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Joe closes his back door, his feet cold inside his boots as he steps out into the yard in the dark. He can smell the rain coming and digs into his pocket for his phone.


‘Yep?’ says Max.


‘Let’s lift this beet then, shall we?’


‘I thought I was sorting it,’ says Max.


‘So did I. Ted Wilson brought a machine over last night.’


‘I was going to call him,’ Max says.


Joe listens to the fat cooing of a wood-pigeon somewhere over by the hay barn.


‘I were waiting for a break in the wet,’ Max says.


‘Well, you’d have a long wait then, wouldn’t ye? I’ve done it now.’


‘It’s set to tip it down,’ says Max.


That boy. Always looking for the obstacles.


‘We’ll just have to do best we can,’ says Joe, careful of his tone. ‘How soon can you get down here? You’ll need to hitch the trailer to the John Deere. I’ll meet you over on the in-bye.’


He pulls himself up into the harvester’s cab. The brown seat is frayed and sagging and he can taste the age on her: a diesel leak, worn metal. The dust off other farmers’ boots. First time he’s not been able to afford Wilson’s lads to lift the fodder beet for him, and here he is, pushing sixty, trying to drive a clapped-out harvester he’s never set eyes on before.


Joe starts the engine and pushes his foot gently down on the gas, feeling for its bite, keeping his eyes on the rear-view mirrors which are big as tea trays. Then he’s easing the harvester out through the farmyard gate with his mouth hanging open from the concentration of it; turning at a stately crawl, sharp right past his own front door.


Ann’ll be waking.


‘Shouldn’t you be lifting the beet?’ she’d said, more than two weeks ago. But the rains had never ceased, the ground as sticky as a clay-pit. So they’d waited. And she’d been on at him, too, about the money – how much he’d have to get at Slingsby to make the next rent payment to the water board and whether the stores would fetch more than fifteen pound a lamb this year. She wanted out. He knew she did. Wanted ‘a retirement’, she said, that wasn’t all watching the weather and getting up at dawn. She was pressing him to hand over more to Max, so he’d said it was Max’s job to sort the beet. And then he’d watched him as the days passed and it didn’t get done.


He’s gaining the feel of the harvester now: her weight against the gas. Marpleton village green slides by to his left and he glances across it at his slow roll: sees the Fox and Feathers unlit, and beyond, in the lightening dawn, Eric and Lauren Blakely’s house – a former rectory which stands taller than the workers’ cottages around it. Eric with his indoor shoes and his Nissan Micra, his farming days behind him. Alright for them, they’d owned their land. They weren’t tenants like him and Ann. All that work – farming a hundred acres, tending five hundred Swaledales on the moor, and what would they have to show for it? They were worth less every month, even with all the love and care that went into them and the patience they gave back, standing out on the moor in the harshest winters. No, they couldn’t be left. Max wasn’t ready.


Joe pulls off the road onto a dirt track that crosses the in-bye and feels the comfort of looking out across the lowland where his forage crops are grown and grass for hay and silage; fields penned by dry stone walls, where rams are put to the ewes at tupping and where the lambs are born. He marvels that he’s grown to love it so – when it was a thing foisted on him, not chosen. And who’d keep this in order if he were gone? Handing it on to Max – well, look how that was going. Couldn’t even organise for the beet to get lifted.


The sky is thundery and low as he pulls up beside a wall and jumps down from the cab. He looks across the field at the green tops of the fodder beet stretching away. The ground giving up its treasure to him: it was a beautiful thing. He pictures the soil and the layers – the substrata – brown then red, then glaring orange, reaching down to the earth’s core where it was hot. And him on the surface, gathering its riches up – drilling goodness and filtering it into trucks. This was what a man was meant for. What did she want him to do, if not this?
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Max presses the red button on his phone. He’s standing next to his Land Rover in the yard outside his farmhouse, not five miles from his father’s. He can feel the energy drain out of him. Joe had only said a week ago – about lifting the beet – and already he’s fallen short. Maybe he could’ve got round to it sooner, but he was caught. Never knew how much to spend or which was the right way. If he’d scrimped, Joe would say he should’ve been bolder. If he’d paid full whack and got in Ted Wilson’s boys, Joe would’ve asked him if he thought they were made of money. So he’d put it off, waiting for a break in the wet and to see if the answer might come to him.


He gazes at the farmhouse where a light is coming on. It casts a weak glow over the yard and the front door opens. Primrose is standing in her nightgown with her wellingtons on. Her nightie is see-through and her thighs are silhouetted in the yellow of the hall. ‘Sturdy,’ Joe had said of Primrose, when they announced they were to marry, and Max wasn’t sure if this was a compliment or another gibe.


‘Going over to the in-bye,’ he shouts to her across the yard. ‘Lifting the beet.’


‘In’t it too wet?’


‘Aye, well. He’s hired a machine off Ted Wilson, ha’n’t he. So it’s got to be today.’


‘Right,’ she says. ‘I thought you were s’posed to be sorting it.’


‘Doesn’t matter who sorts it, does it?’ he says, turning away from her and opening the car door. ‘S’long as it gets done.’
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She walks into the kitchen. The lights are on and their claustrophobic glow creates a feeling of night abutting wakefulness. She puts a kettle on to boil and hears a thunder-clap outside but no rain. The air is charged with electricity, warm with it. She prepares her tea and toast with the same ritual she follows every morning.


Primrose opens her DIY manual on the kitchen table and hunches over it, her tea in one hand, her toast in the other and the metal overhead light casting a cone from above.Within minutes she’s lost in a labyrinthine task involving earth terminals and flex and circuit-breakers. She examines a diagram of a ceiling rose, following, with dogged precision, the pathways of each wire and their connectivity: the ones that must be broken, the ones that must not be touched. ‘Loosen the two or three terminals that hold the flex wires,’ she reads. ‘Remove the wires, taking care not to disturb any of the wires entering the rose from the circuit cable.’ She stifles a yawn and is surprised at how hard it is to stay awake this morning. It isn’t like her, Primrose being one of those people who accepts being awake as an indisputable fact.


Ten minutes later she is easing flesh-coloured bra cups over her breasts. She flinches and rounds her shoulders. They are too tender, like when she’s on the blob. Her belly has the same over-ripe feeling. She looks in the mirror but she looks the same. She finishes dressing and washes her face with a cracked bar of Imperial Leather soap.


Out in the yard, she creaks and rustles in her anorak as she mounts her bicycle. The light is dusk-like under the lowered cloud and on the journey, the rain starts to plop in fat drops onto her shoulders. By the time she reaches the Co-op in Lipton two miles away, she is soaked through.


She’s first in. She unlocks the door and turns on the lights. They flicker on with a plink-plink, so that she sees flashes of the empty green plastic boxes for veg and the aisles of jams and tins and Mr Kipling cakes that last in their boxes for years.




 





She’s just taken her place on the high stool out front, with the cigarettes behind her – has lifted the stiff cover off the till, folded it and stowed it under her feet – when Tracy and Claire clatter in through the door in mid-conversation.


‘So what did she say?’ Tracy is asking Claire as they make their way past the till.


‘Hiya Prim,’ says Claire, smiling at her.


Primrose smiles back but doesn’t reply. There is a metallic taste in her mouth.


‘Come on,’ she hears Tracy saying at Claire’s back as they walk down to the staff room, past the mulligatawny soup. ‘I won’t say owt.’


She can’t hear Claire’s reply.


Primrose shifts on her high stool. She slouches, then straightens. She puts a hand on her lower belly.
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Ann’s fingernails are painted with pink pearlised varnish which flashes and sparkles under the gloom of her umbrella as she hurries up Lipton High Street. Perhaps she shouldn’t have sent that email to Bartholomew. Toned it down a bit. ‘Your dad’s lifting the beet by himself – hired some rust bucket off Ted Wilson. Oh I do feel sorry for him, doing a job like that at his age, but he won’t stop. Won’t slow down. You’d think Max would step up.’


