

[image: ]








[image: alt]

















 


Praise for Stone Cradle:  
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‘A beautifully written family saga.’ The Times
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‘Doughty’s novel convincingly brings to life the complexities of life for a family of travellers … Doughty based much of the story upon events from her own family history. a gripping, harrowing and moving saga.’ Scotland on Sunday


‘An evocative novel that paints a vivid portrait of three generations of a family and the ties that bind them.’ Red
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For Nathalie and Anna

























If foky ken jins bute,


Má sal at lende;


For sore mush jins chomany


That tute kek jins.


 


Whatever ignorance men may show,


From none disdainful turn;


For every one doth something know


Which you have yet to learn.


 


traditional rhyme


from Romano Lavo-Lil


by George Borrow

























PROLOGUE


Peterborough – 1949





An autumn funeral, orange and black: it is November. Sunlight strikes the gas tower behind Wellington Street and makes the huge, corroded cylinder glow as if on fire. The iron walkway wrapped about it stands out in sharp relief, a stairway leading nowhere but around. Purgatory has come to Peterborough.


Lijah Smith, about to bury his mother, stares at the gas tower as the undertakers bring the small coffin from the house. He is standing on the pavement, next to the hearse, chewing tobacco and enjoying the twitching of the neighbours’ curtains. Only Mrs Martin from number sixty-three has come out onto the pavement to stare honestly. Her husband worked at the Horse Repository before the war and Lijah knows them both. He nods to her. She nods back. He sees she has put on her best shoes and guesses by the way she is standing that they discomfort her.


There are four pallbearers but Lijah’s mother is so tiny and light that one of them could have managed the coffin crossways in his arms. Two of the four place their end of the coffin onto the hearse, then step back to allow the others to slide it home. They turn their backs on Lijah and gather for a whispered conversation. Lijah guesses that the man in charge has decided he doesn’t need them all.


Something changes hands between the men and two of them turn and bow, then stride off down the road. The chief undertaker steps forward and holds open the door for Lijah to climb into the rear seat of the hearse. Lijah turns and lifts the lid of his mother’s dustbin, spits his tobacco into it and replaces the lid. He settles his cap on his head and shakes out the cuffs of his shirt. Before he gets in, he leans sideways on one foot. The coffin inside the hearse provides a surface so that he is able to see himself mirrored in the long window. He checks to see if the oiled kiss-curl that he plasters to his forehead each morning is still in place. He licks a finger and adjusts the curve of the curl, then turns back to the open door in time to see the two undertakers exchange a look.


‘Righto, gentlemen,’ Lijah says with pride, and steps into the hearse. For what he knows will be the first and last time in his life, he watches as a man – bought and paid for – bows and closes a car door after him.


It seems a shame to waste any of the plump black seating, so Lijah sits dead centre and leans back with his arms resting across the top of the banquette. As the hearse pulls away, he moves forward and taps on the sliding window. The undertaker in the passenger seat opens it. Lijah shuffles forward further and says, ‘We are going up Eastfield, aren’t we? We’re not taking the back route?’


‘Not unless you wish, sir.’


‘Eastfield, right enough.’


‘Of course, sir.’


The man has only just slid the window back into position when Lijah taps again.


‘Yes, sir?’ The man’s voice has become exaggeratedly respectful.


‘Nice and slow, like.’


‘Of course, sir.’


‘No, I mean, even slower than usual.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The man slides the window back and Lijah sees him mutter to the driver. Lijah had glue-ear for two years as a boy and has never lost his talent for lip reading. The man is saying, ‘Bloody Norah, any slower, we’ll be going backwards.’


Lijah sits back with a smile of satisfaction. They pass the Corporation Depot and turn into the main road.


 


The service is brief. Lijah is the sole mourner. Soon, they are outside again in the cold sunshine. The ochre-coloured tiles on the houses opposite the church look soft and textured in the light – two crows sit on a chimney pot. It is an autumn funeral, orange and black.


 


The hearse turns slowly into Eastfield Cemetery and proceeds along a wide path. Lijah knows this cemetery well. They are returning to the plot where his wife Rose was buried twenty years ago. The grave has been re-opened and Lijah is going to put his mother on top of his wife.


A new plot on the far side of the cemetery would have cost twelve pounds. Opening up an old one can be done for eight. The car was three pounds six shillings, counting petrol. Lijah offered to bring his own, but they weren’t having it.


The vicar is no longer with them, which suits Lijah fine. His mother would not have wanted all that ashes to ashes nonsense. Lijah watches as the two undertakers slide the coffin out of the car and place it on top of the sheeting laid ready on the ground beside the open grave. You motored, Dei, Lijah says to himself, feeling a tickle of emotion inside him for the first time. You motored all the way up Eastfield Road, nice and slow, just like I promised you.


He steps up to the grave and looks down into it. He peers, trying to see what might be seeable after twenty years: the ant-riddled wood of the coffin lid? Rose’s skull staring up at him, soil-filled sockets for eyes? The very image of death: he half fears and half desires it, for then he will be able to say to himself that he has seen it, and it is nothing.


All he sees is earth: dark earth. They mun’t dig right down when they open it up again, he thinks. Well, I suppose that’s just as well. Poor Rose. It was a very different funeral for her. No motor for his Rosie – they still used the horse-drawn bier twenty years ago, the crowd trailing behind on foot, led by Lijah and their three daughters sobbing fulsomely, and Dan all stiff and silent – but no Bartholomew, just a big hole in the air where Bartholomew should have been.


He broke his mother’s heart that boy, Lijah thinks to himself. What was left of it, that is. Lijah scratches his right ear.


He realises that the undertakers and the gravedigger are waiting for him, so he gives the nod and the men lift the coffin up on the sheet and lower it down into the grave. They stand back with their heads bowed.


Lijah is suddenly angered by their solemnity. Have they not realised that this is a job to be done, without their foolish sentiment? He waves an arm to indicate they can go, for all he cares. He and the gravedigger can finish the job. He steps back onto the path and lifts a hand to his waistcoat pocket, fishing out his tobacco.


The head undertaker approaches tentatively and says, ‘Would sir like to call in at the office later, to conclude arrangements?’ Lijah still owes them six pounds.


‘I’ll settle here and now, thanks very much. Your job’s done, young fella.’ He unbuttons his jacket and waistcoat so that he can reach his second waistcoat, the one underneath, where he keeps his wallet.


The undertaker is clearly relieved. ‘Oh, very good, sir … Cigarette?’ He reaches into his trouser pocket and withdraws a packet of Capstan.


Lijah smiles. ‘Right you are, then.’


When the undertaker has taken Lijah’s money and lit his cigarette, he lights one for himself, nods towards the grave and says, ‘Don’t normally get mother and daughter buried in the same grave. Spouses, sometimes.’


‘They weren’t,’ says Lijah. ‘It’s my wife in there, and it’s my mother is going in on top.’


