiff, he darted down the field. Hardly even sweating. Through the hedge. Now. Either a break up and over ‘The Saddle’, or a run along the fields to more open country, or a dash for the lair. For a fraction of a second he paused.


Crack!


‘Come on!’


‘It’s a fox!’


‘Come on!!’


‘It’s a fox, Granda!’


A tight hand grabbed his shoulder. Almost pulled him off his feet.


‘Get in here and keep quiet!’


‘But, it’ll . . .’


The hand slapped across his mouth.


A warm trickle rolled down the inside of his leg.


 


‘This is criminal!’


‘Lunatic!’


‘Disgusting!’


‘Shot?’


‘Good God in heaven!’


‘Bass! Cornice! Treble! Chancel! Nave! – away now!’ The whip curled out around the dogs. ‘Away now! Come away! Come away!’


‘What’s this?’


‘Down wind.’


‘Tenor! Alto! Hassock! Come away! Get away from there!’


‘Never . . .’


‘Best day . . .’


‘Water . . .’


‘Shot! Some – chap – actually – shot—’


They were very near. By daring all the fates and raising his head just a fraction, Tom could see them clearly.


The noise was terrifying. The dogs, deprived of their food and prey, howled like chained monsters in caves, and their wails bounced off ‘The Saddle’ to ring around and around the hills. Horses bumped and thudded about, snorting. Fierce words came stabbing through the bedlam like steel darts.


The scene was even more terrifying. It was nearly dusk and, in the half-light, the riders swirled around incessantly, man and horse together making up a sinister mythical figure. The dogs had scattered; some of them were on the side of the fell, others had crowded into the field, one or two were pushing their noses towards Tom and his grandfather: the ground squirmed with their shapes.


The old man sat in his tight huddle without a movement. Whenever Tom looked at him – a blank face absorbed his glance without a response.


Tom palpitated. His grandfather was holding Tess, one hand over her mouth, and the boy caught the terror of the dog’s awful heaving and shuddering. They would get him. Kill him.


‘Wasted day . . .’


‘Bring ‘em in . . .’


‘Treble! Bass! Tenor! Come away! Tenor! Here, boy!’


Tom almost fainted. A long black nose peered down at them. Galvanised, his grandfather shook his forearm, dumbly miming the foulest recriminations imaginable if the dog did not go away.


‘Home . . .’


‘Drag them out . . .’


Mouth working idiotically: ‘Get away! Move! You bastard!’ The tiniest whisper behind the gaping. Tess straining to expel even the last echo of a cry.


‘Get on with it!’


The long, driving wail of the horn. The hound in front of Tom began to yelp.


‘Bass!’


‘Drag them out! Drag them out! Drag them out!’ The horn blew.


‘This way!’


‘Bass!’


The dog – indifferent now to the puzzle of Tess’s silence, planted its feet and began to bark.


The pack moved towards them. A black horde from out of the side of the mountain. Always the horn riveting their action, the whip cracking; the ground drumming a tangled, sonorous tattoo under the hooves.


‘This way. This way!’


‘Bass!’


Bass howled out its secret. Other dogs arrived around it – chests swelling and emptying like bellows. Tom panicked: jumped up!


They were in the middle of it all. He clung to his grandfather – still holding Tess. The heads of the horses threatened to bump into them. The dogs got among their feet. Great capped pillars leaned down from the sky and stared and cursed. The octopus slowly settled its arms around him and sucked him into jelly blackness; filthy green sewage ink squirted all over him, eating through the part of the skin that it touched. It had started to snow.


‘Is that Paislow?’


His grandfather stiffened to attention. Tom had forgotten that he was not alone.


‘Old Paislow?’


‘Damn the man!’


‘Paislow?’


‘Yes.’


One word. Everything cleared. The enemy were all around them. They must wait for an opening.


‘Well?’


The old man shifted his feet and clamped himself to the ground. Tom dare not look up. Snow floated down; soft, white flakes.


‘What did you want to shoot it for?’


‘Couldn’t see.’


‘What do you mean – “couldn’t see”?’


‘Couldn’t see.’


‘I can see all right!’


‘Ask him what the hell he thought he was playing at!’


‘Quiet!’


‘Arthur’s enough.’


Tom prickled with sweat. The swamp sucked at his feet. He would be pulled under. Man-eating roots waved and laced around him.


‘Just tell me why you did it.’


‘I know what I’d do to the old sod!’


His grandfather paused.


‘Thowt it was a hare.’


A great frustrated raspberry of incredulous cries spat on them.


‘It’s nearly dark – thowt it was a hare,’ the old man repeated, stubbornly, quietly.