Her expression beneath the shadow of her umbrella is crumpled. She’s prodding her youngest for his usual response. ‘Sell up, mum. It’s too much of a strain at your age.’ And then she can argue against him, as if it’s some internal refrain she’s wanting to play out. ‘Sell what? Lamb prices are on the floor, house prices going up every week. We’d have nowhere to live.’


She wears a beige mac, darkened by the wet at her elbows and at the base of her back. Hanging from the crook of her bent arm is her handbag, large and practical. She is stooping, her feet taking quick steps on the pavement. They’ll be having a right job getting the beet up in this, she thinks. Joe’s been glued to the weather reports these last weeks – standing beside the kitchen radio, craning his ear, looking at his shoes. You were so at the mercy of the weather, farming. Like some poor referee between a low sky and the sodden earth. But Joe, he’d tell the clouds where to blow if he could.


The rain subsides, as if some hand has turned a celestial dial round to ‘off’. Ann slows her pace and stops outside Richardson & Smith, Residential & Farm property sales. Her umbrella and mac are reflected in the glass. Hovering just above her indistinct shoulders is a square panel containing four pictures: a farmhouse, some outbuildings, fields and a line map of the land. Frank and Joan Motherwell’s farm. She’d heard they were selling: millions, that land would go for. Cashing in on the bull market and moving abroad to start over. Somewhere hot, Maureen Pettiford had said yesterday, as Ann handed her coins across the counter in return for The Times.


‘Joan can’t wait to see the back of the place.’


‘And Frank?’ Ann had said.


‘He’s not taking it so well.’


Somewhere hot. She’d made Joe go on a holiday once. Long time ago, when money wasn’t so tight. Never again. The fidgeting. The deep sighs, then heaving himself off the lounger to call Max.


She’d said to him, only last week, ‘Max managed alright then, didn’t he? When we went to Málaga that time?’


‘If doing nowt is managing,’ Joe had said.


‘Oh come off it,’ she’d said, but he’d shot her a look, like she was trespassing where she shouldn’t.


‘Slowly, slowly catchy monkey,’ Lauren had counselled, when she’d gone across the green for a cup of tea.


Ann begins to feel the wetness that has slid off her umbrella; a cool patch at the base of her spine. She is taking in the sunflower-yellow colour on Joan Motherwell’s kitchen walls and the patterned blue curtains which look like a toddler’s defaced them. She grimaces. Her own house wouldn’t come off much better, mind. Bet Joan can’t believe her luck. She thinks of the desultory yard at home, a mess of machinery parts and ripped hessian sacks; the pole barn for hay and straw, clumps of it strewn into the mud.


‘That’s a fair old price is that,’ says a familiar voice at her shoulder. Ann spins round. It is Lauren, her face smiling out from beneath a giant floral umbrella. ‘Makes Eric and me wonder if we shouldn’t have held on for a bit longer. Market seems to go up every week.’


Ann nods. She pats her collar-bones. They both peer at the Motherwell farm details.


‘I know they’ve had to struggle,’ says Ann, ‘what Joan’s been through, tearing Frank away from the place, but still, that’d take the edge off.’


‘She still has to live with Frank,’ says Lauren. ‘Frank without a farm. Wouldn’t wish that on me worst enemy.’


Easy for Lauren to say. Ann and Joe, they’d be lucky to get enough for a two-bed flat on the trunk road out of Malton. Above the Chinese. Perhaps it was better to press on, like Joe said: stay in the big house where her bairns were born. Wait for things to get better.


Lauren is rubbing her shoulder. ‘Don’t think on,’ she says. ‘There’s nothing you can do about it so don’t think on. Lamb prices’ll pick up. Here, do you fancy darts tonight – at the George in Morpeth-le-Dale? It’s just a friendly – they haven’t chosen the league yet, but between you and me, I think the captaincy’s in the bag.’


‘I don’t know,’ says Ann, patting her collar-bones again. ‘I don’t know the rules.’


‘Don’t be daft. I can fill you in. I’ll pick you up at seven.’


‘Alright then, yes. I’d love a lift.’


‘Get that wrist action going,’ says her friend as she walks backwards away from Ann, her hand nodding with an imaginary dart, her face drenched in red from her umbrella.


Lauren has, over twenty years of friendship, taught Ann the value of hobbies – ladies’ darts, the WI, flower-arranging, church committees, life-drawing classes – and Ann is continually surprised by the richness these diversions bring to her life. On the face of it, they provide contact with others which Ann, well, she’d be shy about it normally. More than that, they bring her a singular involvement in the moment: herself, up against all these new things, even if it was only poking a delphinium into a damp block of oasis. Often she showed no discernible talent – her pottery was shocking. But as she got older this seemed to matter less. The vanity of youth – what a liberation it was to be free of it. It is age, too, that’s taught her a kind of dogged tenacity. She’s realised, late in the day, that the stringing together of small things, and keeping going – above all plodding on – is what makes a life.


Nevertheless, she has to fight resistance at her core – her inner sod – which pours scorn on her hobbies and plays on her desire to stay cocooned at home, instead of grimacing at the cold night like a physical shock and some draughty hall full of strangers, or worse, acquaintances, to whom she must present herself, jollied up with a sweep of Yardley lipstick. She dreads the navigating of the difficult few among the genial whole: those women who were barbed or envious or who presented to her a perfect life. Lauren didn’t seem to suffer the same reluctance, though age had also taught Ann that you never really knew how hard people were paddling beneath the surface.


At any rate, Lauren seemed to have the knack of being happy. She’d had her moments – especially after Jack, when she’d not got out of bed for what seemed like a year – but generally, she put the effort in, never appearing to ask herself the question of whether it’d be alright to give up. Yes, Ann felt she was fortunate in loving Lauren.
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Max is tired after three hours lifting the beet. He jumps down from the tractor’s high seat, into the mud.


‘That’s a good job, son.’


Max can hear the satisfaction in Joe’s voice – not just at having lifted the beet, but about setting him right.


‘Bloody miracle, I’d say,’ Max says, his hands in the small of his back. ‘I was sure she’d clog up halfway down.’


‘Good job we didn’t leave it any longer,’ Joe says, and Max thinks to say, ‘How do you know? Weather might be dry tomorrow.’ But he keeps quiet. Easier to let Joe congratulate himself.


‘Have you got the tarpaulin?’ Joe is saying. ‘We’d best cover them up.’


And even though Max is dog-tired, he jumps into his tractor cab and pulls the bright-blue plastic out from behind the seat. He knows better than to keep Joe waiting, not with him so watchful, like he’s always testing and Max always falling short. He begins fixing the tarpaulin over the trailer with rubber spiders.


‘Need to start bringing the ewes down off the fell soon,’ says Joe at his back.


Max stops and rolls his eyes, then pulls down harder on the tarpaulin.


‘Auction’s first,’ he says. ‘Let’s just get through that, shall we, before you bring on next year’s lambs.’


‘Can’t let the grass grow,’ says Joe.


Max feels Joe’s hand on the back of his neck and his father shakes him as if he were an apple tree. Max submits to it.


‘Come on,’ says Joe. ‘Let’s see if your mother will cook us a bacon butty.’
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‘I knew it’d be bad, with the weather against ye,’ says Ann with her back to them. She has a tea towel over her shoulder and Joe watches her bottom jiggle as she ushers the eggs off the bottom of the pan. He and Max sit at the table with towels around their shoulders and cups of tea before them.


‘It’s not bad,’ says Joe. ‘It’s fine. We’ll be done by end of today.’


‘And then we’ll go to Slingsby and get tuppence-ha’penny for those wonderful lambs and Barry bloody Jordan will drag me over hot coals,’ she says. The room is full of sizzling and steam and the smell of bacon.


‘Arh, Barry Jordan,’ says Joe. ‘It’s no business of his.’


‘It is when he’s balancing our accounts,’ says Ann. ‘Anyway, you’re not the one has to go and see him.’


‘You’ll live,’ says Joe. ‘I’m going to ring Bartholomew. See how he’s getting on.’ He walks out to the hall and comes back holding the entire telephone unit, dragging the long wire behind him. He sets it on the table and sits down.


Bartholomew picks up, just as Ann sets a bacon-and-egg sandwich down in front of him.


