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Before Year One





the law of continuing, the law that governed all things, had long since made the plan.


The stream would be fed by springs that ran from the wooded slopes facing in all around. It would rise and fall as the springs rose and fell. It would rise in winter when the springs flowed strongest and it would fall in summer when the springs shrank back.


The law of continuing, the law that decreed all things, had made all life in the stream to fit in with this plan. It had told the fish to mate after the rains had begun because their eggs would need plenty of cool water. It had told the insects they should mostly come out in summer because they would need warmth and light. It had told the plants that needed fast water to root where the fast water flowed and the plants that needed slow water to live in the sheltered places.


The law of continuing, the law that governed all life, had decreed that there should only be so much water to support so many plants, so many plants to support so many insects, so many insects to support so many fish.


It had told the trout that lived in the stream and the salmon that came and went that there were only so many places for fish to live, and these were places that had food in them and somewhere for a fish to hide. It had whispered to the tiny fish while they were still curled up in their eggs and blind that the best of these places would go to the strongest fish and that if any fish wanted to own a best place it would have to fight to win and hold it.


The stream in the valley that the steep, wooded slopes guarded like a secret, ran into a big river that flowed into a great river that emptied into the sea far away. Its banks were fringed with branched burr-reed and brooklime, meadowsweet and hemp agrimony, purple loosestrife and flag iris and cress. On the banks around the island and along the gentle reach downstream from the Cattle Drink and the Otter Stone, willows and alders grew. Many birds nested along the banks of the stream and in the rushes and shrubs which bordered them and in the hawthorns that bordered the fields and in the great trees that stood in the fields. Many wild flowers grew there also and in summer the insects gauzed and hummed, catching the light.


The law of continuing had planned things this way. They had been planned this way since before the counting of the years had begun. They had been planned this way before the wolves had prowled there or the bears had roared there or the wild pigs had truffled in the loose-littered ground.



















Year 1, January





the two fish knew what the plan was because the law of continuing had written it deep inside them.


They were to find their way separately to the shallows, just downstream from the falls and there the male fish would see the female and claim her. When she had been claimed and while the cock fish kept all other males at bay, the hen fish would surrender herself utterly.


The law of continuing would take her and use her. It would thrash her down on the gravels so that her tail and flank would dislodge the stones. When she had been thrashed down long enough and hard enough, a scoop would be made in the stream bed. When the scoop was the right size and depth, she would be settled into it and the male fish would be laid alongside her, his flank close to her flank.


They would touch.


When their flanks touched it was to be like a current of shocks flooding through them. A high note would come and it would fill their heads and a bright light would fine and fine to a piercing point until their whole world seized and shuddered and then her eggs would stream out and his milt would stream over them.


Once he had fertilised the eggs, the male fish would be free to go. The hen fish would have to stay a little longer. She would be taken a little upstream of the scoop she had made and thrashed down again. The law of continuing would make the turbulence she created catch under the stones and gravels again and carry them lightly downstream to settle over the eggs. Only when the eggs were covered by stones and properly protected would the hen fish be free to leave. That was the plan. They both had it in them.


And so, the moment the soft stroking of the male fish’s flank left her side and the last of her eggs and his milt had gone, the hen trout moved a little upstream of the scoop she had dug in the gravels, rolled onto her side and began to beat down again. Water bloomed beneath her scratched flank and torn tail, small stones rocked and hesitated and then lifted. The current slipped beneath them and caught and buoyed them, carrying them downstream as though weightless, as if objects in space.


The hen trout gathered herself again, moved forward again over the same place in the gravels and again beat down. The currents reached under the stones exactly as written and settled them over the eggs.


The law of continuing used the hen fish for a long time, sometimes making her movements so violent that they were visible from above. Twice the kingfisher saw her tail break the surface, its soft filaments winking in the low winter light.


When the eggs that she had laid were protected by the gravel she had steadily built over them, when they were safe and hidden under the cool, clear water that the law of continuing had always provided, the hen fish that had travelled upstream from the shingle banks to spawn lay still for a few moments until she was told she could go; then she allowed the current to carry her gently downstream tail-first, angling her fins and her body so that she was carried diagonally towards the side, instinctively seeking quiet water, out of the flow.