‘You’re a liar! Do you know that?’


The voices were beginning to distinguish themselves. The interrogator was uncertain. A few men behind him were urging him to insult and action. Some voices were far off.


‘Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?’


Yes. Tom was ashamed. He was anything to get them away. He said nothing.


‘Let’s go back. You’ll get nothing out of him.’ A softer voice.


‘At least are you sorry for what you’ve done?’


‘Thowt it was a hare.’


‘Are you sorry?’


‘Come on. Say it.’


Silence.


‘Let’s get back.’


‘He’s got to say he’s sorry! Well?’


Silence.


The interrogator pulled back his horse and moved away, his face contorted in disgust. Someone leaned down to his grandfather, holding out a short whip.


‘See this, Paislow?’


Silence.


‘Say you’re sorry or you’ll taste it!’


Tom’s whole body went dry.


‘I’ll give you three . . . One . . .’


‘Tim! Don’t be a fool!’


‘Two.’


‘Come on, Tim!’


‘Thowt it was a hare.’


‘Tim!’


The crop slashed down on to the old man’s shoulder.


‘Fool!’


The mass began to break up. Dogs were called in. Horses pulled around in small circles. Snow melting immediately on their flanks. Tom and his grandfather stood quite still.


The shapes moved away. Chatter – distant snorts and bitten words. A long shuddering silence.


It was dark. Tom’s hand went up to his head. A little layer of snow had formed a thatch.


 


An elegant, tapered slither of moon floated up from behind ‘The Saddle’. The flint jaws gleamed silver. Silver flakes of snow swayed down on to the milky ground. The fell withdrew into its gentle pencil softness. Crabbed hedges changed to pretty, tinsel hedgerows. Feet settled silently on the soft snow.


They began to walk back.


‘They’ve taken it with them.’


A scuffle of marks on the ground – already being covered over.


‘Did it hurt?’


‘What?’


‘Your arm.’


‘I wouldn’t let them hurt me.’


‘They couldn’t,’ replied Tom.


The loudest sound was a night whisper.


Both of them knew the path blindfold.


Just a few years ago, Tom had discovered the world by following that path. Before that, there had been the house, the river-neck, the tarn, and the path across the fields that led to a town; his mother went by that path: he followed her for a few yards and then came back to his grandfather in the house. And then his mother had taken him along the fell-path – all the way along it to the main road. The house had disappeared. Tom had been terrified that they would never be able to find it again. He had started to explore for himself, after that. The house had become a lot smaller.


His grandfather was muffled into himself. Tom bent his mind to reconstructions of exactly what he should have said and done to the huntsmen.


‘I’m glad they didn’t ask me owt.’


A grunt. Tom lowered his voice.


‘I knew it was a fox!’


‘Dis te think I didn’t?’


‘You said . . .’


‘I said! I said! I said! Tell them nothing. Tell them not one thing!’


He spat out gleefully.


‘I did them!’


They walked on. Tom would never be able to be as clever as that: he would not be able to keep it in.


It stopped snowing as suddenly as it had started.


At first Tom thought it was the buzzing in his mind that he got in his dreams; then it might be his stomach, or his grandfather’s back – full of noises. The movement grew to recognition.


‘They’re coming back!’


The old man stopped. Again an arm snatched out at the boy for control.


‘Still!’


The mushy, even clopping of a horse. One only. At least they could deal with one.


‘I came back to see if that fool hurt you.’


Tom edged behind his grandfather. The horse snorted right up to them. Its rider was a straight, black stump, smooth-headed.


‘Whoa ist?’


‘Me of course!’


‘Henry?’


Of course! Tom recognised his uncle’s voice and peered out to see him more clearly.


‘Hello!’


‘Tom? I thought you’d have more sense than let your grandfather do a stupid thing like that! Aren’t you supposed to look after him?’


The old man pushed Tom away. Tom could feel the anger spread from him like a scent.


‘Dis thou mean to tell me that thou was among that lot that tried to kill me?’


‘I kept well away from it.’


‘Ah bet thou did! Ah bet thou did! Thou’d be flaight te cum a laal bit nearer case sumbody might remember we were related. Ah bet thou kept away!’


‘Now then! There was nothing I could do. You asked for it!’


His grandfather snatched out at the bridle. The horse pulled back but the old man held on. Tess stood firm two yards away and barked maliciously at the larger animal.


‘Let go!’


‘Aave got summat te tell thee!’


‘Let the damn thing go!’


‘That’s reet! Damned thing! Damned lot of you!’