The undertaker raises his eyebrows. ‘Close, were they?’


‘In a manner of speaking.’


There is a short pause, then the caretaker murmurs, ‘Can’t say I’d like my mother-in-law on top of me.’


Lijah takes a sideways glance at the man and thinks, I daresay she’d not be too keen on it neither.


The undertaker nods across the cemetery. ‘Still, nice day for it. You were lucky with a bit of sunshine.’


‘Aye, I was that.’


Pleasantries concluded, the two men shake hands. The undertakers climb into the hearse and reverse with some alacrity. As they pull away, they give Lijah a wave.


Lijah is suddenly tired. He sits down on the edge of the path to watch the gravedigger fill in the grave. The gravedigger is an old fella – perhaps even the same one who shovelled the earth on top of Rosie twenty years ago. Is it really so long since she died? A picture comes into his head, unbidden: the children traipsing up the stairs, one by one, to say their goodbyes to their mother – the looks on their faces as they came down. It was a painful death. Stomach cancer. Of the many things they blame me for, I’m surely not to blame for that.


No stomach cancer for his mum. She had stayed tough as old boots until her nineties. Then she had dropped dead without warning in the street, on her way back from the tobacconists. She had outlived her daughter-in-law by two decades.


Were they close? Lijah’s features lift in a grimace at the thought. His mother and his wife had hated each other for nigh-on thirty years.


The gravedigger pauses to withdraw a handkerchief from his pocket and wipe his face. Then he resumes. The earth is soft, his task noiseless.


Lijah stares across the cemetery. I’ll be here one day. Well at least there’ll be no room for me in there with those two, thank God. They’ll have to dig another hole. Came into the world in a graveyard; leave it in one. In between has been just passing time.


Beyond the grave there is a row of silver birches, their white trunks scarred with black, leaves mostly fallen. The oaks are still shedding slowly, unwilling to acknowledge the coming winter. The grave on the right of Rosie’s is a beautiful piece of black marble. Bet that cost a bob or two. A scattering of orange leaves lies over it, looking just right.


The sun disappears. The cemetery is cold.


Dei, in my deari Duvvel’s tan. Eh, mandi? The kitchema, that’s all I’m good for, Dei. You always said as much. Ne ken, never has been. Lijah sniffs loudly and wipes his eyes with the back of his hand. The gravedigger glances up, then bends back to his work.


The gravestones that stretch to the left are all carved of stone. Peculiar how many are in the shape of books, Lijah thinks: open books – must have been fashionable once – all open in the middle. That’s wrong for a start. They should be at the final page. The stone adjacent to Rosie’s grave has a husband and wife in it. He can just make out the carved lettering. Resting, it says at the top, then underneath the names and dates. Reunited, it says at the bottom.


Resting. Reunited. There’s a laugh.


An autumn funeral – right somehow. I’d like to go in the autumn, he thinks. He rises and brushes the seat of his trousers. The grass is damp. Lijah checks his watch. Time to raise a glass to his mother’s memory at The Ghost Pig. He remembers what Rosie said she said to her, that time she turned up to live with them in Cambridge. You’ve married my son, and you’ll sup sorrow by the spoonful ’til the day you die.


Lijah tips the gravedigger and strides down the path. Over the nearby fence, he can see they are building another housing estate, across Newark Hill. New houses are springing up like crocuses these days. Peterborough is blooming. It will be one vast suburb, soon. Behind the bar at the pub, they have an unopened bottle of single malt. She was worth a large one, was his mother. Clementina. Lemmy. Lem. 
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Clementina

























CHAPTER 1





Elijah Smith was born in the graveyard of the church at Werrington, a village in the Soke of Peterborough. I can tell you this for certain, as I am his mother and so was there at the time.


It was a wild winter, dordy, yes. I’ve never forgot how bad it was. Me and my mother and father were staying in this cottage, for a bit, in the corner of the graveyard. Well, I call it a cottage – it was but one room with a little range and a dirt floor and an alcove for firewood, which was where I slept.


When my pains started, my mother wasn’t there. She had gone to the Markestede and wasn’t expected back ’til late – it was Wednesday and Werrington was the carrier-cart’s last drop-off on a Wednesday. I had no idea when the baby might be due, being only a young ’un and not knowing much about those things. So there was no question as to my mother not going to market that day. It could’ve been another two months for all I knew.


At first I thought maybe I’d had too much fried bread at teatime. I had a wild hunger on me when I was carrying and would eat until I couldn’t sit down any more. So there I was in the cottage, wiping down the little range, with my father sitting in the far corner, snoozing ’neath the lantern. It was dark outside. I’d been feeling peculiar ever since we’d ate and was swaying a little as I worked the cloth, rocking back and forth on my feet, which seemed to help. I didn’t feel tired, though, not at all. I felt as though I could scrub that range ’til I could see my face in it.


I had just finished the surround of the hot-plate when it came, out of nowhere. It was as if the pain inside me had been like a few pebbles in the bottom of a washing bucket, swooshing around in lots of water, then suddenly all the pebbles gathered up into a rock which punched the side of the bucket, the inside of me, that is, and suddenly I knew there was a rock inside me and it was dragging down, down, on its way out.


There was no time to finish my cleaning. I dropped the cloth into the bucket next to the range and grabbed my shawl from the chair behind me. Thank God Dadus was asleep. I made it outside before I disgraced myself. I dropped on all fours and cried out.


I knew I had to get round the back, out of sight, in case my Dadus woke and came to look for me. I had a few minutes to crawl on all fours before it came again, aieeee… Luckily, it was windy and my Dadus was a sound sleeper. A few more yards. By the third time, I was only just behind the cottage but beyond caring who might hear or see me. The ground was damp, so I crawled to a flat gravestone and crouched down low over it, on all fours, gripping its sides. The pain came again, uurrrr… This time, a different sound. I was bellowing like a cow and pushing, inside. Then it eased.


In the short space it gave me before the next wave, I turned on my side and pulled my skirts up. I wasn’t frightened. I wasn’t anything but strong. I still remember that. The feeling of the pain goes away – nature’s way of trying to fool you into doing it again – but I have never forgot how determined I was. Every bit of me was up for doing one thing. My baby was coming.




*





He was trouble from the beginning, was Lijah. I know how people like to say how it was growing up without a father but he had fathers right enough, had them coming out his ears by the time I’d finished with him. No, he was a right bugger from the start.




*





We were not cottage-dwellers by nature at that time, oh no. When I fell pregnant with Lijah, we were living in our wagon on the green, alongside the others. There were four families altogether. There was my cousins, and some other Smiths they knew, and the Greys with the husband as fat as a pig who took the bed-box all to himself and made his wife sleep on the grass outside with her eight young ’uns. We weren’t keen on them, the Greys, but Redeemus Grey was good at finding work and so we’d found it advantageous to stay with them. There’s something ironic.