‘Bartholomew!’ says Joe, over-loud.


‘Hello,’ says Bartholomew. His small voice seems such a long way away.


‘We’re all here, so we thought we’d ring you!’ bellows Joe.
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Bartholomew jerks his head away from the handset.


‘Hello,’ he says, bringing it closer but still not touching his ear. He’s standing at the counter, looking out of the warehouse window to the car park where he can see a van pulling up. The driver, a bald man with a pencil behind his ear, gets out then opens the van’s double doors before going round to the passenger seat. He picks up a clipboard and examines it. Bartholomew casts around the room for Leonard.


‘You’re all there, are you,’ he says into the phone, craning to look down the corridor.


‘We are, son. Here, your mother and Max want to hear you too.’


‘Just don’t put me on spea—’


He can hear the echo already. The line fills up with the sound of clattering plates and frying.


‘There you go, love!’ shouts Ann. ‘You’re on the speakerphone!’


They always did this – called him when they were all together and he wasn’t. As if it was their great gift to him – the sounds of family life speeding down wires the length of the country, north to south, thanks to the technological brilliance of the speakerphone. For them, he supposed, it was a way of having him at the table. And they couldn’t understand why he’d be itching to get off the line.


The delivery-man has approached the counter, ignoring the fact that Bartholomew is on the phone. ‘Where do you want your bare rooters?’ he says. ‘I’ve got fifty cherries, and . . .’ he looks at his clipboard, ‘various apples. Hundred in all.’


Bartholomew scans again for Leonard, puts a hand over the mouthpiece and nods at the corner of the warehouse. ‘Just drop them over there.’


He returns to the phone call and its white noise. He can hear cutlery on plates, chairs scraping, his mother saying, ‘Another slice, Max?’


‘Lift the beet alright did ye?’ he says, hearing his voice repeat down the line.


‘Nearly there,’ says Joe. ‘No thanks to your brother. Says he were waiting for a gap in the wet.’ His father laughs. ‘Had to sort it myself in the end.’


Bartholomew can picture Max reddening.


Joe seems to realise he’s gone too far and quickly says, ‘It were no bother. We’ll finish by end of today, won’t, we son?’


‘If she doesn’t clog,’ says Max. ‘You should see the rust bucket he’s hired off Ted Wilson.’


‘Must be hardgoing,’ says Bartholomew. ‘It’s bad enough driving those things in the dry.’ He pictures Joe, small and hunched, and five hectares of fodder beet in the melting land to lift.


But Joe is snorting. ‘Nah, it lifted those beet like it were hoovering up crumbs.’


There was no helping him when he was bluff like this. There was no helping him at all, not from way down here.


‘How many lambs are you selling at Slingsby?’ Bartholomew asks.


‘More ’an two hundred,’ says Max. ‘Right fine they are too, the girls.’


‘And another two-hundred-odd stores,’ says Joe.


Bartholomew watches the delivery-man bring in the last of the saplings, each about four foot high, their roots wrapped in hessian sacks like Christmas puddings. Bartholomew signs the docket, mouths ‘Thanks’ and watches him leave.


‘Any news about Maguires?’ Ann shouts, from somewhere in the kitchen, probably the stove. ‘Are they still opening up near you?’ He’d only told her about it a week ago and now she’s wanting hourly bulletins. ‘Maybe you could get a little job with them. Something nice and secure.’


Bartholomew doesn’t bother responding. The spattering down the line is giving him a headache.


‘How are the petunias?’ asks Joe.


Max is quick to join in: ‘Has the bottom fallen out of the pansy market yet?’


He hears his mother saying, ‘Shurrup you two.’


‘Fine, can I go now?’ says Bartholomew. He’s always letting this one go. Joe has never visited the garden centre and their conversations about it end badly.


‘OK son,’ says Joe.


‘Bye lovey!’ he hears Ann shouting in the background. ‘And let me know about Maguires.’


He puts the phone down before she’s finished and marches to the back of the warehouse, peering down the dark corridor at the end of which is a door with a mottled glass panel. A light glows dimly from the room and he can make out the outline of Leonard, who is sat with the newspaper open, elbows on knees. He’d seen the headline earlier that morning. ‘Councillor Brands Shopping Trolleys “a Menace” ’. The perfect marriage of man and reading material.


Bartholomew hears a distant flush and Leonard emerges from the corridor, newspaper folded under his arm.


‘These need putting outside,’ he says to Leonard. ‘I don’t know why I got him to bring them in. Would’ve helped if you’d taken the delivery.’


Leonard has returned to his stool behind the counter and his shanty town of order books.


‘God it’s cold,’ says Bartholomew. ‘Have you lit the stove?’


‘And what did your last slave die of?’


‘The burner’s right next to you,’ says Bartholomew.


‘Well it is now. Looks like you’ve got a visitor,’ says Leonard, and they both look out of the warehouse window to see Ruby’s pea-green coat at the main gate. Her hair is the colour of marmalade shot through with sunlight. Bartholomew hurries towards her.
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She sees him coming round the side of the building, walking towards her energetically in his bottle-green fleece and heavy boots. He looks lovely and outdoorsy, she thinks. Lovely curls. Unbrushed. And immediately she regrets last night. He’d been sat there hunched over his laptop for what seemed like hours while she’d twittered on about this, that and nothing. And she’d got fed up of him not responding, especially when she was treading so carefully, fighting so hard not to mention Christmas and whether they were going to spend it together, tiptoeing around it in her head and forcibly stopping herself from saying, ‘I might go travelling actually. Round Asia.’ Because there was always a risk she’d have to go and she can’t think of anything she wants to do less. She wants to watch Only Fools and Horses together and eat his mother’s turkey dinner. Walk across the fell holding hands. It’d been such a gathering strain, not saying all this, that she’d exploded with the words: ‘I’m going back to my flat if you don’t get off that bloody laptop.’


And he’d looked up, bewildered, saying, ‘Sorry, I was just reading an email.’ But he’d been distracted the rest of the evening, like he was somewhere else altogether. In the night, he’d thrashed about, fighting wildly for the duvet, throwing her off when she tried to curl her body around his back.


‘Hello,’ he says, smiling at her.


‘There was a letter for you this morning, so I thought I’d drop it by.’


‘Thanks,’ he says.


‘Who’s it from?’ she asks, peering at it.


‘Dunno, looks official.’


He puts the envelope in the back pocket of his jeans. They stand for a moment and then he points over his shoulder with one thumb.


‘I’ve got a lot on, Rube.’


‘OK,’ she says. But she doesn’t shift. ‘Shall we go to the pub later?’


‘If you want.’


‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asks.


‘Nothing’s wrong.’


‘You seem moody.’


‘I’m not moody. You’re moody.’


‘Alright, calm down.’ The wind blows her hair over her face and lifts her hood, which only adds to a feeling of general discomfort. ‘OK, well, see you later.’ She hunches her shoulders, waves a cramped wave and walks out of the garden-centre gates.
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He walks down the central path to the lower boundary and looks out over the rough and the rolling downs that fall away at the bottom of his land. Benign fields, like a sea without surf. He can see the beauty of it, this garden of England, but it doesn’t stir him the way North Yorkshire does.


He takes the letter out of his back pocket and tears at it with his thumb. It is from Maguires suggesting a meeting to discuss its expansion plans.




Maguires does not believe in aggressive marketplace domination. We believe there is room for all kinds of enterprise, offering customers a diversity of experience – from small independents such as yourself, to the bigger chains. We believe your business can thrive alongside the new 100,000-square-foot garden and DIY destination due to open next spring at West Tilsey. Please come to our Powerpoint presentation at our head office, where we will fully inform you of developments, and share a glass of champagne with regional centre manager Carl Snape.





 Nice, he thinks. Happy to wine and dine me while putting me out of business.


‘Excuse me, do you work here?’ says a voice. Bartholomew looks up to see a woman in a woollen grey coat and brown boots, with sunglasses on her head.


‘I do, yes,’ says Bartholomew. ‘Can I help with something?’


‘Can you advise me what I can plant now? Or do I have to wait until spring?’