The horse began to stamp. Tom could just see the fudgy shape of his grandfather, hanging on, scuttling from one position to another.


‘Paislow! You’ll be hurt!’


‘I knew it was a fox!’


The horse reared. The old man jumped back.


‘Look out!’


Man and rider thrust out in front of them.


‘An’ ah’ll shut ivery bloody fox that I lay eyes on!’


Tess chased their sound for a few yards and then turned back.


The old man started to walk immediately.


Tom crept right to the bottom of his mind, curled up, and tried to forget everything. His grandfather’s muttering – in broader and broader dialect as he became more and more angry – spattered against his ears like hailstones.


‘Aw mad! Aw’t’ family . . . Garn up’t’ Saddle on a horse . . . crackers . . . oor Annie shud niver ha bothet hessel . . . Crackers! . . .’


They reached the house, paused to make sure that Henry was nowhere around, and went in.










CHAPTER TWO


Even though the door had been closed, Tom went to check that it had been closed properly. In the larder beside the door, the window was open one notch. He pulled it tightly shut.


The last time his father had been really angry with him had been in the summer. His mother had taken him swimming in the tarn and stayed in long after Tom had got out to go and build a house in the wood. When he came back, there were three men with her. She was laughing with them; one of them had rubbed Tom as hot as coal with his towel and carried him back to the end of the tarn on his shoulders. When he had told his father, first his mother had cracked him across the head and then – for the first time in his life – his father had sent him to bed without any supper.


He knew that he would be angry this time.


The lamp threw a fuzzy-edged circle on the low ceiling. The ordinary brown and deeper brown wallpaper was tinted to a velvet cosiness. The fire pushed out more shadows – and the whole room was full of a mystery which would have been inconceivable in daytime.


Edward Graham sat at one end of the long table. The other part was being laid for supper. He was a wispy-looking man even though he was quite tall and broad. Perhaps it was because his blond hair was so lank that it still curved over his face, schoolboy-fashion; and the constant brushing it away made him appear fussy. Perhaps it was because he always looked overwhelmed by his projects – forever surrounded, as now, by plans of every this and that. Perhaps it was because of his meekness – generally – in front of his wife. Whatever it was, he was wispy, and though Tom sensed this to be evidence of inconsequence – to be ignored – he feared any possibility of its change.


But nothing was said. His grandfather sat in the big chair in his stockinged feet – resting them on the fender. He had kept on his cap and his jacket was still buttoned.


Tom slid on to the pouf at the other side of the fire. The silence meant that it was even more serious than he had imagined.


His mother managed the making of the meal with a boisterous violence. When she banged the oven door so loudly that Tom jerked like a scared rabbit – he did not know whether to laugh or flinch. Anne Graham – though she appeared to Tom to be just one step away from the encroaching senility of her father – was about thirty. She had changed little to Tom – and to everyone else – since he had first distinguished her from her voice and hands. She clamped around the kitchen like a wild foal.


‘Right!’ Edward pushed aside his papers.


‘Don’t start on him now!


‘I’ve got to, Anne.’ His voice was slender among the thick vowels of the rest of them.


‘Oh! You are a fool!’


She stamped out to the kitchenette. Tom thought that she was laughing to herself.


‘Now: first, you, Tom.’


That was his grandfather. He was ‘little Tom’ on such occasions. She must have been crying; she could not have been laughing.


‘Henry told me all about it. I’d like to hear your side.’


Why would she be crying? Uncle Henry rode into the kitchen on the horse and kicked her in the face with its hooves. The boy put his hands to his brow: he was sweating.


His grandfather said nothing. Edward was pleased to pontificate. He made a steeple with his fingers.


‘I’m . . . Henry’s my brother – step-brother – we all know that.’


Grandfather belched violently, bent almost double, and sizzled the flames with a squirt of spit. Tom made a cockerel with his fingers.


‘He found Anne this house when I was away; I work at his factory; he’s a solicitor.’


‘For God’s sake, Edward!’ From the kitchenette. A pan banged on the stove.


‘Why did you shoot a fox?’ Edward spoke more quickly.


No reply. Edward looked towards the hidden voice. Tom thought that his mother must be terribly angry to hide.


‘He came here.’ Edward played on the table with his fingers. ‘He told me all about it. I knew all about it! They could have – taken you away. He was right to be mad!’


Silence. Edward crumpled a piece of paper.


‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’


‘Ah’d shut ivery damned thing that they were after. Ah’d shut them if I could.’


‘Tom!’


The old man stood up. His right arm jerked up in front of him, and then down again: up and around like a windmill.