The villagers hadn’t bothered us much, so we were quite surprised when the Constabulary came over. They took their hats off, all polite like, and said there’d been a vote or something at the Council and we had to go, and that’s when my Dadus kicked up a bit of a fuss, pointing at me and my belly.


Eventually, the vicar showed up and said there was a cottage at the bottom of his cemetery we could have, just the one room like. Of course, what Dadus was most worried about was our vardo, but after a bit of talk, the vicar said, ‘What if we say your wagon may be parked safely behind the vicarage?’ There was even a field for the horse.


So for all the trouble that belly got me into, it got me and Dei and Dadus moved into a cottage in a graveyard.




*





The others went off, which was just as well. Things had been difficult since I’d started showing. Even before then, everyone knew certain things, and no one was saying anything, and in a little camp like ours there was no getting away from the badness of that.


I’ve seen girls in my kind of trouble put out to walk the highway on their own, but my mother and father stuck by me. Dadus was mad as a bear when Dei first told him, mind you, and called me every name under the sun. But I was his daughter, and he was damned if any other so-and-so was going to call me names as well. So they made it clear, without saying anything to anyone. Yes, their daughter was going to have a baby and, no, there was no husband within a hundred mile, but that was our problem and nobody else’s and anyone who didn’t like it could take it up with my Dadus.


My Dadus was like that, soft and hard at the same time. I think it’s called being a good man.




*





I know rightly what you’re wondering. It’s what everyone wonders in a story like mine. What was the fella what done it? Who was Lijah’s father? Well, you might ask …




*





When you have a babby yourself, you look at your own mother and father in a different light. My Dei was a small woman, even smaller than me, and I remember staring at her as I was nursing Lijah one day and thinking, I can’t believe she did what I did – four times, in total. There was a boy who died firstly, then a girl who was an idiot and they had to give her to the asylum, then me, then another little boy who died when I was small. Four times my Dei did what I did on that gravestone, and only one child to show for it.


My Dei, she was the kind of woman who kept all her suffering locked up inside herself. I never heard her complain once about anything. She had very fine wrists, delicately boned they were, and well-kept hands like a lady. She used to keep a little brass tub with oil in it, which she perfumed with lavender and rubbed into her hands at night before she went to sleep. She took such good care of her hands you might think she was a fine lady or something, instead of a Travelling woman who worked from dawn to dusk her whole life: beautiful hands, but as strong as you like.


I lay on that gravestone after Lijah was born, with him tucked inside my blouse for warmth and the mess that came with him all around me – and I knew that for all the hardness of our stone cradle, all I had to do was wait until my Dei got to me and everything would be all right, and it was.


Four times, my Dei did it, and I knew she carried the ghosts of her three lost babies around with her always, like shadows inside, but she never mentioned them.


After Lijah I knew in my bones that whatever fell upon me in the years to come, I’d never be doing it again. Taken from the outside, then taken from the inside – that was enough for me. I wanted life to be nicer than that.




*





The vicar must have said something in his church when Lijah was born as for a short while his parishioners left meat pies on our doorstep. I can tell you that was the first time such a thing had ever happened to us, then or since. Dordy, it was a bitter winter. I stayed inside nursing my new babby and it was like the world outside had stopped and gone cold and dark because there was no point in it being otherwise until my Lijah was ready to step into it.


But after a while, the pies had stopped coming and we ran out of coal. We had all felt such a wild happiness, the first few weeks. Then the realness of Lijah being with us and no pies and no coal sank in and the tiredness which I hadn’t minded ’til then started to get a bit much and I thought how I had never been inside anywhere as much as I was then. It’s a bad time to have a baby, that time of year. Isn’t natural. All else calves in the spring.


One morning, Dei said, ‘It’s Sunday, now Father why don’t you take me out on that horse round the villages? We need coal for that babby.’


Dadus replied, ‘It’s a mean winter, Mother, no one’ll give us so much as cup of water even it being a Sunday.’


And Dei said, ‘We’ll take the babby then they’ll have to.’


I loved listening to them talking about my baby like that, arguing about what was best for him. I loved the fact that they loved him like I did, that he was parcelled up with love.


I did think my Dadus was right, though, so I said, ‘No, Dei, it’s too cold outside.’


‘Give him a good feed,’ she said, ‘And I’ll wrap him tight and he’ll sleep the whole way round.’


I didn’t like the thought of my Lijah going door-to-door so tiny but he’d been up half the night and I knew she was right about him sleeping if I gave him a bellyful. And I must admit I did think that I could crawl under the blankets and sleep a bit myself as I was still mocadi, you know, Unclean, and Dei wasn’t letting me cook or tidy or anything.


‘You stay wrapped up and we’ll be back before you know it,’ said Dei.


As soon as they were gone, I settled down on my straw mattress all ready to sleep the whole morning, thinking how, in fact, it was a lovely thing to have a few hours to myself for the first time since Lijah was born. I was going to sleep like a log, I told myself.


I should’ve known.


I couldn’t get comfortable. I was so used to Lijah next to me, it seemed strange to be able to move around on the mattress how I liked. Then I started to think of Lijah and wonder if he was all right and think how maybe I shouldn’t have let Dei take him after all and that was a mistake. There was no sleeping then. And even though I’d given him a big feed from both sides before they left, I felt full of milk for him straightaway, and sore, and one side of me seemed a bit hot and hard and Dei had said if you ever get hot and hard you’ve got to feed him until it’s clear otherwise you get a fever. I started to sweat just thinking of it, and I leaked a little which made my blouse damp and I knew I’d never get to sleep then.


I started to imagine all sorts of things happening to Lijah. I thought of Dadus being careless and cantering and Dei falling from the horse. I thought of some gorjer housewife taking a stick to them and not realising there was a newborn babby in my Dei’s arms. What if he needed a feed while they were out? Be quiet, you fool, you fed ’im right enough. He’ll sleep the whole way round the Soke. I rolled over and pulled the eider round my ears, closing my eyes.


We’d had dogs set on us often enough. My son would make a tasty morsel for some old rangy hound.


Soon I was up and out of bed and wrapping a shawl around my shoulders. I knew I couldn’t tarry in the cottage. I would go mad with it.




*





Well, it was far too cold to wander round the village like a bedlamite. So even though it wasn’t wise, there was really only one place I could go.


It was back in the summer that I had first got into the habit of sneaking into the church services. I can’t really say why I started doing it, except I was troubled in my head at that time, for obvious reasons, and it made me feel a bit better. Even before we got given the cottage, we had had some dealings with the vicar who had been good to us. He was a handsome man, tall and straight, white-haired he was, and a kind of peace came over me when I sat there. I suppose it was the only time when I was not with someone else or running errands or some such. It was the only time I could sit and think about things. It is not really done to just sit and think when you’re a Traveller, especially a biti chai like me. Thinking doesn’t get a fire built, nor catch a rabbit to stick on top of it.