‘No, not at all. There’s lots you can put in now – some wonderful hardy perennials.’ He begins to lead her to a trough filled with rows of black plastic pots. ‘Here we’ve got geraniums and pelargoniums. Or there’s columbines or bear’s breeches. Put any of these in now and they’ll get a head start before spring.’


The woman is frowning. ‘But these are just pots of earth.’


‘Well, yes, it looks like that. But they’ll come bursting up in spring.’


‘I’m not paying good money for a pot of earth.’


‘They’re not pots of earth, they’re perennials.’


‘Still. I want something that looks nice. And something that doesn’t need looking after. Something neat.’


Bartholomew sighs. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the skimmias.’


He leaves the woman at the till with Leonard and walks back down the main path, eyeing up the troughs on either side which are filled with bedraggled stems and desiccated leaves or bare earth. Joe wouldn’t reckon much on the place, not if he saw it now, he thinks, taking out a pair of secateurs from his back pocket. He climbs to the back of a bed, towards a tangle of rose stems whipped about by a rampant honeysuckle. He’s allowed himself these pockets of planting around the garden centre – his artistic eye at work.


He squeezes the secateurs in his right hand, pulling at the tangle with his left. Perhaps Joe’ll visit next summer, and by then he can have it looking better. If he’s still in business. He’d known about Maguires of course – had seen the articles in Leonard’s Chronicle about planning rows and the campaign against out-of-town giants by pensioners in socks and sandals. ‘We’ll support you,’ his regular customers said, like it was terminal. It was only a matter of time before some local hack called him ‘plucky’.


He is pulling at vast canopies of growth, when his phone vibrates in his pocket. Three texts from Ruby.




Oi, grumpy trousers. How you?





The second says:




Taken out rage on petunias yet?





What’s the bloody obsession with petunias?




Fancy quiz at Crown 2nite? Starts 6pm.





He hurriedly texts back:




Can’t get off that early. Pint at Three Kings instead?





He puts his phone back in his pocket and goes at the stems again with the secateurs. He is standing awkwardly, one leg in the midst of the plant, pulling and clipping, when his phone vibrates. He curses and climbs out of the bed.




R: Right u r. Shame. Would hve thrashed you on sport.


B: Yeah right


R: Ask me anything





Wearily, he sets his thumbs working.




B: OK. Here is classic. Swedish boxer, world heavyweight champion. 1959?


R: Gawd. Ingemar Johansson?


B: r u on Wikipedia?


R: Nope, I say Ingemar Johannson to anything Swedish


B: Good work





He puts his phone back in his pocket and looks at the pile of stems he has thrown onto the path. His pocket vibrates. Bloody hell Ruby, he thinks. Two texts.




Man at table 5 eating bogies behind FT. NICE.





Then the second one says:




I love texting





He smiles to himself and begins to text back, just as Leonard walks up the path towards him carrying a mug of tea.




I know you do





‘Ooof,’ Leonard says, taking a sip. ‘What’s that rose ever done to you?’




*





A ham is boiling, sending steam into the yellowish light of Max and Primrose’s kitchen.


‘How was the beet?’ she asks, as he walks in from his wet day.


‘Like wading through treacle.’


He takes off his Barbour and hangs it on the back of a chair where it drips onto the lino. She wonders if he’ll do what he usually does – reserve the gloom for her. But the room is warm and filled with the sweet and smoky smell of the ham and she is happy, standing at the stove, stirring the pan. She wants things to stay nice, knows better than to ask why Joe took the beet job off him. Things’ll change now, anyway.


‘Dad hired a right hunk o’rust for the job,’ says Max. ‘You should’ve seen it. Bloody miracle we lifted it.’


‘Well that’s good then, that you lifted it in a day. That’s one less pressure for the month.’


He has sat down on a chair, his legs spread wide and one forearm resting on the table top. If he’d walked into a bank that day, and shot all the people inside it, she’d have the fewest theories as to his state of mind in the run-up to the incident. They functioned on the practicalities, she and Max: things that needed fixing or buying; a family lunch to go to; starting a family because they were two years into marriage and the time was right. This evening, with a ham boiling and the kitchen’s electric light yellow against the grey descending night outside, things are uncommonly content between them. She looks at him, her big man sat at the table. He is saying something else about the fodder beet. His black hair – long and curly – is wet from the rain. She never thought she’d have a big man like that of her own. And she suspects he never thought he’d have a woman for himself. And the achievement, for both of them, is a bolster in a world that seemed to have overlooked them. Like they’d planted their flag in the ground, just like other people. And now this news. She is bringing plates to the table and smiling to herself. She is rich with new information. And everything around her seems new, too: the table she’s laying; their kitchen, which only this morning seemed all worn out. She’s cleared away her tools – she knows how it annoys him, her wiring – because she wants nothing to spoil the moment. Ever since she’d found out, she’d been rehearsing how she’d tell him and his lines too, adjusting them until he said just the things she wanted.


‘It’s just a nightmare, is October,’ he says over her thoughts. ‘And this rain’s not making anything easier.’


‘No.’


‘Is that from Alan Tench?’ he says, peering up into the pan on the stove.


He might look at her differently, once he knows. He might touch her differently. With reverence. She’s fizzing with it. Because the tingling was something – not just an idea in her imagination. A real thing had happened. And big things – things that changed the course of your life – well, they hardly ever happened.


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘He brought it round yesterday.’ She strokes a hand across his shoulder as she turns back towards the stove and he looks up, surprised.


‘Looks nice and pink,’ he says.


‘It’s a good one,’ she says. ‘It were positive. I did a test today and it were positive.’


‘Really?’


She can see his mind whirring. There’s a slight flicker in his eyeballs, left and right. The news is going in.


‘Really?’ he says to her. ‘It were really positive?’


‘It was.’ And she waits for him to get up, like he might have done in a film, dance her round the kitchen, his hands on her hips. Or hold her face in his hands and kiss her with a passion he’s never expressed before.


‘Well then,’ says Max, and he is smiling, she’ll give him that, but he’s still seated. He has sat up straighter and he begins to pat the table top with the flat of his hand. Pat pat pat. Agitated.


‘Well,’ he says again.


‘Yes?’


‘I’ll ring dad and tell ’im. They’ll be cock-a-hoop.’


‘I’m not three months yet,’ she says. ‘You’re not supposed to tell anyone until you’re three months.’


‘Yes, but I’m telling dad.’


‘Wait a little bit, will ye? It’s very early.’


‘When then?’


‘Next month. Tell ’im next month.’


‘Alright then. I’m going for a wash.’


‘OK,’ she says. ‘Tea’s ten minutes.’


He stops in the doorway. ‘Prim?’ he says. ‘It’s good in’t it?’


‘Yes,’ she says.


Primrose stands at the counter, sawing slices of bread. The loaf collapses under her hand. He’s pleased, she can see that, and maybe that should be enough – a husband pleased to be having a bairn. She sits down at the kitchen table, her mind readjusting itself. It won’t be quite the together thing, not like she’d thought. And the disappointment soaks in at the base of her, like yard mud. It’ll be a private thing, like all her other private things. This is not us, not really. It’s me. And she closes down, as she has so often before, not in a petulant way, but just practical, so the nerve endings aren’t exposed. Like insulation tape round a wire.


Some intuitive impulse made her take the test. She’d gone to the chemist in her lunch hour. The shop was deserted and Karen Marshall was looking bored, sat on a stool behind the counter, rearranging nail polishes. Primrose’s heart sank when she realised the Clear Blues were right next to Karen, so she’d have to ask. ‘Can I have a test, Karen?’ she’d said.


Karen had made a point of hiding the test in a bag. ‘There you go, Prim,’ she’d said, over-mouthing the words in a low voice. So Primrose doesn’t know why she’s bothered trying to stop Max from telling Joe. Thanks to Karen Marshall, the whole dale would know by morning.
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Max walks out of the kitchen and hangs his fleece on the finial at the bottom of the stairs. He takes the stairs two at a time, his heart pounding, to the small bathroom where the door is ajar, its glass panels etched with daisies.