A little way downstream, not far from the Cattle Drink, she came to the log that lay on the stream bed and settled behind it. Her skin was dull and her belly was scraped. The red and black rosettes that had dappled her sides were scratched and smudged. Her gut was slack. Her vent was stretched and its rim was raw. She was numb and blunt edged. Her eyes were unseeing. She did not notice the heron.


Wherever the heron was, he always seemed to be a part of that place. Even high in the beech tree on the wooded slope he seemed a part of the tree and a part of the sky. His long, thin legs and broad, straight bill looked like the branches all around. His hunched, grey shoulders and white breast dissolved into the sky behind. On the ground, wary and stalking, his movements were so coiled and slow that they seemed to have no beginning and no end.


He began his glide a long way from the stream, bending his wings around a curve of air, sliding down it until he neared the water. When he was close to the Cattle Drink and just a little above the surface, he brought his legs forward and then vertical, and then dropped.


For a long time the heron stood without moving, his long neck held rigid and high, his bright eyes moving sharply from place to place, his head tilting this way and that, straining for a movement or a sound. Then he began to move upstream. He moved with his slow, stilted, pushing gait, the only turbulence the thin, downstream trickling from each reedy leg.


A little way from the log, on the edge of the calm water that the log sheltered behind it, he saw what he often saw and knew what it meant. The law of continuing had told the heron that at this time of year, at this time of day, there was usually food to be found there. The trout was lying just upstream of the stone where the spawned fish always rested. It kept resolving and dissolving through the winks of light and reflections of clouds. Its tail shrugged slowly. Its gills pumped quickly. Its mouth opened and closed, gleaming white.


The heron stiffened, dropped his head forward and froze. The bright, yellow eyes and hard black pupils burned. And then, as though it were another part of him, in some way independent and detached, his right leg lifted a little and eased forward. His body did not move, his head and neck did not move, but his right leg moved forward. Then his left leg lifted, bent slightly at the knee and it also pushed forward, the thin vein of turbulence wriggling behind it scarcely there at all, making no noise. And then again a leg slowly and then again a leg, until the heron stood directly above and behind the trout, which had not moved. The long feathers behind his head whisped gently on the breeze, accentuating his stillness. Only the soft easings and crinklings of the stream and the low-pitched, nervous creak of the moorhen broke the silence.


And so the trout did not notice the heron. She did not notice as gradually some of the light above her went, or see the grey shade that gradually drifted into the periphery of her vision like a small cloud, or see it gradually resolve and take on firmer lines that became elongated and drew near.


It was only at the last moment that there was a long instant’s dawning, a brief consciousness of something, something, and the trout brought her dulled eyes into focus and saw the heron’s beak and the water surface open.


The lower bill took her through the flank, the upper bill closed over her back and the trout felt the crushing weight of air.


The heron carried the trout to the bank, splashing water and light onto the dry shingle there. Then he dropped her, picked her up across the gills and flipped back his head. The trout’s body straightened to a brief vertical, the heron opened his bill wide and the fish slid head-first down. The heron kept his head high and squeezed and contracted and squeezed and contracted, forcing the fish down the way a snake swallows a frog. Then the sliding bulge was gone. The heron preened himself, uttered a soft cry and laboured on dark wings over the alders.


On the gravels where the hen fish had spawned as the law of continuing required, the cool water was burbling and pushing through the stones. In one of the eggs, one of the eggs that had not missed the scoop or been eaten in the meantime by a loach or a minnow or by another trout or by a bullhead, or that the moorhen had not taken when she was in that place; in the egg that was safe in the space that had the grey stones all around it and the brown stone as a roof, the slow swelling and inward folding of the cells began.



















Year 1, February





‘oK. Tell me.’ Jo Hamilton, Chair of SAVE, the local environmental pressure group, was already late. She cradled the telephone between her cheek and her shoulder, put her foot on the chair beside the wall and began to scribble on the pad on her knee. Terry was well connected. He was also usually calm. It was clear he was agitated.


‘The Stinston plan is back on the agenda. For real, this time. Huge. The Minister is making an announcement next month.’


Hamilton shook her head again, slowly. ‘So the grapevine was right, all along?’


‘Pretty well.’ Terry Summers paused. ‘But not on the scale of it. This is no foot-in-the-door scheme. They’re going for the whole hog.’


‘What details have you got?’