I hadn’t been inside the church since Lijah was born, so I felt a little strange as I crossed the cemetery, even though I could hear the service was well under way and knew how to get in without being spotted. I never used the main entrance – the iron door-latch clanged up and down like anything – but there was a little side door that pushed open right easy, so I could sneak down the side and sit at the back, where nobody could see me. From that position, I could watch the gorjers being holy.


I crept to my place, at the end of an empty pew, tucked away behind a pillar. Nobody paid any mind to me. They were all on their feet singing away and a right racket they were making.








Oh, the blood of Jesus,


Oh, the blood of Jesus,


Oh, the blood of Jesus


Cleanses white as snow.







Oh, the blood of Jesus,


Oh, the blood of Jesus,


Oh, the blood of Jesus,


Yes, it cleanses white as snow.











I closed my eyes and listened, and I thought how the hymns always seemed to be on about blood, and it made me think of the blood when Lijah was born and how it seemed clean blood in spite of all the other muck because this beautiful, new thing was coming through the middle of it. And I felt sad, all of a sudden, about how beautiful and new Lijah was, and me being so dirty and sinful, there in the church, and how he deserved a better mother than me. The mud, the coin, the buckle pressed against my cheek. And I found myself wishing things could be different for him, and perhaps he would have been better off if I’d left him on the vicar’s doorstep, for what had he got to look forward to with the life we led? It must have been the lack of sleep made me think like that, for I’m not usually the type to fall to thinking on myself.


The vicar had started his sermon. I listened with my eyes closed, letting the words float about me. When I felt a bit better I opened them and sat up. It was a small church. I couldn’t see the pulpit but I could hear him all right. He had a lovely voice, did that vicar. I’ve long forgot his name but I’ve remembered his voice: deep and soft, like he was going to be good to you.


‘And so, good members of this parish,’ he was saying, ‘we must never forget that in our own lands we too have a heathen tribe among us …’ It was something like that. ‘Long may we dwell upon the vile hordes that afflict the Holy Land. For it is easier, is it not, to look at our neighbour’s garden and see the weeds and bitter fruit therein than to contemplate our own dandelions?’


He’s got a lovely voice but he doesn’t half talk a load of blether, I thought to myself, giving a huge yawn and leaning against the pillar. The villagers were restless, too. I could hear them shuffling, up at the front. From where I sat, I could make out the Freemans. I could not see Thomas among them. I felt a sudden yearning for the life of a maiden, the life I had had before Lijah had befallen me, and left me a woman who would always be a mother of a bastard child whatever else happened. Thomas Freeman would sooner spit at me in the street than smile at me now, I thought. How smug his family would feel; how right in their judgement of me.


‘And so I come to the matter in hand …’ the vicar continued. How warm his voice is, I thought, and closed my eyes, ‘… our very own degraded heathens. I speak, of course, of the road-side Arabs, the gipsies.’


My eyes snapped open.


‘As you will all know, I consider myself something of an expert on this unfortunate race, as we have in our very own churchyard here our own examples, among whom an innocent child has been born. As I was saying last week …’


Later, I decided that it was that particular phrase that hurt me more than anything. As I was saying last week … It was not just bad luck for me to have wandered in there that morning and hear him talk of us in such a way, oh no. He did it all the time.


‘…it is the fate of these unfortunate children which most nearly concerns me, and the charitable trust I advise. Are we really prepared to cast them into the yawning jaws of hell?’ And here, his voice rang like a bell. ‘No, my good Christian fellows!’ At this point, he must have leaned forward or pointed his finger or something, for there was a hush in the church that told me people were actually listening to him. I held my breath. I would have to wait until the next hymn before I crept out, for what should I do if anyone noticed me here?


His voice went back to normal. ‘And so I come to the purpose of today’s collection. You all know well, my friends, my abiding interest in the education of our youth. Before too long, I can report, I will be travelling to the Great Halls of Westminster to give evidence on the necessity of compulsion when it comes to the children of rogues and vagabonds. A truly evangelical mission to raise the monies necessary! As our good Lord himself said when he came upon …’


He was back to the Lord, but I did not need to hear any more. As I was saying last week … How long had he been making these plans? He was probably eyeing up my fat belly before Lijah even popped out of it. All the stories Dei and Dadus had told me about gorjers stealing our children – I’d always thought it was something grown-ups said just to frighten children into being good. As I was saying last week … How long had we got?


I was sweating. It happened when my dugs were full of milk. The back of my neck prickled with it, then felt cold. I was dizzy and leaned against the stone pillar, turning my face to it to cool it. Where had my mother and father taken Lijah? When would they be back? I wanted to be back inside the cottage, but my legs felt weak and I did not trust myself to stand. If I tried to leave now, and fell down, then I would be discovered. My only hope was to wait until they were singing like a bunch of crows and slip out the way I had come. I wanted my son. I wanted to hold him and hold him and whisper to him that no matter how bad things got for us I would never, never give him over to the gorjers.
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Dei said that by the time they got back to the cottage I was raving like a lunatic. I had our things all packed and bundled up. They’d only just got in the door when I was sobbing how the vicar was going to come and steal our babby and make him live with a gorjer family and go to school and be turned into a little gorjer boy. And that’s how come we took to the road again, in the middle of the winter, all unprepared and with no proper plan in mind. We upped and left that very morning and I have never since ceased to blame myself for what happened as a consequence.


Lijah knew nothing of what was going on, of course. My innocent son was but a few weeks old.


Yes, well, like I said, he was trouble from the start.



















CHAPTER 2





If there is one thing I have always been afraid of, it is being shut away. I am so afraid of it that thinking of it makes me go almost mad. And then I fall to reasoning how that’s what madness is. It is like you’re shutting yourself up, inside yourself, and the more frightened you get the madder you get and the madder you get the more afeared you are. And there is something round and round about this that makes me want to put my hands over my ears and shut my eyes – to shut myself away from the thought of being shut away. And then I see all too easy how a person could fall to screaming for no reason. It is like all the bad things in your life start spinning round and round you until they are like a wall you can’t see past, and then you are finished, oh dordy, you are finished right enough. Not to think on’t, is the only way.


My Lijah, when he was an old man and me even older and still around to see it, was fond of trapping wasps in jam jars and tapping the jar and shouting garn wi’d yer! and laughing and would never understand why it upset me so. We were living together then, in our little house in Peterborough, him an old widower, and me an even older widow. I could never sleep unless the door was propped open. I used a conch shell that I made shiny with shoe polish. And Lijah always said how it was all those years of Travelling made me not like closed doors and I never told him it was more than that.


I have thought on my fear of being shut away and happened across two reasons for it. (Living for as long as I have gives you the time to come up with the reasons for almost anything.) One is the thing that happened when we took to the road that winter. We would never have done such a foolish thing were it not for my ravings after I heard the vicar’s sermon, and I have cursed for ever since that I had the bad luck to go into the church that day and listen when I was not quite of my right mind anyway, being a nursing girl and therefore sorry in the head. It was losing my wits that Sunday in Werrington that led to the awful thing that happened as we crossed the Fens, the thing that took Dei from us.