He leans over the sink and looks up at his face, eager to see if it might look different now he’s set to become a father. He is smiling still, stupidly, like the joy might burst out of him. He sees Joe’s beady black eyes crinkle with pleasure. ‘A baby! Ann, Ann! A baby! Did you hear that? Well lad, that’s grand.’ And he’d get out a bottle of fizz from the larder, one they were saving for Christmas, and he’d pop it. Because bairns, that was what the Hartles did well; that was their strength. He’d seen it in the photos and in all the stories Ann and Joe were forever telling, when they looked at each other in that particular way, full of nostalgia. ‘Remember, Ann, that party for Max? You did that smashing picnic in the barn. It was sweltering that day. And we cooled off in Little Beck. Bartholomew went right under, d’you remember?’ ‘Don’t,’ Ann had said, patting her collar-bones, ‘it still makes me go cold.’ But she was smiling at Joe. Now Max is bringing them full circle, he is the first and he will bring it all back for them. He turns off the tap. Joe was always saying that bairns turn things around for a man. Fire up the heart. He could do with some of that. Max scoops up water in his palms, sloshing it over his face and onto the floor. When he looks up again, steam from the hot tap is erasing his reflection, so that only his neck remains.
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‘I’ve got to go and see him next week,’ Ann says over the roof of Lauren’s car. They are outside the George in Morpeth-le-Dale. They slam their doors and their feet crunch on gravel in the dark night.


‘Who? Barry Jordan?’ says Lauren.


‘Yes. God I’m dreading it. He always makes me feel guilty that man, as if buying a fruit loaf from Greggs were some cardinal sin. Lord forgive me, I weakened over a peg bag in Coopers!’


‘Hang on,’ says Lauren, stopping Ann with a hand on her arm. ‘You’ve got a new peg bag?’


‘Drawstring. Fully lined.’


‘Be still my beating heart,’ says Lauren, and then she’s pressing forward again and pushing open the pub door. Ann wishes she could delay her, keep the conversation just the two of them a moment longer, so that Lauren could tut, like she does, and say, ‘That Barry Jordan. ’E wouldn’t know a peg bag if he were smothered with one.’


But Lauren has gone in and pushed open the second inner door and Ann is already faced with the warmth and noise of the George and all the team over at the bar. Lauren leads the way, Ann behind her like some cade lamb. Lauren says hello to the team: Elaine Henderson, smart twin-set; Mo Dorkin, short and round, with a gold tooth; Pat Branning, tall, face as open as a hay barn. (You could never dislike a woman who smiled as much as that.) Other ladies, whose names Ann doesn’t know, are gathered behind Elaine. Ann hangs back in a cloud of Lauren’s perfume, with a hand up to any attempted embrace, saying ‘I’ve got a bit of a cold,’ to which a couple of the women say ‘Poor you’.


‘Right,’ says Lauren to the assembled group. ‘What are we playing? Round the clock or double-in, double-out? Has anyone spoken to the George team?’


‘Actually,’ one of the ladies says, but then she stops and there is a general shuffling in the group. ‘Elaine thought . . .’


‘I thought I’d have a bash at captain for the first round,’ says Elaine, with military briskness. You’d not want to find yourself on the wrong side of Elaine. Nor Lauren Blakely, for that matter.


Elaine continues, ‘You won’t mind, will ye, Lauren – letting someone else have a turn?’


‘I thought we were getting a league together,’ says Lauren, squaring up. ‘We’ve some very inexperienced players,’ she says, casting a look at Ann. ‘It’s important the captain knows who to play.’


‘Captaincy’s not been decided yet,’ says Elaine Henderson, with some force. ‘And as you were late . . .’


‘Five minutes,’ snorts Lauren.


Ann hears in her head the whistling music from that Clint Eastwood spaghetti western. What was it now – High Noon? The Good, the Bad and the Ugly? That’d be about right. The ladies shift again, like some restive herd. Pat is smiling with all her face, as if this alone might smooth things.


‘Double-in, double-out then, everyone?’ says Elaine. ‘I need eight ladies who can hit the board.’


‘Might as well sit down,’ Lauren whispers to Ann. ‘She’ll not pick us for this round.’


Ann exhales with relief.




 





They buy a round of drinks and she, Mo and Pat follow Lauren to a table. They sit in a line along the banquette, watching women gather in front of the dartboard on the opposite side of the room. The floor is a busy swirl of burgundy carpet, the dark wood pillars dripping with horse brasses.


‘Here, Hayley Barnsdale’s up,’ says Mo. They all look across the floor to an attractive woman in a purple mohair sweater. ‘Found love off the Internet, so Karen Marshall says. Madly in love, by all accounts.’


Ann and Lauren shoot a glance at each other.


Mo and Karen from the chemist: the espionage dream team, their periscopes in every bedroom across the dale. There were al-Qaida cells less vigilant than those two.


‘Gone on holiday an’ everything,’ Mo is saying. ‘Greece, Karen said. Happen she left her daughter behind. She stopped with the Richardsons a couple of nights, so I hear.’


‘You’d know all about it, would ye?’ says Lauren.


‘Just what I heard,’ says Mo. ‘Only seven, she is. Well, it’s not right, is it?’


‘That’s it, Mo,’ says Lauren. ‘You suck the lifeblood out of others’ happiness.’


Bit harsh, thinks Ann, watching the two of them. Only human, to be interested in folks’ lives. But she can see what it is about Mo that rankles. It’s the glee. The feeling that if you were bleeding to death in the street, she’d have more to say about the price of your shoes.


They get in another two rounds, during which time Ann asks Pat about her children. Her son has motor neurone disease. That ever-present smile seems heroic now. All these braveries, Ann thinks, that are hidden in people’s lives.


Lauren asks Ann about Ivy Dawson’s mobility scooter.


‘Don’t get me started. That woman’s a liability,’ says Ann, but a gasp is rippling round the room and all eyes are on the floor. Lauren is straining up out of her seat. She begins a low incantation, through her teeth.


‘Don’t put Brenda up. Don’t put Brenda up. Don’t put Brenda up.’


They all look across the room.


‘What’s happening?’ Ann asks Mo.


‘It’s getting towards the end of the round is all. Scores are low so it’s harder to hit the points home. Even the best players —’ Mo stops and throws her hands into her lap. ‘Well, that’s in then. Might as well go home.’


Brenda Farley, who is eighty if she’s a day, has taken to the floor. Her toe is on the yellow line, a dart in her hand. She is four foot two and so stooped by a dowager’s hump that she can barely see the board. They all watch as Brenda strains her eyes upwards, her brow furrowing hard into horizontal pencil pleats, and then it’s as if the stoop gets the better of her and her gaze returns to the floor.


‘Oh god, I can’t watch,’ says Lauren. She has her hand up over her eyes, with two fingers parted to peer through.


‘It’s just cruel is that,’ says Pat.


‘There’s no point watching,’ says Lauren angrily. ‘She’ll be all week just trying to lift that neck.’ She turns to Ann. ‘Let’s talk about summat else. Have you brought the ewes down for tupping?’


‘Not yet,’ says Ann. ‘Next week or two.’


‘What’s tupping?’ asks Pat.


‘It’s when you put the rams in to serve the ewes,’ says Ann, grateful to be the keeper of some knowledge at last. ‘A tup is what we call a ram, you see, for breeding.’


Ann’s last words are drowned out by a loud gasp, then another, deeper than the last, and then cheers and clapping as the room erupts, free and strong. Brenda Farley is smiling, though she has allowed her gaze to return floorward. Other team members pat her on the hump.


‘Well I never,’ says Lauren.


‘I don’t believe it,’ says Pat.


‘Just shows you,’ says Mo.


‘What? What happened?’ asks Ann.


‘Two doubles and a bully, that’s what happened,’ says Lauren. ‘I’d best congratulate Elaine.’


‘Don’t choke on it,’ says Ann.
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‘A gimmer,’ says Ruby. She takes a fulsome slug of pale ale. ‘Hang on, I know this: a gimmer is a female lamb, sold for breeding.’


Bartholomew raises his pint to her. ‘Very good. And what’s a mule gimmer?’


‘Oooh, give me a minute. A mule gimmer is . . . a cross-bred lamb. Not a pedigree.’