‘They want to widen the road along the valley from Farley all the way. It looks like Transport and Industry’s old long-term plan, enlarged. They want to link the port and the south road with the M439. Instead of turning Stinston into an overflow for Farley they want to make it into some kind of hub in its own right, to rejuvenate the whole region. They want some kind of park there, an industrial park or a science park, something like that.’


‘Ye gods. How much detail have you got?’


Summers glanced down at his notes. ‘According to my contact, the plan for the new road will mean the old bridge at Stinston going and a new one being built to cope with the traffic. Apparently—’


Hamilton cut in again. ‘What about the Frontage? What about the Hangers?’


‘Let me get there, Jo, let me get there. I was going to say. The plan is to cut into Stinston Hill so they can bypass the village. The lower part of the Frontage will go. So will a chunk of the Hangers.’


Hamilton pulled the chair away from the wall and sat down, the telephone now clamped to one ear, a hand clamped over the other to shut out her husband’s voice. She winced when he pointed at his watch, showing her the time. ‘How sure are we about all this, Terry? We’re very late onto it.’


‘Dead sure. There’s no doubt. There’s going to be a public inquiry starting in May. They’re determined to get it through.’ Summers paused. ‘It’s going to be hard to argue against jobs around here. They’re talking about attracting lots of big companies. Hundreds of jobs, thousands. In fact we can’t argue against them. We shouldn’t. It’s impossible.’


There was a long silence. He could hear her thinking. She could hear him waiting for a reaction. She spoke at last.


‘You’re right, of course. This place is on its last legs after the recession. More jobs would be a godsend. We can’t oppose the plan in principle.’ She paused. He could hear her voice tighten. ‘But there has to be a sense of balance. We have to do what we can. We have to alleviate the impact, somehow. We can’t just let a beautiful valley be ruined. We can’t just let a 4,000-year-old settlement and one of the last pieces of ancient woodland in the country be bulldozed.’


Summers was nodding to himself. ‘I know. We’re between the Devil and the deep blue. Whatever we do, we could end up looking like a bunch of tree-huggers.’


There was another pause. Hamilton raised a finger, acknowledging her husband again. ‘Terry, I have to go. But we’ve got to get onto this pronto. You ring your lot, I’ll ring my lot. Let’s try to meet here on Tuesday.’ 



















Year 1, March





the egg deep in the gravels might have been lying in a womb. The space that had the grey stones all around it and the brown stone as a roof was safe and dark. The little fish lay curled like a foetus in the soft membrane surrounding it. The noise of the current overhead could have been the roarings and sluicings within some mother’s belly. The slow, rhythmic boom of the brown stone rocking might have been the distant, measured beat of some mother’s heart. The threads of water that pushed and wriggled their way through the spaces between the grey stones and the brown stones on their way downstream to the young salmon that was being made ready for the sea and the nymph of the mayfly being made ready to hatch, bathed the egg with oxygen and kept it cool.


All the changes that the law of continuing had required of the egg, had been completed. Veins had reached around the membrane like a blood-red web. The flutter and then the rhythm of a pulse had begun. Eyes had formed huge and dark, big as soft boulders. An arched spine had taken shape. So had a rib-cage protecting the faint shapes of organs. Sinews had gelled. Fluids had surged backwards and forwards through conduits and junctions. Fins had splayed and stretched. A mouth had opened many times, mutely.


By the time the frosts had gone and the air had warmed and the first of the sweet violets on Longate had opened, a light had dawned in the egg that lay in the gravels, downstream from the falls.


By the time the kingcups at Middle Bend had begun to open the young trout was sensing the membrane around him. Its snugness had become a tension, its tension a tightness, its tightness a confinement that pressured and caged him. Around the time the kingcups at Top Bend were opening like hidden suns and the swans opposite the three old posts were rebuilding their nest, the young trout that felt trapped and pinioned began to push and turn. He stretched and twisted. The membrane clamped around him began to weaken.


By the time the young salmon just downstream was almost ready for the sea and the mayfly nymph was moulting another skin in her burrow deep in the stream bed, it seemed as though the trout in the egg could bear containment no longer.