The other reason is, I met a madman once, a real one, and the meeting of him left such an impression on me that it is the thing I remember mostly from my childhood.




*





I am not sure how old I was, seven or eight or nine, thereabouts. The years of things are difficult for me to recall as I had no reading or writing and do not know even the year in which I was born.


Anyroad, when I was nobbut a little chai, Dadus sent me across the fields one day to see if I could find the tents where my cousins were camped. We were stopped at a big camp at Stibbington and were expecting them to join us, when we were all going down to Corby for the Onion Fair. After a day or two and they had not come, a cattle drover passed by that Dadus was friendly with and he told him there were bender tents over at Yarwell.


‘Lemmy,’ my Dadus says to me, ‘Go over the fields and see if it’s your cousins, and if it’s not, asks them whereabouts they’ve been and if they’ve news of them.’ He was thinking we might have to put the word out we had gone to Corby. The folk we were stopped with wouldn’t tarry.


So I set off across the fields and I was happy as a little lark because it had got me out of butter.


We had the use of a milch cow at that time, a fine roan-coloured one, as I remember, and Dei was making butter that day. It took sixteen buckets of water for each churning and guess who had to fetch them sixteen buckets from the village well?


I was halfway there when I realised I had the carrot in my apron pocket. This was unfortunate.


We had finished off the carrots last night, when we had had dumplings and a bit of warmed-up gravy. As she dished up, Dei had passed me a piece of carrot and said, ‘Put that in your pocket and keep it safe, it’s for the butter.’ You got a much better yellow with a bit of carrot added. I had forgotten all about it in my haste to get off and now I did not know what to do. Dei would be wanting that piece of carrot for the churning. I stopped and looked behind me. I had gone so far it was a bit late to turn back.


I was stood in the middle of the field. It was one of those fields that had a rise to it, as if the earth was breathing. I was right on the top of the rise and could see in all directions: the dip and lift of the world around me, distant trees looking grey and green and smoky and not a soul in sight. Before me, the ridges and furrows of the fallow earth tumbled and clambered. If I stopped still, then rocked on my heels, it looked as if the field was moving. It was a warm day, but with a breeze, a lovely day for walking to try and find your cousins. I looked up at the sky, closing my eyes to squint at the sun, as if there might be answers up there and something should happen to tell me whether to go on or go back.


I usually find that if you ask the sky to tell you something, it answers back, sharpish.


I had just dropped my gaze from the sky when I saw it. In the near distance, something was moving against the hedge. At first, I thought my sight was maybe a little squinty on account of the sun, so I closed my eyes and opened them again. I was right, something was moving to and fro in the hedge no more than thirty yards ahead of me.


At this I began to feel a little afraid, as I could tell it was an animal of some sort, yet it was too large for a dog, too small for a cow and too nimble for a sheep.


A terrible thought came to me. What if it was Bafedo Bawlo, the Ghost Pig? (That is the thing I am most afeared of next to being locked up and will tell you about some other time.)


Whatever it was, it was moving restlessly from side to side along the hedge, as if it was looking for something in the undergrowth. I thought maybe I should just turn and run but whatever it was must be able to see me plain as I was standing right there in the centre of an empty field and I reckoned most animals could probably catch me in a chase. I did not want to approach it, neither, so I took a middle course and started to walk to the corner of the field that was to its right. This way I was a-signalling that I was no threat to it but was not afraid of it neither.


Then a heart-stopping thing happened. It started to lollop alongside the hedge so that it would catch up with me at the corner. I stopped dead in my tracks and looked around but there was no help for miles around and I knew I must find out what this thing was. So I walked calmly, keeping my eyes on it, until after a few paces it became the shape of a man.


I say a man: it was as much beast as man. It was on all fours, but crouching on its haunches and using its knuckles to walk itself along. It was dressed in a shabby shirt and trousers of the same colour, which should have warned me of something. It had no shoes upon its feet and there was soil in its beard and on its hat. It was nothing but a tramp, a poor, filthy mumper come on hard times, and I did my best to take pity on it as I approached while wanting nothing to do with it if I could.


It was clear that the mumper was determined to speak with me, but men as I neared him he crouched down and flopped both arms over his head and shoulders, as if to protect himself from a beating. I stopped and stared at him. He raised his head suddenly and I saw his face.


He was an old man. His eyes were big and watery – the lines on his face dark grooves. He had a few days’ growth of beard that was grey. It was the face of someone in great pain.


We stared at each other for a while, then he threw his head back and gave a short bark of a laugh. This startled me and I went to continue on but he held out his hand and said pleadingly, ‘No, child, child, stay a minute.’


I stopped and we stared at each other again. ‘Pray, child, tell me,’ he said, ‘are you a member of the sooty crew?’


Who’s he calling sooty? I thought indignantly. Has he looked in a puddle lately?


‘I mean, are you part of the lawless clan? I think you have that look about you, and I cannot tell you what joy that is for me. Are you a child of Tyso, perhaps? You resemble him somewhat. Is he hereabouts?’


At this I began to wonder if he could be a Romani chal, but I could not believe that one of us could ever sink to such a state of degradation. I knew not what to do.


‘I must be on my way, sir, I am expected,’ I said gently, giving a little bob of a curtsey, Lord knows why.


He pointed across the field and said with pride, ‘’Twas in yonder brook I came across a sizeable gudgeon.’ There was no brook anywhere nearby that I could see.


It was at this point I had the misfortune to notice that his trousers were unbuttoned. I gave a start, for I had never seen such a thing on a grown man. A sizeable gudgeon indeed. I was now becoming fearful again because my mother had always told me three things about mad people: they feel neither heat nor cold; they undress themselves at any moment; and they do not realise you are a person at all because they are mad and do not even know what people are.


I realised that the man in front of me was truly mad and so might do anything. He seemed to have forgotten my presence, for he was staring at the earth and muttering, ‘Ah, the marshy fen … the marshy fen …’ Then he fell to saying, ‘Marshy, marshy, marshy …’ as if there was something in the sound of the word that upset him.


There was nothing for it, I bobbed another curtsey, turned on my heel and began walking back the way I had come.


I only realised he was following me as he was almost upon me. I heard his breath close behind and turned on him. He had been running but at once dropped on all floors and bowed his head again.


‘You can’t come home with me, sir,’ I said firmly, although my heart was knocking in my chest. ‘My mother and father would not like it.’ Dei, I’ve come back with the carrot, oh, and I found a lunatic in a field and I’ve brought him back with me, too. I had a sudden image of the lunatic spinning and bumping inside the butter churn.