‘And with Swaledales we cross with?’


‘The Blue-Faced Leicester!’


‘My work here is done,’ he says, clinking his pint glass against hers.


‘So that email was from your mum,’ she says. ‘Why didn’t you just say?’


He shrugs. Takes another gulp of his pint.


‘She’s worried then,’ says Ruby.


He nods. ‘Not the best time to be a farmer.’ He is looking out across the room: stripped-oak floors; tongue-and-groove bar painted ‘heritage’ green; industrial lights. The Three Kings on Cathedral Way is a pub with an eye firmly on itself. Not like the boozers back home.


‘So, you’re still working on that main bed,’ she says.


‘Yep.’


‘Run this by me again. You’re putting more plants in the ground.’


He hasn’t told her how much this central bed – his new project – means to him. When his mind is idling, he thinks about it: sketching out the ribbons of oriental poppies, aquilegias and verbascum; the great drifts of alliums and tulipa ‘spring green’.


‘Just in case someone tries to do something crazy, like buy them?’ Ruby is saying.


‘I know it doesn’t make sense.’


‘Is capitalism ready for a visionary such as yourself?’


‘I often ask myself the same question.’


‘I suppose,’ she says, ‘you’ll be showing off plants to their best effect – showing what they look like in a border.’


‘It’s not just that. It’s what I’m into. Leonard thinks it’s pointless, too.’


‘Leonard thinks everything’s pointless.’


‘There’s something about plants in those mean little nine-centimetre pots. I want to see them expand.’


‘Can you afford it?’ she says.


‘Arh, businesses don’t expect to make much in the first couple of years. If I really want kerching, it won’t be from plants, anyway.’


‘What d’ye mean?’


‘It’s the other guff that makes money – your gazebos, those nasty solar lights, plastic toadstools.’


‘How depressing,’ she says, with feeling. Ruby says everything with feeling. ‘I mean, what you’re doing with that bed is so much more special.’


He says nothing.


Ruby says, ‘I think you should ditch the horrible knick-knacks and go for it on the main bed. Do what you love – find a way.’


He drains his glass.


‘What about if you made it a destination – a place people visit and hang out in? So what you would become is a beautiful garden with a nursery attached.’


‘Beautiful gardens don’t make money.’


‘Why not? You could make something really brilliant, Bartholomew. That old lean-to – the glass one – that’d make a great café. Vines in the ceiling, sand on the floor, newspapers on wooden tables. And if you got rid of all the plastic crap, that corner of your warehouse could be a farm shop. Bung in a kids’ playground in the lower field.’


‘All that takes money. I’ve got no money, Rube. I’ve got bank loans up to my eyeballs and piss-all income. That’s why the fishing gnomes have to stay.’


She slumps back, jutting out her lower lip. ‘Lottery maybe.’


He stands up.


‘No wonder you don’t have a name,’ she says. ‘You don’t really know what it is yet.’


‘I’m going to put some music on. See if I can inject some atmosphere into this place.’


The pints roll on, Ruby downing them as they come. She’s a terrible drinker – can’t take it at all, because she drinks so seldom, so she soon starts to sway with it, putting her head on his shoulder, laughing too loudly. She was right about a name for the place. In the two years since opening, he’d been functioning under the trade name ‘Garden Centre’, always with a view to rebranding it eventually – a strategy that drew uniform derision from anyone with experience in business. His mother kept suggesting ‘Have a Hartle’, which kept him awake at night.


‘Have a Hartle! Christ, that’s bad!’ shouts Ruby, slamming her pint down on the table so that a wave of it sloshes over the side of the glass.


‘I know,’ he says.


‘We can do better ’an that.’


‘I was thinking something youthful and urban – just one word,’ he says. ‘You know, like Planted. Excepted that’s taken.’


‘Or Soiled.’ She laughs. ‘Come off it, Bartholomew. One word is pretentious.’


They look out across the bar in silence.


‘Worth a Trowel?’ says Ruby. ‘Pot Luck? All You Need Is Lush?’


‘If you’re not going to be serious . . .’


‘I’m just thinking out loud. Let’s think about your stock.’


‘Well, um, there’s some hard landscaping, you know, paving stones and stuff, bricks, gravel, compost. In the warehouse there’s fertilisers and plant food – like fish, blood and bone.’


‘I don’t think fish, blood and bone is going to draw in the crowds. Tools?’ She burps with her mouth shut. ‘’Scuse me.’


‘Spades, forks, aerators, hedge trimmers. This isn’t getting us anywhere. And anyway, this is about the tenth time we’ve gone through it.’


‘Maybe we should be thinking elegant rather than cool. It’s on Ray Street, Ray of Hope! Hoe Ray Me?’


‘Oh god, this is rubbish,’ he says.


‘No, hang on. Alive and Digging!’


‘Alive and Digging?’


‘As in the U2 song.’


‘Simple Minds actually. No one’s going to get that.’


‘P’raps not. Dig . . . dig . . . Can You Dig It? Dig When You’re Winning! The Dug Out. Diggery Pokery.’


‘Please stop.’


‘Thanks very mulch.’ Ruby is now slurring. And hiccuping.


‘Let’s get you home,’ he says, standing and putting on his padded jacket.
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Ann sits heavily down in the passenger seat and enjoys the support against the base of her back. Lauren’s car is always immaculate. Still smells of car showrooms even though it’s not new by a long chalk. Nissan-something. Not like the fifteen-year-old draughty thing Joe drives. You could be sure of a cold bum and poor visibility in a Hartle vehicle.


‘Amazing performance from Brenda,’ she says.


‘You’re telling me,’ says Lauren, peering at the road. ‘That woman’s barely hit the board in a year, and suddenly . . .’ She pulls out slowly, both hands on the top of the steering wheel, her body hunched over it. ‘Come to think of it, that woman’s barely seen the board in a year, never mind hit it.’


Ann listens to the rhythmic thrub of Lauren’s windscreen-wipers and looks over at her friend, whose face is outlined with a greenish glow from the dashboard. Loose flesh on her cheeks, sagging below the jawline. Crow’s feet about the eyes. God we look old, she thinks.


‘How’s your kitchen coming along?’


‘Oh Lord it’s slow,’ says Lauren, craning forward again, flicking the indicator for a right turn. ‘Trouble is, when they’re there – the builders I mean – you can’t wait to see the back of them for all the dust. And then they’re gone again and you’re cursing because it’s all half done and I’m dying to put all me things away. Sorry, I can really get boring on this one.’


‘You let rip love.’


‘Well, since you insist. Eric’s no help.’


‘You do surprise me.’


Lauren laughs. ‘Honestly, that man could drive you to drink. He never talks seriously to the builders, always leaves that to me. He’s their best friend, cracking jokes, charming their socks off. Then, soon as they’re gone, he goes around the kitchen picking at this and that. “They haven’t put these hinges on properly. That tiling should be done by now.” As if I’m his foreman and I should be following him around with a pad and pen.’


They’ve had this conversation, or versions of it, for twenty-odd years. They have this saying, she and Lauren, which they say in unison. ‘Don’t put your husband on a pedestal. He’ll only want dusting.’


‘It’ll be done soon,’ says Ann, ‘and then you’ll love it. You’ll forget this bit.’


‘I know, but I tell you, never again. Anyway don’t let me go on. How are the boys?’


‘Their campaign of secrecy continues,’ says Ann. ‘If they told me owt, they’d have to kill me. Bartholomew is too far away, and Max . . .’


‘Not far enough?’


Ann laughs.


‘It’s always the way,’ says Lauren.


‘Joe says we have to support Max, pay him enough so he can start a family. But we haven’t got a brass farthing. We don’t draw salaries ourselves.’


‘Well good for Joe,’ says Lauren. ‘You were always a mean beggar.’


‘I am tight, it’s true. But why can’t Max go and find other work – shearing or labouring or summat? Supplement his income? Joe glories in it – you know, that Max is working the farm with him when most sons would wash their hands of it – but where’s the glory in a son as can’t think for himself?’