‘They’re . . . nowt . . . but . . . trouble . . . they’re . . . nowt . . . but . . . nuisances . . . they’re . . .’


‘Father!’ Anne came hurtling through the doorway. ‘Sit down! Father!’


‘Tek . . . ivery . . . bloody . . .’


‘Sit down! See what you’ve done there now! Upsetting him!’


‘Edward’s anger rose to the surface at last.


‘He’s the one who goes around upsetting everybody. Not me!’


‘Anyway, I thowt it was a . . .’


‘There.’


‘Tell him to stop upsetting Henry!’ Edward was yelping.


‘Henry would get upset on a main road.’


‘Henry is my brother. And – listen – he’s my boss! He shouldn’t be made to look a fool just because . . .’


‘He might have to admit to his relations! Well. We are his relations and he can lump it!’ Anne spoke with her back to him.


Edward was standing up. He spoke deliberately.


‘It could cost me my job. This sort of thing.’


‘We can afford that!’


Edward blushed. Tom’s arms were locked around his knees. His grandfather had become completely immobile.


‘You know his eyesight’s bad. You should tell him what he’s looking at,’ his mother turned on him.


Tom squirmed.


‘Next time – tell him!’


Edward sat down: one hand strayed to his papers.


‘I was coming to you.’


‘Leave the boy alone!’


‘He’s just as much to blame . . .’


‘Blame! You’re the only one who’s blaming anybody. Nobody would have blamed anybody at all if you hadn’t started with your speeches.’


‘Anne! Please!’


‘Edward! Thank you!’ Mimicking his accent.


Silence.


Tom held his breath. It might be over.


The old man spluttered and trundled into movement. He stood up.


‘Ah’m off oot!’


‘There’s no need for that, father.’


‘Oot!’ The arm straightened out beside him. ‘You’ll be leavin’ me, anyway, when you go.’


‘Sshh!’


His daughter glared at him. For a moment, he faltered, and then he stumped across the room to the back door.


Anne giggled.


Tom looked into the fire. The logs spluttered a thousand flames. He could never make out any pictures in them. He gazed full at the roasting colours while his face swelled to a scorching red.


‘Plates!’


He went to help.


At supper, his mother helped his grandfather to all the best bits. Edward said little; whatever he did say was ignored.


 


Outside the door, around the noise, there was the softness and quiet of an even life, a cragged, centuries-still landscape, whose very power and mysteries forced them to fling this tiny cacophony on its unmoved surface.


And then, for no other reason than the shifting of a chair or the curl of a flame, the circle disappeared, the noise vanished, and they merged into the silences which the wind brought up in slow waves from the lakes and hills around them.


Settled alone in the kitchenette with a little heap of brasses to polish beside him, Tom raced towards the dream which at this time both obsessed and comforted him.


His duty was to build an impregnable fortress. For some reason, he always set it in the middle of a plain: hills rimmed the flat land but their skirts rested flat on the ground well away from the centre. It would be built of stone; he had seen what flaming arrows could do to wood. There would be an underground cave in which all the animals could be safely kept – able both to breed and to be accessible for supplies, because, although the corn would he packed and stacked in such a well-camouflaged place and in such abundance that it could last for a year – he had to imagine the siege going on forever. Ammunition was a problem he did not have to deal with until after the first six months. The real and constant difficulty was water . . .


 


Edward Graham had married Anne Paislow just before the war. His father, a chief cashier, had worried himself to death before Edward had had time to memorise him. His mother had remarried – it had seemed – immediately: to Mr Falcon, a solicitor. Henry had been born very soon after that and the step-brothers had been brought up in such a way as to have had the least possible contact with their father, rumours of whose behaviour crystallised when their mother died a hideous and hysterical death. Edward had been completely unsettled by this and, two years later, he had left the bank to go South; news of his step-father’s death had followed him to London only to confirm his decision to stay there. A few years later he had changed his mind, come back to Thornton, met, courted and married Anne Paislow within two months and then left her for six almost unbroken years to fight the war on such fronts as Aldershot, Fort William and Llanelly. Returning, he had discovered Henry to be a major and the isolated cottage at the foot of ‘The Saddle’ – which Henry had found for them – to be his house. He had accepted this because Anne insisted on his doing so and now, five years after the war, just past his mid-thirties, he was convinced that he had made another mistake. He worked in Thornton – a clerk at the one factory of which, by now, Henry was one of the directors.