Then he did something most alarming. He grabbed my hand. He kept his head bowed, though, and said, ‘I am knocked up and foot foundered, Mary. I have walked from Essex. If you do not take me in, I will surely die.’


Well, he’s not one of us, just a common vagrant, I thought, but I can’t leave him in the field. I’ll have to take him back to Dei and Dadus.


‘Come back with me to the place where we are stopped,’ I said, trying to sound as high and mighty as was possible. ‘And you can speak to my father.’


I could think of nothing else to do. I could hardly turn up at my cousin’s tents with a lunatic in tow.


He was good as gold after that, following behind me at a respectful distance, not speaking, only humming to himself now and then.


You should have seen the look on Dei’s face when she saw me walking back towards the camp, my very own lunatic following close behind.
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Later that day, the men held a meeting. There was a big clunch pit on the edge of the camp and they would walk around it to the far side and sit behind the bushes, so that they had their privateness from the rest of the camp. I did something I had never dared to do in my whole life before, or since. I followed my Dadus, at a safe distance, mind, then peeled off and went down into and up the other side of the pit, so’s I could hide behind the bushes and listen to what they said.


It was a wicked thing to do, as I was naught but a girl, and I knew’d if I was caught listening to the men talking the talk I would be beaten to blazes. But I was passionate about the lunatic then, in the same way that my cousin Elias was passionate about the mongrel puppy he had bought off the farmer the week before. The lunatic was a gorjer, that much was certain, but he was my gorjer. I think I had somehow got the idea that I could feed him bread soaked in milk, like Elias did his puppy, and bring him back to health. I think it was due to me not having had any little brothers or sisters and not having enough things to look after. There were plenty of babies in our camp – we were in a big camp then – but there were lots of young girls as well and I only got jobs like cleaning and butter churning and I think I thought I was big enough for more than that.


The meeting was a great disappointment, as they rambled on about men’s stuff – the horses and the metal-working – and I couldn’t for the life of me think why it was always such a big secret when they went off to talk for it’s not as if the rest of us would be interested anyway.


Then it came to my lunatic. My Dadus said how he thought it might be useful to have the mumper around for a bit, as he could be put to work fetching and carrying and how we could leave him when we moved on to Corby. And one of the other men said how my Dadus would have to be responsible and Dadus agreed and that was the end of it.


And before they had finished talking I slithered back down into the clunch pit and scrambled up the other side and got my clothes all chalky but I didn’t care as I ran back to our camp across the fields because I couldn’t wait to see my lunatic.


And so it was, the very next day, I had him carrying sixteen buckets of water to and from the well, while I walked behind him. And he was as quiet and biddable as a lamb, and the other girls crowded round me asking me how I had tamed him so quick and I could see in their eyes that they were right jealous and wanted to go out in the fields and get their own lunatic.


I was only a biti chai, otherwise I would have realised that someone in the village would have seen him going to and from the well with me and said something to someone else.


That evening, I took my lunatic a plate of potatoes and a cup of buttermilk. He was sitting on the edge of the camp, cross-legged, seeming to understand how he mustn’t go too close to anyone’s vardo or interfere with anything. I carried the tin plate over, heaped with potatoes and onions all fried up nice and brown, and a spoon to go with and the cup in the other hand, and he looked up at me with shining eyes as he took it all from me.


I sat down next to him, at a little distance, and watched him feast. He ate and drank with great purpose, like a man who could not think of anything else until it was done.


When he had finished, he put his plate on the grass and looked up at the sky. It was a warm evening. The last of the sun was on his face. He belched, then stared at me. His look made me uncomfortable, so I turned away. When I glanced back at him, he was staring at our camp. The women were all cooking, and smoke rose from the fires and drifted around, hazing everything: evening light, golden. It suddenly came to me, all at once, how good my life was, for I was seeing it through his eyes.


My lunatic gave a sigh. ‘I wish I could die, here and now,’ he said, his voice quite level and normal. ‘For I think there can be no contentment greater than this, the open sky. What is it about potatoes cooked under the sky, do you think? Can it be the summer air gets into them?’


‘My mother used a bit of the fresh butter,’ I said.


‘Ah …’ he said.


I was enjoying this small, normal conversation, and was thinking about asking him some questions about his life and how he came to be a lunatic. Then, suddenly, he started smacking the side of his head with the flat of his hand, as if there was something in the other ear he was trying to dislodge. ‘Gone! Gone! Gone!’ he groaned. I felt a rush of disappointment, for I had persuaded myself that with enough fresh air and potatoes, he might be brought sane, then I would have the pleasure of telling people I had cured a madman once. But I saw my own folly at once.


He muttered into the ground, as if he had forgotten me. Then he lifted his head and glared at me. ‘That blackguard Taylor! I’d like to take a stick and knock his hat off!’ His shook his fist at me, and I rose without a word and ran back to the safety of the camp, leaving his empty plate and spoon on the ground.
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The men came two days later. They entered the camp as gorjers do, marching around like they own the earth and can go anywhere whenever they like. As they strode up to our vardo, the men and boys gathered round, at a discreet distance but watching carefully, in case they had come for one of us. My Dadus raised his hand in a signal that it was naught to bother about, for he knew why they’d come right enough.


The lunatic was sitting cross-legged by our vardo, and my Dadus pointed him out. I thought the men would go and speak to him, but they said not a word. They went over and grabbed him, one arm each, and hauled him to his feet, then dragged him across the camp, to the edge of the common. I ran after them, and Dei and Dadus followed behind.


The lunatic had begun to struggle and whimper like a baby. It wasn’t mad crying out, it was moaning in fear. It was horrible how not-mad it was. As they reached the edge of the common, he broke one arm free and began to flail it about. At this, the men lost their tempers and pushed him face down in the dirt. One sat astride the lunatic’s back and pulled his arms behind him. He cried out in pain, his face pressed to the dirt. The other had a bit of rope and he began to wind it round the lunatic’s wrists to bind them, cursing as he did.


I tugged at Dadus’s sleeve and he understood me right enough. ‘I think you may be gentle with the old fella,’ he said to the men, ‘he was ill when my daughter found him and has not fully recovered. He told her he had walked from Essex.’


One of the men gave an unpleasant, disbelieving sound. ‘Essex, my arse. He’s escaped from Northampton General Lunatic Asylum.’ He stood and hauled my lunatic to his feet. ‘Come on, John,’ he said, ‘that’s the last you’ll be bothering folk for a while.’ His tone was not unkind, more casual, which somehow upset me all the more.


I followed to the start of the lane. Parked by the verge was a small wagon with a flat roof. It was so tiny that the whole of the back of it was the door, and they lifted my lunatic up and into it and it was then he began to cry. They slammed the door shut behind him and bolted it and there was a small barred window in the back and he stared at me through it.


The look he gave me as they pulled the wagon away will stay with me until the day I die.