‘Arh, he loves those boys, Ann,’ says Lauren, glancing at her then back to the road. ‘Your Joe, he loves those boys more than any father I’ve seen. Bartholomew’s doing well, in’t he? And you liked that girlfriend of his, Ruby, when he brought her back.’


‘I s’pose. He’s my great white hope, is Bartholomew. But he doesn’t tell us anything.’


‘That’s boys,’ says Lauren.


‘Ruby’s smashing – Joe and I both think so – but he’s not marrying her. They’ve been together a year now and to start with it were all love’s young dream but they seem to have gone off the boil.’


‘These things do. He’s still young.’


‘Thirty-two? I had two boys by that age. This generation, they don’t commit to anything.’


They have pulled into Lauren’s drive and she is pulling on the handbrake. Neither makes a move to get out of the car.


‘Well, it’s different now. Harder for ’em,’ says Lauren.


‘And as for Max, I don’t know how that marriage works. She’s such a pudding.’


‘Raw sexual chemistry I expect,’ says Lauren and Ann laughs.


‘On that note, I think I’ll get off. Thanks for the lift.’


‘Thursday night for flower-arranging?’ says Lauren.


Ann has heaved herself out of the passenger seat. She is stooping to look at her friend who is still seated, gathering her handbag and keys.


‘It’s a date,’ says Ann, then closes the passenger door.
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Ruby stumbles on the cobbles of Cathedral Way, under the orange street lamps. Stumbles over and into him, and then drags on his arm. He marches her purposefully up the High Street and past the Theatre Royal. There are still plenty of people about – it’s not yet 10 p.m. They’ve not eaten, apart from a steady flow of crisps and peanuts. No wonder Ruby is rolling.


‘I couldn’t do it,’ she says, hanging on his arm.


‘Do what?’ he asks. He puts his hand in his pocket so his arm becomes a loop for her to hold onto.


‘Set up on my own. Don’t think I’m brave enough.’


‘Well, it’s not for everyone,’ he says.


‘What are you saying? You think it’s beyond me? Good for nothing ’cept serving sandwiches?’ Black spidery flicks of mascara have smudged onto her cheekbones, among the brown freckles.


‘Course not. What would you do – if you left the café?’ he says.


‘Dunno. Cooking.’


‘You’re good at that.’


They walk on, Bartholomew setting the pace. She’s a dead weight on his arm, uncomfortable and tiring. They reach Theobald Road.


‘Give us your key,’ he says and she feels about in her bag for what seems like minutes. She has her feet apart to steady her, but her body sways. She gives him the key and they walk further up Theobald Road.


‘So that’s what the café idea was all about,’ he says.


‘Eh?’


‘A café at my place – for you to run?’


‘I didn’t think of that,’ she says. ‘You want to go into business w’ me cos I’m so clever!’ She puts her arms around his neck while he tries to open her front door with her key.


‘I don’t think so,’ he says, low and stern. ‘I’m not going into business with anyone. I’m on me own. That’s how I like it.’


‘Jeeeeez, alright,’ says Ruby and they fall in, tumbling into her dark hallway.


In the echo of the hall as they clatter up the communal stairs to her flat, he says, ‘Watch yourself, Rube.’


She stops on the stairs, looking at her shoes, with one arm on the banister. He is behind her.


‘Why are you so paranoid?’ she says, suddenly sober and angry. ‘You always think I want something from ye, like I’ll be sticking a pin in the condoms next. You’re not that much of a catch Bartholomew.’


She takes her key off him roughly and opens the front door to her flat, leaving it open for him to follow.


Her place is dark, except for the fairy lights which she never turns off. In the gloom, the purples, pinks and oranges from the cushions and rugs glow, as if they’ve stumbled into some over-stuffed grotto. She throws her bag down on the sofa and takes her coat off. She is shambling towards the bedroom, prising off her shoes as she goes. He steadies her and leads her to the bed. She sits, then lies her head on the pillow and he lifts her stockinged legs. Her eyes are shut. He hears a snore ring out.


Bartholomew wants to go home but doesn’t feel he can leave her just yet. He’s been experiencing this more and more lately – a gap between what he should do and what he wants to do – and he wonders if this is how love ought to feel. He goes to sit in the wicker chair in the corner of the room, beside the window where net curtains are filtering the orange of a street lamp, its massive bulb just beyond the glass. He watches Ruby sleep, one hand to his chin, the other on his knee. He sees her turn over with all her body, hip up, face down, and as she does so, she farts.


He’d met Ruby a year ago, at the tea room on Market Street where she works as a waitress. He’d begun to stop there on his way home from the garden centre in a bid to avoid his cold empty flat.


Bartholomew had sat at a table in the darkest corner and watched her as she served the other customers.


Everything about her was rounded: her little belly; the soft slopes of her arms; the milky skin on her chest which rose high with her breath. He was magnetised by the fullness of her. When she came to his table and said – in a gentle Leeds accent which he hadn’t been expecting – ‘What can I get ye?’ he’d said, involuntarily, ‘Can I take you out?’


She had laughed, her apple face creasing up with kindness and delight. ‘Let’s just deal with your lunch order first, shall we?’


‘Where do you live?’ she’d asked later, when she’d joined him at his table.


‘Theobald Road.’


‘Now you’re being creepy.’


‘Why? You asked me where I live!’


‘You can’t live on Theobald Road,’ she said.


‘Erm, I can and I do.’


The sight of his frown appeared to make her laugh and this, in turn, seemed to make him happy.


‘You are talking about Theobald Road, as in off the London Road?’


‘Is there another one?’ he’d said.


‘Oh Lord.’


‘Why, where do you live?’


‘Guess.’


‘Theobald Road?’ he asked.


She nodded and they both burst into laughter, not because it was especially funny – he found it scary – but in part he thought they were laughing because they hadn’t even mentioned their Yorkshire accents, that they were two people from another place, a shared landscape, and here they were in a southern cathedral town and living on the same street, and that their voices were each a homecoming.


‘What number are you?’ she said when they’d stopped laughing.


‘Twenty-two. And you?’


‘Two.’


‘Next to Mr Shah!’


‘My new best friend,’ she’d said.


‘Not just the same street but the same side of the same street.’


‘Are you sure you still want to take me out?’


What had surprised him most about their early courtship was its wholeheartedness. He drank her in, unstintingly, telling her he wanted her all the time and she, to his surprise, was neither terrified nor repulsed. She reciprocated and this reciprocity, together with the ease with which she accepted her appetites, was a revelation to him.


In those early weeks, on days when he didn’t stop at the café because he was working late, he would get off his bicycle at the bottom of Theobald Road and wheel up the street, wondering if her light would be on. He found himself filled with nervous excitement as he looked up at the second-floor window and then he’d see it lit yellow and the excitement in his stomach would bubble up higher, until he laughed at himself and partly at his own happiness because why would seeing a light on in an upstairs window make him feel so overjoyed?


They didn’t spend many nights apart in those days. More often than not, Bartholomew would wheel his bicycle up to his own flat at number 22, prop it in the hallway and go in to get changed, all the while telling himself he was tired: it would be great to read a book or watch some television alone after so much time together. But he’d find himself putting on a clean pair of cords and carefully selecting a shirt and sweater. Then he’d momentarily sit on his sofa, his hands on his knees.


Five minutes later he’d be lolloping down the street. The bell would jangle as he opened the door to Mr Shah’s shop. You had to inch sideways through the excessively packed shelves because Mr Shah stocked everything that human existence had ever required: nail clippers; bake-in-the-oven croissants; Phillips-head screwdrivers; fabric conditioner; dog food; nappies.


‘Something for Ruby?’ Mr Shah would say. The word Ruby sounded even more beautiful when curled around Mr Shah’s rich voice.


‘Yes,’ said Bartholomew.


‘She likes the Turkish Delight,’ said Mr Shah, leaning forward and over the counter and pointing downward at the chocolate section. ‘Fry’s.’


‘Right, thank you.’ Bartholomew grabbed three bars and a bottle of white wine and headed for Ruby’s front door.


He was always welcomed, back then. Her face, when she opened the door, was gentle and quietly amused.