On the day that the old man in the farm was being lectured by his son again and Jo Hamilton and SAVE’s committee were agreeing their action plan, the trout in the egg arched his back and pressed with his tail in a desperate effort. He pressed and strained and pressed and strained as though the membrane was tightening to suffocate or drown him. And then the law of continuing passed over him and touched him. The young trout gathered himself into himself and strained until his whole world shuddered and his heart pounded and his dark eyes were prickled with light from the inside. The egg’s casing split and the water rummaged it away and the young trout opened his mouth as though giving a sudden cry. The stream rushed into his mouth for the first time and poured out over his gills for the first time and he drew the first breath of his new life from the water.



















Year 1, April





the young salmon owned all of the stream near the Cattle Drink from the place where the sheep’s tooth had lain so long, to as far out towards the middle as the flint. He also owned all of the water from there, upstream to the edge of the water crowfoot plant that one of the big trout guarded. The space was a great space. It was about as large as the shadow of a wading cow.


By the time the young trout that had hatched in the gravels was starting to make his way downstream, the changes the law of continuing had made inside the young salmon were complete. The law of continuing had long since written what the young salmon must do. The young salmon had been instructed to spend a year in the stream if he could survive it and then a year in the sea if he could survive that. If he could survive the year in the sea he would grow immense because of all the smaller fish to be eaten there and then he would return to the stream as a great fish and spawn. This was the way the law of continuing had planned things for the strongest salmon in the stream. Things had been planned this way long before the man in the deer pelt had given the perfectly round stone to the girl whose smile was like the sun coming out. They had been planned this way since before the counting of the years had begun. They had been planned this way before the wolves had prowled there or the bears had roared there or the wild pigs had truffled in the loose-littered ground.


The young salmon that owned a space as large as a cow’s shadow had the whole plan deep inside him. He had driven away many other small salmon and had taken their spaces because his need was greater than their need and he had eaten his fill of all that each space provided. He had taken mayflies with wings like chapel windows from the surface and Baetis flies that looked like mayflies except they were tiny and caddis flies that carried their brown wings low over their backs. He had taken the great mayfly nymphs on their way up to the surface to hatch and the little nymphs of the Baetis flies that lived in water crowfoot and the grubs of the caddis flies that built stone cases around themselves from fragments of gravel. He had eaten the grubs that reached and looped like caterpillars and that paid out safety-lines behind themselves and the shrimps that had misjudged the power of the currents and been swept away. He had gorged on the trout eggs that rolled and tumbled like weighted bubbles along the stream bed in winter. He was almost as long as the heron’s beak was long. His tail and fins had darkened, the spots and smudges on his sides had faded. The young salmon was silver and sleek and ready for the sea.


About the time Tony Chadwick got back from Hollywood and heard about the development, the young salmon began to back downstream. The trout that owned the Otter Stone saw the salmon coming and watched him. She saw the fish keep to the edge of the space she owned because he had seen her, saw him drift alongside the roots of the water crowfoot plant that grew towards the centre of the stream and then saw him whirl suddenly away. All of this time the trout took no action because she could see that the young salmon was only a young salmon and was just passing through.


The young salmon travelled for a long time before resting. He passed the mouth of the Tussock Stream where the otter was hunting. He escaped by a fin’s breadth when the pike near the willow made a late lunge. He did not see the heron that stood coiled as a springwire near the shingle banks but that could not reach him because he was too far away.


All through the time Tony Chadwick was getting more and more angry about the implications of the development for the house he had just built in the Broadchalk Valley and SAVE was finalising its publicity plan, the young salmon was edging downstream, threading his way around large fish wherever he could, pausing to feed in the places held by the smaller fish when the opportunity came.


By the time the Department of Transport and Industry had given the Inspector his final briefing on the details of the inquiry, the young salmon had reached the low, planked bridge on Longate.


By the time Tony Chadwick had insisted on giving his services for nothing and SAVE was expressing its delight at having such a famous film director on its side, the young salmon had swum past the rushes beyond the low bridge and was resting near the sycamore where the stream met the river.


On the day Tony Chadwick started shooting the publicity video that would show just what the development would do to the nation’s countryside and heritage and as it happened his new house, the young salmon tasted a new taste and smelled a new smell and picked up the ocean’s call.


The young salmon felt the soft braids that held him beginning to loosen and fall away while the chairs in the village hall at Stinston were being set out for the inquiry. It was as Tony Chadwick’s aircraft was roaring down the runway to start the flight back to Hollywood that the young salmon turned his tail to the stream and entered the river. It was as the aircraft was lifting its nose towards the wide blue yonder that the young salmon turned his head towards the sea.

