My Dadus came and rested his hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s what they do with folks that lose their wits,’ he said gently. ‘They are chained up and beaten like dogs and the more they howl the more witless they are thought to be.’ He shook his head and then turned back to the camp.


I realised I was crying too and wiped my face with the back of my sleeve. My mother came and gave me a gentle cuff about the head. ‘Here,’ she said, and thrust a handkerchief at me to wipe my face. ‘That’s how it begins,’ she said, ‘You lose your dignity and next thing, you’re sliding down into the mud.’


I knew she didn’t really mean it, that wiping your face on your sleeve was the beginning of losing yourself and going mad, but I took the point all the same. It didn’t matter what happened to you, how much you were hurt by the world, you must never break down in front of others and let them see, because once you lost your dignity other people thought they owned you. They thought they could push you into a tiny wagon no bigger than a dog kennel and you had no right to mind. I’ve never forgotten that, although I know that my lunatic had probably forgotten me by the time his little wagon had turned the corner at the bottom of the lane.
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When we left Werrington, that winter when Lijah was just a new babby, we headed straight off Whittlesey way. I felt bad because I knew Dei had liked the cottage in the cemetery, liked being able to cook and clean more easily for a while. Dadus had never been happy there, mind you, and was glad of an excuse to get out. There were ghosts in the ground, he said. Evil spirits.


We took it slow, a few miles a day, as we’d not used the vardo for a while. We were as far as Prior’s Fen when Dadus stopped and said there was a problem with the back axle so we all had to get down. The wind blew down the road and Dei and me huddled round tiny Elijah. Then it began to rain, that freezing, stinging rain which feels as though someone is sticking needles in your face. Dadus told us to go and shelter beneath the oak by the crossroads for we couldn’t go further until he’d moved everything about in the vardo. The weight inside needed shifting, he said. So Dei and me hurried off down the road and the rain came down and down and by the time we got to the oak we were both soaked through and my feet were wet and slipping in their clogs.


We huddled down against the trunk of the oak. It was rough against our backs but the rain made the earth smell warm and at least we were sheltered which was more than Dadus was bending over the vardo’s back axle. Dei was shivering, and I felt worried for her, for I knew she was thinking how we could have all been back in the cottage. It would be dark soon, then we’d have to pull the vardo onto a verge, which is the thing most likely to get you in trouble with the gavvers.


I said, ‘Should we go back to Eye Green, d’you think, Dei?’


Dei said, ‘I’m not keen on the folk at Eye.’


After a while, a farmer rode past on his horse, leather cape over his shoulders. He slowed as he passed by, looked down at us huddled beneath the tree, and spat at our feet. Then he trotted on.


It was near dark by the time Dadus trotted up to us and still raining. ‘I’ve fixed it up enough so’s we can make it to that row of oaks,’ he said, ‘but Dei will have to walk.’


‘I’ll walk,’ I said.


‘Don’t be foolish now,’ said Dei, as she struggled to her feet.


In the end, we all walked, all but Lijah of course, who lay swaddled in a basket inside the vardo, and as I put him in I thought how wonderful to be a little babby and to be wrapped up warm all the time and have nothing to think of. Dadus led the horse, which was starting to shiver, and Dei and I guided the vardo by pushing either side, but it was all we could do to get it round the corner and in the dark we could hardly see the lay-by and we were all soaked to the bone. Dei and I went in first and lit the lantern and took our wet things off and stowed them, then hung the curtain for Dadus. He wasn’t speaking when he finally came in, he was that soaked and cold. And we were all hungry and there was nothing but Dei gave me a last bit of bread and said a nursing girl had to have something inside her. And I must say as Lijah woke and cried to be fed I felt right sorry for myself, for I felt as though everything was wrong but I didn’t know yet how much wronger it was going to be.


We were low on oil, so we shut the lantern as soon as I’d finished feeding His Lordship. There was nothing for it but to bed down and wait until the morning. Dei took down the curtain and hung up our wet things so that the warmth of us would help to dry them in the night. I went to sleep on the floor of the vardo, with Lijah next to me, hearing the clatter of the rain on the roof, which is a sound that has always helped me go to sleep. But there was also the not-so-nice tap-tapping of the drips from our wet clothes that smacked and busted against the polished floorboards, right close to my head. And these two sounds didn’t get along, for all they were both water, and they argued in my head until I went to sleep.
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Lijah woke me at first light, and I fed him. I could tell from the movement of him that he’d dirtied his swaddling things and I had better change him. Dadus and Dei were still unmoving on the bed-box, so I levered myself up gently, with Lijah in the crook of my arm. The box where I kept his clean cloths was in the cabinet beneath where they slept, and it was hard to lift it out one-handed without disturbing them. When I opened the door to go outside, the cold, white light flooded the vardo’s shuttered darkness and I stepped out as quickly and carefully as I could, pulling it to behind me.


The rain had stopped during the night and, although it was chilly, the air was light, and there was that nice feeling you get when a horrible night has ended – like, whatever’s going to happen today’ll be better than yesterday, for certain. The grass was soaking, so I sat on the step and laid Lijah across my knees and unwrapped his swaddling and cleaned him as best and quickly as I could. His little barrel body went blue with the cold and his arms and legs were flung wide and flailing against it. Then I wrapped him up again, hoisted him and tied him to me with my shawl.


I stood holding his dirty things, wondering what to do. I could just go back inside and stow them, but I didn’t know when Dei and me would next have the opportunity to boil some water and wash them out. There are some parts of Travelling with a babby that are not right easy. So’s I thought to myself, I’ll take a walk down the lane and see if there’s a stream nearby.


I had my heavy shawl on, but even so I went quickly. Lijah was awake, and looked up at me with those black eyes of his, as if he was wondering what I had just put him through and what I would do to him next. I talked to him as I walked. ‘You’ve nobbut yourself to blame, amaro chavo. Akai, adoi, atchin tan or duva in the biti drom in a brishenesky cheerus, you’ve to be wiped …’ He gave a squirm, and screwed up his face, as if he wanted to cry but couldn’t quite decide if it was worth the effort. ‘Kushti tikner mush…’ I soothed him.


We’d been down this way before and I had a memory of a ditch with a stream beyond the crossroads. The Fens is like that. You get water almost anywhere. I found it right enough, no more than a trickle, but enough to unfold the swaddlings and lay them flat on the stones beneath the water, weighted down. Dei said how she’d seen babies die of not having their swaddlings changed enough, of how the skin got reddened until it swelled and cracked and the babies got a fever. She thought it dreadful some mothers didn’t realise that – although I have to say my Dei was hard on other mothers as only a woman who has lost three children can be.


I can still remember squatting by that stream, Lijah strapped to my chest, looking up at me with his eyes wide, while I watched the clear water run over the yellow staining of the swaddling clothes. I can remember thinking how it was good to have a mother who told you what was what. How would I have managed Lijah without her there to tell me?