Anne was not yet thirty. She was the youngest of eight children; two of them had been killed in the war, another had just disappeared, the rest were married and settled at a distance exceeding six miles from Thornton and so – as far as everything but emergency calls were concerned – quite cut off. Her father – the inspiration behind Tom’s name – had been a miner until his accident, when he had come to live with her; Tom could never remember his not being there. Tom was proud of her; no one had a prettier mother. When Edward had married her, the impact which her attraction had made on his vanity had been sufficient to send him leaping towards the army with the first batch.


She was a quick woman but not at all neat. All the things which feather womanly characteristics into domestic manners and preoccupations were alien to her. Her black, long hair and tightly-managed slim figure, which seemed to make her a true sister of all the good-looking wives and daughters of miners, had fused with a more solemn, country-fired grace and laziness: at times, Edward’s eyes seemed to grope around her, his hands flickered to touch any part of her. Tom wished that he could wipe away all the sins he had committed and start again; then he knew that she would like him.


He had grown tired of the brasses; the first two gleamed, after that they shone less and less convincingly.


He had safely put the question away from his mind throughout the day – but now he had to think about it again; there was no solution – but it seemed that by posing it to himself regularly and frequently, its force was, at least, contained.


He had just passed his scholarship and he would have to go to the Grammar School in Thornton. This would change his whole life; already he had asked Miss Wilkinson if he could give it up, pinned his hopes on the possibility that during two days of violent weather the Grammar School might be struck down by lightning and spelled out every conceivable inconvenience of this new arrangement to his grandfather. No way out of it.


His mother had not wanted him to go to primary school in Thornton, and his knowledge of the town was limited to the road to the pictures. He went in with his mother on Saturday afternoons; she gave him sixpence for the ‘Matinée’: collected him with all her other parcels an hour and a half later and then they walked back home.


His school world was the village school at Wedham – two miles from the house in the opposite direction to Thornton. Miss Wilkinson was so old that she had taught Mr Farrow who took the five to eight year olds. A beck at the bottom of the schoolyard with the occasional possibility of an otter hunt. The sons and daughters of small farmers and their labourers. Tom had achieved some sort of position as soon as he arrived, being one of the very few pupils qualified to receive gifts for children whose fathers were in the war: the big brown wooden train was still on his windowsill. Only one other pupil had passed for the Grammar School while Tom had been there.


He knew the long path around ‘The Saddle’ away from the tarn so well that, for rose-hips, raspberries, ash branches, for wild strawberries, dandelions for his grandfather’s rabbits, nests, hawthorn blossom and crab-apples, it had become his personal forage-land. In autumn he would meet Harry Warbeck, morning and night for a fortnight, dyking. Great slow horses pulled ploughs across the fields in spring; in summer, he helped Mr Lawton with the hay-making; Mr Turney had bought a noisy, clattering tractor.


He knew no one in Thornton. Only his uncle Henry who came to see them so rarely that he was always a stranger.


Quickly he bubbled his fears into panic.


He wanted to stay exactly where he was now!


‘Tom?’ His father’s voice was quiet and kind.


The boy rushed into the kitchen.


‘Come and help me with this.’


‘Have you finished?’ His mother was rocking in a chair with no rockers. Staring in front of her.


‘Yes.’


‘All clean?’


He could not tell whether his mother was serious or not.


‘Yes.’


‘This is how I want our garden to look.’


With this, his father pushed some papers across the table, indicating by that that Tom was to sit down.


‘Your grandfather’s out in that shed on his own,’ said his mother.


‘Look. We could take out those trees and extend it to about twice its present length.’


Tom slid on to a seat. His mother was beside the fire.


‘That’s the first thing. Now . . .’ Edward rustled the papers importantly, completely happy.


‘Don’t you think you should go and look to your grandfather?’ said Anne.


‘His grandfather’s all right. I want him to help me with this.’


‘It’s his grandfather that’ll have to dig that new garden of yours. You’ll never get off your seat to do it!’


‘There are some new ideas here that I want Tom to see for himself.’


‘Go and look to your grandfather!’


‘Tom. You stay where you are!’ Edward was tense; Anne, relaxed.


‘There’s no need to shout, Edward. Tom!’


His father reached across the table and took his arm. Said nothing.


Anne stood up and stretched herself with a long shudder. Then she walked slowly across the kitchen to the door which opened on to the stairs.


‘Do what you want.’


She went out.


‘Anne.’


Edward’s voice made Tom feel ashamed for his mother. Father and son sat in silence.


‘Go and see what your grandfather’s up to.’


His grandfather was mending a hutch. The paraffin lamp was on the floor, throwing great shadows on to the crude-timbered ceiling.


‘Why did you say that you would be left behind?’


Tom insisted. This was one of the two questions he had to ask.


The old man said nothing.