Year 1, May





the old man sat for a long time after his son had left the room. He stared into the middle distance, focusing on nothing. The long-case clock ticked and tocked, measuring out the silence. It was not until the sound of the car had faded and his son was on his way back to college that the old man hauled himself to his feet and pulled on his jacket and went out.


The old man did not see the moss that covered the loose tiles or the paint that was peeling from the kitchen door. The hinge on the yard gate had been broken so long he scarcely noticed the creak it made. It was only when he had cleared the top of Foremeadow and reached the old, planked bridge that he stopped and looked around and took notice.


After all these years – all these generations, because the place was in his bones – the valley was still his escape. He loved it. He needed it. The peace of the place seemed to pass through him like ether.


What a difference a generation made. His son had always been that way, even as a boy. For all the hours they had spent together, for all the times he had taken the boy on walks and shown him the secrets, his son had shown no interest in the beauty of the woods or the old meadows or the stream or the ditches full of kingcups and flag iris. He had never once gone on his own to look at the salmon, though they were the biggest secret of all. He had never once sat by the water and watched the great mayflies hatching and filling the sky. He wasn’t even interested in the family. Six generations, eight if you counted the Fletcher years, but what his son kept suggesting would sweep the lot away. Some day it would happen, he supposed, but over his dead body.


Even as the old man walked and thought, the first mayfly nymphs were swimming from their burrows in the stream bed to the surface to hatch. Before the old man had reached the gate leading back into the yard the little trout that had hatched from the gravels had arrived in the Cattle Drink. The old man could not have closed the door behind him before the publicity video Tony Chadwick had made for SAVE was being run on local television, partly because the inquiry had just opened but mostly because it was Chadwick who had made it.


The old man could not have been in his chair and worrying about his son again for more than a few minutes before the President of Cogent Electronics was picking up the telephone in Massachusetts and hearing for the first time of the crisis in Milan.



















Year 1, June





a little grew in the stream every summer. It always began secretly in the slowest, shallow water where a little had clung on through the previous winter; always the tiny, cylindrical cells growing end to end so that eventually they formed strands long enough for the naked eye to see; by summer lengthening and dividing until each single strand looked like a long, frayed thread and many strands together looked like clumps of green hair.


When Simon Goode, the biologist, was telling the inquiry about the possible dangers to the Broadchalk River and even the Clearwater if the development went ahead, he mentioned ‘algae’. When the Inspector stopped him and asked if that was the kind of thing most people knew of as ‘blanket weed’, Goode said yes, that kind of thing, though some people called it chokeweed because when it grew over anything it seemed to choke it and kill it.


A little chokeweed always grew in the sheltered water behind the island. Most years there was a little on the insides of the three bends where the water was shallow as well as slow. There was some every year in each of the three small streams and in the long, open stretch beside Longate where there were fewer trees to shade out the sun.


It rarely spread further. It was as though the law of continuing kept reminding the long, tubular cells that they needed warm water to thrive in and that the stream was cool. It was as though the law of continuing kept reminding the weed it needed slow water to thrive in and that the stream ran fast. It was almost as if the chokeweed knew it would need more sunlight to achieve its potential and that the law of continuing was holding cloud and sun in some pre-ordained balance to deny it.


There had been a few years when the chokeweed had thrived. The old man could remember one year when it had covered all the stream bed along Longate and from the bottom of the island to almost as far as the falls and when it had choked the Oak Stream and the Barn Stream completely. In that year it had grown so quickly that the old man had sworn he could see it growing. That was the year when the plants that liked slow water had also grown beyond remembering because the rains had not come for two winters in a row, but that had been in his youth.


On the day when the first salmon of the year nosed into the stream on its way back from the sea, about the time the old man was looking through his bank statements again and Peter Althorpe of One Earth was trying to fix a meeting with his old friend the Minister, the strands of chokeweed that had grown almost as far downstream from the island as the piece of ancient tiling, stopped growing. It was that day which came every year when the law of continuing seemed to caution the long cells and say that thus far was far enough.


The longest thread of chokeweed was almost touching the front of the ancient tile when it was stopped. The chokeweed was stopped near there, most years.
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