It was the last time I was happy and ignorant like that. Happy, despite the cold. Clear water running. My baby on my chest, dark eyed and knowing everything.


As I was walking back to the lay-by, I saw them, standing by the vardo. There was two of them, one of them holding their horses’ harnesses, the other a-banging on the side of our wagon. ‘Dei! Dadus!’ I shouted in warning. The men heard me and looked round.


I began to run towards them, but I couldn’t go so fast with Lijah strapped to me and the wet swaddling in the crook of one arm. While I was still some yards away, Dadus came down the step, pulling his braces over his shirt. The men turned to him.


I reached them as they were showing Dadus a piece of paper. As I ran up, Dadus glanced at me and said, all cross-sounding. ‘Lem, go inside.’


‘Is it all right, Dadus?’ I whispered.


‘Go inside,’ he said.


Inside our vardo, Dei was pulling on her outer things. Her face was set.


‘Dei, it’s the gavvers …’ said. ‘What do they want?’


‘Same thing they always want,’ said Dei, and I could hear in her voice that, though she was trying to sound casual, she didn’t feel that way at all.


‘Pack stuff up,’ she said, and together we began to roll blankets and stow the eider. Having Lijah strapped to me made me slow and clumsy but he had gone back to sleep and I didn’t want to shift him.


The door opened, and Dadus came in. He stood there for a minute, looking at us.


‘They want my hawking licence,’ he said.


I looked at him, and at Dei, and I knew in that minute that we all had the same stricken look on our faces. Dadus had let his licence run out before Christmas. Joseph Smith, Hawker of licensed goods, Knives, Kettles and Sundry Kitchenware. It cost two pound to renew it, and he said he’d get another when he’d been to the wholesalers at Whittlesey as there was no point ’til then. But Licensed Hawker is what he called himself, and the gavvers wanted the proof.


‘Show them the old one,’ said Dei. She lifted the lid to the high chest.


‘I’ll ask them if you can stay here, at least,’ he said, and went out again.


I looked at Dei. At least?
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Turned out it was more trouble than it was worth, apprehending us. I heard one say it to the other, as they hitched our vardo to the horse. They had to send for a cart from Eye for us and all our things, on account of the back axle. Then they took us to Whittlesey and we spent the night in the vardo in the yard and they fed us quite well with a sort of stew. In the morning, they said we were going down to Ramsey but they wouldn’t say why. Well, they weren’t going to bother with the vardo all that way, so they put us in a huge wagon with a load of others.


I don’t think I understood even then how bad it was, on account of how Dei and Dadus kept saying to me I wasn’t to worry. I should have realised, they said it so often, that worry was exactly what I should have done. But looking back on it, even though I had a baby, I was still something of a child. Dadus told me he had been apprehended four or five times and nothing had ever come of it. Quite cheerily, he said it.


The others in the big wagon were mostly loose women and tramps from round about, so we wouldn’t lower ourselves to speak to them. We went the back route, across Glass Moor, and they stopped at another village and picked up a Travelling family like us. We rokkered to them right enough and they said something about how there’d been a load of trouble down at Pondersbridge and across the Fens on account of it being such a bad winter, and how the gavvers were going around picking up Travelling people all abouts. They said how they had been part of a big camp, and their horses were all tethered in the next field and a whole gang of local men had come and untied the horses and flapped umbrellas at them to frighten them away. And some of them had run away on foot but they hadn’t as they had old folk with them who were poorly.


We were in Ramsey a week, kept all together in a lock-up, a filthy, low place. I don’t care to describe it. I suppose it was then I began to realise this might be bad. There wasn’t a proper courthouse, so the magistrate held our hearing in the local pub one morning, in the top room. It’s all a bit strange to me now. A woman came and said how a gipsy had come to her door and she’d turned her away, and later her chickens had gone poorly and started staggering about, then another pair had come and offered to buy them off her cheap. I was only half listening. Then she said the second two was a young ’un and an old ’un and they had a baby with them, and she pointed at me and Dei. I wanted to laugh out loud, it was that foolish. I had never seen the woman in my life.


The magistrates called her the prosecutrix. When she went to the back of the room, she stood next to a big fella, and I saw he was the farmer that had spat at us as we sheltered underneath the oak tree.


There were so many other people in the room saying things that I lost track. I just held my Lijah. But I could feel Dei and Dadus either side of me getting stiffer on the bench in a way that meant they were upset. Then we were all standing, and the magistrate in the middle, a white-haired fella, was saying, ‘One week hard labour followed by five years in a reformatory,’ and Dadus was stepping forward with his hat clutched in his hands and tears were running down his face and he was talking about Lijah and saying how I was still a nursing mother and so young and all – and it was only then I realised they were talking about me. I looked at Dei, and she was crying too, with her eyes closed and lips a-flutter, which meant she was praying.


We all sat down again, and the white-haired fella goes into a huddle with the others.


There is a way to get through being told something terrible, and that is not to believe it until it is proved to be true. At least, I thought so’s at the time, although I have since changed my mind and am more into plain speaking.


I think we were let out the room for a bit. I can’t rightly remember. I know that, some time that day, the lady who ran the public house came up to me with some bread and cheese and said I was nobbut a child myself and had not a scrap of flesh on me and if I was to look after that babby I needed feeding up. I gave some to Dei and Dadus but they wouldn’t take it.


We were back in the room then. It had a lot of windows and a low ceiling. They probably had wedding parties and such when it wasn’t for the magistrates. The white-haired fella said how he had been moved by what my Dadus had said and the fact as how Dadus had been a licensed hawker and had not been in trouble before spoke something. But he could not let people like us think it was all right to go around poisoning people’s chickens just whenever we felt like it. But he was mindful of how to take an infant from a nursing mother was not right. As such, I was getting a fine. Our vardo and things would be sold to pay for it if we did not have no money. But he had to make an example of all miscreants and because of that Dei would get four weeks’ hard labour, not two, and I understood she was doing my hard labour for me and I started to cry but Dei and Dadus were quite calm by then because I wasn’t going to the reformatory neither. Dadus got a fine for not being licensed.


All I understood was that I wasn’t going to be put away and Lijah would not be taken from me. I didn’t really understand about Dei. She was being sent to the House of Correction in Huntingdon, they said. Dadus and I would have to stay in Ramsey to sort out our fines.


When we got outside, it was cold and sunny. There was the same wagon waiting. Dei went forward and I went to go with her, but Dadus put his hand on my arm and said, ‘No, Lem, you and me are staying. It’s just Mother is going.’ And I stood holding Lijah and staring at her as she climbed up. There were windows in the wagons, and I waited for her face to appear at one, but it didn’t, which was perhaps for the best.


‘When we’ve sorted out the fines we’ll go down to Huntingdon and find somewhere to stop until she gets out,’ Dad said.


Hard labour, our Dei? ‘They won’t make her lift rocks or anything, will they?’ I asked Dadus but he wouldn’t reply.
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