‘Come on, Granda. Why did you say you would be left?’


‘Thou’ll hear soon enough.’


‘Why can’t I hear now?’


‘Thy mother would be after me with a poker!’


‘Come on.’


Tom whined. No one told him anything. The old man grinned with pleasure in the strength of his own secrecy.


‘Give me a hand with this.’


It could wait a little. He would move towards his second question.


‘Come on! Hold it reet up! Just like yer father with yer ‘ands. Useless.’


The hutch was moved into a satisfactory position. His grandfather immediately turned to something else; took down his gun and began to clean it.


Originally, Edward had designated the shed as his workshop. A few days of hurried clearing and weeks of planning had been followed by such limited evidence of serious occupation that his father-in-law had moved in unnoticed. Now the shed was his.


It stood a little way from the house and, though it was unheated and so much more a part of the fields than the cottage that the birds and animals treated it with no more nervousness than a tree or a bush, yet it smacked so solidly of one man’s character that Tom felt more comfort there than anywhere else. Rabbit-hutches crowded one wall and the prissy mouths nibbled and darted constantly. Above the door, an old harness flaunting old ribbons. On another wall a gallery of implements: a pick-axe, saw, hammer, various screwdrivers, a chisel, mallet, pincers, small sack of nails. Two highly-polished miner’s lamps swung from the ceiling. One corner was crammed with tidied wood-shavings and scrap. A scarred work-bench supported a last and vice. On the floor: three threadworn car tyres, a large knot of dead wood, the iron arms of a park bench, some skins, a glass case with the glass cracked in a wavering X, one wellington, a straw mattress and, underneath the mattress, about half-a-dozen ‘girlie’ calendars. One patch of wall was crowded with photographs of football teams, royalty and soldiers. There was a broken concertina in the middle of one of the tyres; a Salvation Army cap rested squarely on top of it. The room was very small. Tom sat down on a tyre and watched his grandfather clean the gun.


‘You know when we were coming back this afternoon?’


‘Huh.’


‘After Uncle Henry. You know that you said they were aw crackers.’


‘They are.’


‘Who?’


The rabbits grubbed almost noiselessly; few sounds reached them from outside. Sometimes his grandfather would just sit back and tell him a story without any fuss. It was a matter of luck. The old man spoke very quietly.


‘Henry’s father. Your father’s step-father. Would have been your grandstep-father. He was called Henry – like your uncle. A big fellow. Big red – face, big – horse – niver off it – big – drinker. They used to drink down where that empty place is. That used to be the “King’s Head”. He led your grandmother – she would have been – such a life as doesn’t bear talkin’ aboot.’


‘What did he do to her?’


‘Nowt for you to know abut.’


‘Did he hit her like Mr Lawton?’


‘Who told you about Bob Lawton?’


‘Mrs Lawton.’


Ignoring the digression, his grandfather got back into his stride.


‘Allus bawling and shoutin’. And there was never anybody took as much drink.’


‘What did he drink?’


‘Whisky.’


‘Nowt else?’


‘Nowt else. Stop interruptin’!’


The picture was clear enough for Tom to accept being silent.


‘They were at t’ “King’s Head” one neet. Horses still outside: aw in their huntin’ tackle – drinkin’ and carryin’ on like Old Nick. Anyway – so they say – Big Henry – they used to call him that – was tellin’ iverybody how he could do this, and he could do that. There was nowt he couldn’t do. They would fix him. Could he ride up t’ Saddle at neet? Could he? He could do it that minnit. It was blacker than to-neet. Windy. Iverybody eggin’ him on. They gave him a lantern to carry to see that he didn’t fiddle it.


‘Away he went. Up and up that bad bit – just underneath them rocks. They aw’ blew their horns and cracked their whips; neebody was ganna hurry him back doon.


‘And then t’ lantern went oot. They could hear t’ horse screamin’ its heed off.’


He stopped.


Tom had edged forward so that he was now perched on the very rim of the tyre.


‘What happened?’


‘T’ daft bugger had killed hissel.’


‘When did they find him?’


‘Same neet.’


‘What was he like?’


The old man pshawed into his gun and continued to clean it.


‘Why did you say you were leavin’?’


‘Pass us that rag and shut up if you want to stop here.’










CHAPTER THREE


The flint jaws snapped together and the horse disappeared. Tom swung out of the bed. The cold lino struck the warm pads of his feet. He went to the top of the stairs.


The kitchen door was slightly open. Warmth trailed around the corner like smoke. He sat down and tried to twitch his brows so that his ears would prick forward.


He soon found his place in his parents’ conversation.