‘Thought you might need sustenance,’ he’d say, or some such other opening gambit. On this occasion, he opened his carrier bag and she’d peered over at what was inside.


‘You’ll be wanting a hand with those,’ she’d said.


‘That’s why I came to you.’


‘You’d best come in.’


She was so unlike his last girlfriend, Maud, who liked to swim in cold rivers in her Speedo suit. ‘Show me a river, even in the dead of winter,’ she’d say, ‘and I want to dive in. So bracing.’ He remembered Maud’s supermarket own-brand face cream and shower gel. ‘It’s all the same stuff,’ she’d lectured. ‘You just pay for the packaging.’


Ruby, though, was all for warmth and pretty packaging. ‘Ooh look,’ she’d cry, pulling him back as they strolled past a department-store window, her happy face reflected among pink and gold lettering and stripes. ‘Lovely! I’m just going to nip in.’


In the heat of his new feelings, when they had been together about three months, he took her out to dinner and over the poppadoms said, ‘Rube, I think we should move in together,’ and she had clapped her hands and stroked his face with her palm.


Meeting Ruby, it had provoked life’s force in him. There were suddenly no limits to his potential. He wanted to see exhibitions, new films, to try new foods. He found himself loving her with every fibre that he had, like he’d been dunked in it and it was like a pulse, or the rolling forward of an ocean wave.


They visited her family in Leeds, and his school friend Alan, who’d moved there with his new wife Bridget. ‘Blimey, you’re a changed man,’ Al had said, lying on the sofa with his arms behind his head. ‘It’s the real thing, in’t it?’ In Winstanton, he and Ruby clung to each other, their social lives embryonic. She had her book group, he joined the squash club at the leisure centre; all of it, at times, a strain. Their intimacy became a lifeboat and even this he came to resent, as if his dependency were some fault of hers.


The moving in had never happened. She’d been so excited, she’d started slowing in front of estate agents’ windows, her arm looped through his. Talking about where they’d put the Christmas tree. Maybe it was her enthusiasm that made him pull back, as if someone had to stop them both. Gradually, it became part of the dynamic between them, flaring up at every turn, when she would say ‘When?’ and ‘I might not wait for ye, ye know’ and ‘Who d’ye think ye are, George Clooney?’ in a mock-teasing way. Or else she’d look really sad and he felt he was failing her. He would say ‘Soon’ and ‘When things are more settled’ or ‘One day’. Occasionally, they really fought about it. He would find himself shouting, ‘Stop pushing. You’re always pushing!’ And he could see he was breaking her heart.


At any rate, after that first forward impulse, something had simply stopped. His caution returned, like the desire to stay in a small room because the big room’s just too big.


She has been snoring for half an hour. He lets himself out of her flat and walks back to his.




*





That could be me, thinks Max, watching the auction hands hefting sheep into pens. Sweating it for tuppence, or breaking my back on another man’s land. But instead here he is, flat-capped like Joe, stood next to him at the Slingsby fence, with one foot on the lower rung. He can’t stop smiling on the inside. Because everything’s set to change. The prospect of telling Joe his news is all before him, that sweetness undented. He can hardly hold himself back, but he’s also savouring the anticipation of it. He tries to pull the corner of his mouth down, but it seems to make the smile more purposeful. The cap shields him at least.


‘Here, what are you so pleased about?’ Joe asks. ‘These prices aren’t funny.’


‘Not funny at all,’ says Max.


‘Tell us now,’ says Joe. ‘If you’ve won the lottery, I’d like my share.’


‘You’ll know soon enough. I promised Prim.’


Joe rubs Max’s back. ‘You’re a good lad,’ he says, and he doesn’t ask more.


Up and down the pens, men stand talking, looking down at the lots. And beyond them, the fields roll away, the mustard-yellow leaves on the trees now starting to shed.


Max and Joe stand together in the circle of men surrounding the auctioneer, and he thinks he can see the other farmers regarding them. Father and son. It was a rare thing to see these days, something to envy. He’s puffed up, standing next to his father, because Joe is admired among farmers. Has the knack for breeding sheep, everyone round these parts said so. Always did well at the shows and he’s had his share of prize tups that could go for thousands – the ones with strong legs and a sweet head. At least, they did when times were better.


Joe has his eyes on the sheep that are being herded into the pen before them, where the auctioneer stands in his white coat. They run, whipped along occasionally by the auctioneer’s assistant.


The auctioneer starts his song of numbers: ‘37, 37, 37 bid, 39, where are you 39? 39 bid, 39, 39. Sign away.’


A ripple goes around the group. Joe shakes his head.


‘Thirty-nine quid. Jesus,’ he says. ‘Beauties they were, too. Did ye see? That’s bad luck, Dugmore.’


‘Never seen it so bad,’ says Dugmore, who farms over in Westerdale. ‘There were store lambs selling last week for eighteen pound. Eighteen pound! Not worth the feed.’


The sold sheep are whipped out through the gate, some jumping three feet in the air as they run.


‘Ours is next,’ says Max. ‘I’ll go round.’


He stands beside the pens of their mule gimmers, ready to usher them in. They will run around the perimeter fence, auctioneer at their centre in his doctor’s coat, while the farmers along the fence judge them, bidding with a tiny nudge of a forefinger, which the auctioneer won’t miss. And Max knows that Joe will feel it in every fibre – the murmuring between his fellow farmers while his animals run the fence.




 





‘That’s a bad lot,’ says Joe an hour or more later, when the cheques are out and they’re settling themselves in the Land Rover.


‘Maybe we shouldn’t ha’ bought them new tups,’ ventures Max.


‘Arh, but they were beauties, weren’t they? And going for a song. Let’s hope the mule stores do better next week,’ says Joe, lifting himself off the seat and adjusting his trousers. He sighs as he puts the key in the ignition. ‘If we can get thirty pound a lamb for the stores then at least the rent’s covered.’


Max looks out of the passenger window while Joe takes off his cap and turns to throw it on the back seat.


‘In’t it glorious, the day?’ Max says.


‘Are you on the happy pills or summat?’


And the smile bursts out of Max once more, breaking up his face with its unruly joy.


‘Come on, lad. Spill the beans.’


And then he can’t wait. Not a moment longer. Even though he’d promised Prim. This moment, here with Joe, matters more.


‘Prim’s going to have a baby.’


‘Ha ha!’ Joe shouts, leaning over the handbrake to clap him on the shoulder, shaking him. ‘Hee hee! Really? Is it true?’


‘It is, dad.’


Joe pulls Max’s body over roughly for a hug.


‘Well done you, lad. Well done you. Wait till I tell your mother.’


‘It’s early days,’ says Max in a half-hearted attempt to dampen Joe’s cheer when in fact he’s bathing in it. ‘I promised Prim I wouldn’t say owt.’ Joe is beaming at him, and this time, for the first time, it’s for something he’s done, not because the beet got lifted or the weather was in their favour.


‘Ah, that’s grand,’ Joe is saying, leaning back in his seat. ‘A bairn. Best time of your life. It were the best time of my life, when you two were tiddlers.’


He ruffles Max’s hair again, gently this time, and Max thinks to remember this moment. He has never before felt such warmth spread through him, right from his belly. For the first time, he’s won himself an accolade. All those average school reports; and him never breaking out, like Bartholomew did, to get a job elsewhere – Max had begun to feel lost in the smallness and sameness of his life and now, here was his father, the man who mattered more than any on earth, pinning a rosette to his chest like he was the prize tup. This is what I’ve been missing, he thinks: the sun on my face.


‘It’s going to be the best tupping yet,’ he says.


‘It is, it is,’ says Joe. ‘You’re a good lad, Max. I always knew you’d land on your feet. When will it come?’


‘May the twentieth or thereabouts. We’ll know more at the scan.’


‘And Prim? She alright?’


‘She’s grand,’ says Max. ‘Might even pull back on the wiring now there’s something else to occupy her.’


‘Don’t bank on it,’ says Joe, laughing.


Max closes his eyes, lays his head back on the headrest. ‘Might need a pay rise,’ he says, ‘if I’m to have a bairn in the house.’


Joe starts the car.
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