‘And I suppose that I could take one of my weeks off then.’ That was his father.


‘You would have to.’


‘I did want to use that time to get all this organised.’


‘This is more important.’


It was easy for the boy to imagine what his father and mother would be doing. Edward surrounded himself with an ever-increasing pile of plans and diagrams and graphs, settling among them like a bee on flowers, whenever he was within scenting distance. His mother would be locked into a ball beside the fender; a book turned upside down just beside her.


‘In a way we’re going at a bad time.’ Edward said.


‘Why?’


‘Well.’ He coaxed her. ‘These plans do mean something, you know. I might have set up a nice little market garden on the side.’


‘You can get an allotment.’


‘Not the same at all.’


‘Anyway. It’s settled.’


‘Yes?’


‘It’ll help Tom a lot, you know.’


His mother was speaking so kindly. Tom felt his eyes smart.


‘I appreciate that.’


‘I wouldn’t move to Thornton for any other reason.’


‘I realise that.’


‘You know I can’t stand that horrible little town. Everybody talking about everybody else. Mrs so-and-so did this – and – that – uh! I hate those those old women!’


‘I agree . . . there you are.’


‘Miss Wilkinson didn’t care if he was late. Besides: I don’t want him to start by paddling in like some savage.’


‘Anne?’


‘Yes.’


‘About your father. Now – let me finish. You know I like him. You know that. But . . .’ Edward tailed into silence. Anne paused before answering.


‘Why can’t one of the others have him?’


‘Yes.’


‘He pays his keep.’


‘I know that. But – well there are the others; and – I don’t know about him with Tom.’


‘Tom’ll find friends his own age in Thornton; and it’s best that Father stays with us.’


‘Now – we’re just talking this over, aren’t we? No argument or anything? – but, haven’t you done your share?’


‘I want him to stay.’


‘I understand – all that “side of it”.’


‘I look after him. He’s no trouble to you. Let’s leave it at that.’


Tom had not taken in this news. He waited for them to go on – to repeat it again and again until it became more real. The backs of his hands were glazed cold when he put them against his cheeks; yet he tingled with warmth. They were moving.


‘I’m off for a walk.’ Anne spoke briskly.


‘At this time?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with the time.’


His mother would be coming upstairs to get her coat. Tom turned to go back into his bedroom and almost screamed out in terror.


His grandfather was standing behind him – grinning, with his false teeth out and his hair all on end. The front of his pyjamas was wide open.


The boy scampered back into his bedroom. Moving. They were moving.


 


The dim orange light of the kitchen window illuminated his mother’s first few steps down the path; and then she disappeared.


She would take the path on the side away from ‘The Saddle’. His father could take the fell path. He himself would row down the middle of the tarn. He could keep both of them in sight by strapping luminous watches to their arms. They would meet each other at the other end. The fell path did not turn around to meet the other: he would put a boulder in it and so force his father to go over to the other path. Then they would be sure to meet.


His father rarely went out with his mother. Tom could not understand why she did not get scared.


‘The air’s best at night,’ she said. ‘Freshest then. It cleans everything out of your skin.’


The black air wiped her face and neck and hands, easing out every dot of dust that had settled into it.


The moon had disappeared. It was so dark that he could see nothing beyond the little arc of garden outside the downstairs window. There were no farms on that side of the house. The air was so black and heavy that he could dive into it and swim.


His knees scraped against the wooden train. He would stand until his feet stuck to the floor and his head started to spin around. Then he would be able to sleep.


His dead grandfather riding up the scree on a horse! He tried to imagine the horse to have been white – but it was always black. The lantern clattered and bounced down the slope and into the tarn; he might duck-dive for it. There must be a name for the place at which his grandfather had been thrown off. He had never heard of one.


There was a tiny wood near the school that had never had a name. Tom would sometimes go there after school with the Turney brothers. They had discovered creepers curled around the trees and, carefully, they had unbound them. They were strong enough to carry the weight of all three of them and the wood had become a playground. Everyone swinging from one hummock to another on the long creepers. Tom had started to call it ‘Creeper Wood’. The name had caught on. Now, no one would think of talking about it without mentioning its name.


If there was a rock there, he could call it ‘Dagger Point’. He would have to climb up it to see. Or he could just call it ‘Death Point’. Then he need not climb it at all. Or ‘Horse Leap’. ‘Huntsman’s End’.


His room seemed to have acquired a force which pushed into him from behind and made him lean against the windowsill. He thought that he could smell apples, even though he knew that the apple room had been cleared soon after Christmas.


If his mother came back by the fell path then she would pass the place where the fox had been. What could they do with it if it had been shot? If it had been a weasel, they could have left it there for the other weasels to drag away to some spot of their own where they would bury it.


His forehead bumped against the cold of the window. He left the window and got into bed. It was funny about the weasels. How did they know?


 


The Indians burst in through the downstairs window. His grandfather opened his bedroom door.


‘This way? Come with me!’


His teeth were out and there was spit all over his chin. Tom tried not to look at his pyjamas.


‘Tom!’


He threw his train at the man who was attacking his mother. With his grandfather, they swung off the roof-top and on to the path.


His father had barricaded himself in the shed. Flaming arrows set it roaring like a bonfire. Edward smashed his way out of the back and ran along to them.


‘To Dagger Point!’


His mother ran so hard that the trees jumped out of her way to let her past. Tess was miles ahead of them. barking at a clump of trees.


‘Bass!’


‘Drag them out! Drag them out!’


The horses pounded behind them. The ground began to shake and rock like clouds of thunder; they were running on corrugated iron which was going backwards.


His uncle Henry was sitting quietly on his horse.


‘Out of the way!’


His grandfather shot at him. His uncle did not move.


‘No! Get it away! Mam! Get it away!’


The weasel had dug its teeth into his ankle. However much he shook his leg, it just held on and swung around.


His father cuffed it with his papers.


‘There you are, Tom. There you are.’


He was free.


‘Criminal!’


Thornton Grammar schoolboys were walking in a crocodile along the fell path. From half-way up ‘The Saddle’, Tom saw the horses burst through them, shattering the line.


His mother was crawling.


‘We’ve got to reach Dagger Point.’


‘This is where I mean to put the peach tree.’


‘Damn and hell! I can’t shoot. Can’t see a thing.’


The horses were on them. Ten yards to go. They had to touch the rock. He could not see a rock.


‘There must be one.’


The horses were all around them. Tess was screeching. The hounds jumped at his father.


The rock split and a dark liquid came seeping out of it.


He woke up. The dank smell comforted him. But he had wet his bed.


‘At your age!’ his mother said. ‘What if I tell everybody in the Grammar School about this?’


And, later that same morning.


‘You were on the top of the stairs last night?’


‘Yes.’


‘Thought I heard you. You know, then?’


‘Where are we going?’


‘Church Street.’


‘When?’


‘Soon.’


Tom determined not to speak to anyone for a week.


He gave up after a day when his father found him in the fields near the house – chopping down one of Mr Turney’s trees. Edward was kind and told the boy not to worry about anything.










CHAPTER FOUR


A few weeks of sun and the heavy cart-track kicked up dust like a Mediterranean path. From a distance, they looked like the sun-printed old age and youth of a Spanish village. The grandfather, in a rag and tattered bundle of all-season clothes, sat sideways on the cart; the grandson walking along beside the pony, whispering encouragement; the dog slumped on the back of the cart like an old carpet. Behind them, the town had already sunk to no more than a glimmer of shining roofs.


‘Never mind, Toby,’ said Tom. ‘This is the very last load.’


His grandfather picked up the whip – the effort of which action drained his strength and it flopped back on to the cart.


Toby had compensated for a great deal. Now that its week’s loan was almost up, Tom was torn between an affection which gladly welcomed the end of the pony’s labour, and an even stronger affection which longed for the relationship, now established to the point of proven love, to go on for ever.


‘Thou’s wastin’ it,’ his grandfather said.


‘No I’m not, am I?’ A murmur.


‘Leave off pattin’ and pettin t’ damn thing!’


Tom took his hand away from the bridle, stepped about three inches away from the pony, and continued to talk – but now, out of the side of his mouth.


The only advantage of Church Street was that his bedroom was bigger. He had plastered the walls with maps, pictures from magazines and postcards, before his mother had settled in sufficiently to stop him. The old man who had died in his parents’ bedroom and left the house vacant for them had had only one daughter: she had taken almost everything that she could possibly cram into her own three rooms. Tom had rescued various items from the left-overs; among them, a vine-covered card which he had pinned over his bed. He knew the words by heart.


 


‘Lives of great men


All remind us


We can make


Our lives sublime.


And, departing,


Leave behind us


Footprints


On the sands of time.’


 


There was a Man Friday footprint at the bottom.


The cottage already looked desolate. No curtains, garden gutted, gate flapping open; had those tiles just fallen off the roof in the past few days?


He slowed down so that he would not have to think about it.


 


‘Up there the sun, like a big yellow duster


Polishing the blue, blue sky.


And white fleecy clouds in a cluster
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