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Look thy last on all things lovely,


Every hour. Let no night


Seal thy sense in deathly slumber


Till to delight


Thou have paid thy utmost blessing;


Since that all things thou wouldst praise


Beauty took from those who loved them


In other days.




 





From ‘Fare Well’, by Walter de la Mare






















Contents








Title Page


Epigraph


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


PREFACE TO SECOND IMPRESSION


NOTE


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


28


29


30


31


32


33


34


35


36


37


38


39


40


41


42


43


44


45


46


47


48


49


50


51


52


53


54


55


56


57


58


59


60


61


62


63


64


65


66


67


68


Copyright




















ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





I particularly want to thank Dr Ivy Williams for her kindness in allowing me to quote from her Braille Course and her letters. I would also like to thank all the other people who have helped this book forward. Each will know who is meant.


My grateful acknowledgement is due to the following for kind permission to include these extracts:


The Literary Trustees for Walter de la Mare and The Society of Authors as their representative for ‘Fare Well’, from CoLLECTED POEMS, by Walter de la Mare, the last verse.


Mrs Alida Monro for ‘Midnight Lamentation’, by Harold Monro, the first three and last two verses.


The Trustees of the Hardy Estate and Macmillan & Company Ltd. for ‘The Oxen’, from THE COLLECTED POEMS oF THOMAS HARDY, the last two verses.


E. C.



















PREFACE TO SECOND IMPRESSION





This book is the experience of two people personified in an imaginary third, for it was written when my husband’s sight partially failed, and ‘Lucy Shebbear’ participates in his approach to vision by senses independent of sight, and in my grounding in farm and country life. So, while the tale evolved in imagination, the experience is fact.


E. C.



















NOTE





The notebook from which this scene is drawn ended ten years ago, before myxomatosis destroyed the rabbits, and before main electricity reached the remote farms of Devon. I have left unchanged certain ways of speech which have no sanction from the dictionary, and depend on the countryman’s authority; and I have filled in some details of the figures who moved with me about my diminishing landscape, so that the reader may better enjoy their company. But if he should look for them he will not find their exact originals. He might catch glimpses of them in the farmhouses, outbuildings, cottages and inns of the country that borders Dartmoor, and coming upon some field or yard or lane I hope he may fancy he has been there before.


L. S.   


July 1962
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Late in the afternoon my father met me at the station. It was clear from his attitude—as though he had taken root—that he had been there for at least ten minutes rather than be late, and it gave me something to say, for from the platform he would have been looking over acres of fields and in his mind’s eye he was sure to have been farming other men’s land. I made some joke about it, and he rose to the occasion with his cautious smile, saying that some farmers could not raise anything except their hats. He gave me a searching look before I climbed into the old car, but instead of saying any more he walked round it, giving all the tyres a kick with the side of his boot to make sure that none of them was soft, arming himself, as he had by his over-punctual arrival at the station, against mishap. Before starting the engine he tried the traffic signals, then we drove slowly out of the yard.


Except for the only thing he would not ask we had no need for enquiry. Since the morning he had added to the clothes he had been wearing when I left—an old and weathered tweed jacket over a shirt with a, stud in the front of the collarband, cord trousers and leather boots—the sunburnt panama hat which he takes out every year for haymaking, and so I knew that he had spent the day, while I had been away, cutting the first field. Saving the hay, the local name for hay harvest, might have been coined by my father with his sense of urgency and fear of misfortune.


When we stopped before turning into the lane leading to the farm he looked at me closely again. ‘So they didn’t give you spectacles?’ he said.


‘No,’ I answered; and added unnecessarily, ‘they didn’t give me spectacles.’


Again, before he turned the car under the arch that leads into the yard, he said: ‘So they didn’t think you needed anything?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Nothing.’


*


In the middle of every morning a train dawdles along the valley at the bottom of the farm, skirting the Moor; the train which I caught today. As it passes, workers, who do not bother to look up, consider the time—two hours to dinner. Except during holiday time it carries very few strangers. Its passengers are mostly women who embark on windswept stations where ferns grow between granite blocks on the sides of the platforms, who read the actions of men working in the fields, instead of newspapers, and could say what crop every field along the line has carried for the last three or four years, though if questioned by their menfolk they would return a scornful answer; it is not their habit to give away their observation of outdoor work. With gifts of exquisitely trussed fowls, and carefully chosen eggs, and butter made to defy criticism, they are out on visits to friends and relations; and I was conspicuous with only my handbag.


‘Where be going, Lucy?’ my neighbour asked. But while I answered vaguely we passed our farm, and her attention was diverted.


Three weeks ago I stood in the highest of our fields looking, without anxiety, at the grass which today was cut for hay. It was little more than ankle-deep then, enclosed by hedges cascading in mayflowers, and trees in small leaf still allowing glimpses of distant pastures through their branches. Then it was coloured with the burnished petals of buttercups and grassheads almost brown, sorrel with flowers the colour of coral beads, cinnamon-coloured plantain heads, cuckoo flowers of faded lilac, the grey down of dandelion clocks; and among the leaves of all the flowers and grass, and silverweed like crumpled yellow roses with feathered, frosted leaves, a daisy or two. The grassheads darkened the surface like varnish, and as the wind blew over them they rippled away like the tide lapping up a shallow beach.


A fly flew into my right eye, and while I tried to remove it I found that the trees had developed a semicircular bend in their trunks. When the drowned fly was disposed of I looked with both eyes and all was well, but when I looked again with only the left eye the distortion repeated itself.


During a week of disbelief, of testing, of forgetfulness, of remembering, and the nights’ oblivion, I found that all vertical lines developed the same bend when seen only with the left eye, and that in a book I saw a shadow about the size of one of the old silver threepenny pieces, the top edge just covering the word immediately below the one I was looking at. But time, who has always been my master, pursuing me in the small round of the household within the wide circle of the farming seasons, released me briefly, allowing me to persuade myself that there was no hurry. Yet, one day during the weeks while spring matured to summer, I went to our doctor who gave me a letter to deliver at the appointment I kept today.


‘You’ve a nice lot of geese this year,’ my neighbour said, continuing the speculative farming I had interrupted. ‘You set your eggs under hens, I suppose. I never leave my broodies loose,’ she mused. ‘I shut ’em in their boxes. One may come off, else, and go back on another nest, then the other don’t know what to do. They don’t like changing nesses.’


She sat squarely in her good felt hat and Harris tweed suit, her comfortable talk flowing on while the summer fields streamed slowly past the windows. We discussed the best age for geese, and neither of us knew. Some people say they remain good for twenty years. We considered the age of ganders and the best colour, and agreed in preferring pure white. Her gander is young, with a grey feather or two in white plumage, and this year all the geese have laid clear eggs. ‘He do go for people, all right. Er’ll go for a car,’ she said with reluctant admiration. ‘He does all the things a gander ought to do, ’cep’ one.’


At every station there were partings and meetings and messages called to friends. Someone asked a stationmaster to telephone to a farmer down the line that one of his sheep was on its back. At last we all parted on Exeter station until we should meet again on the train that would dawdle us home in time to pick up the eggs.


*


My father turned the car under the arch and roared the engine to a standstill in the implement shed. If I should never see it again I should remember every detail of the yard: the long house facing the arch, and the buildings on each side joining them to enclose half an acre of red earth in an unembattled fortress. And in the mind’s eye the cushions of moss on the slate roofs of the buildings would start out of the picture with the magic proportions of childhood: pincushion shapes of hearts and fans and moons the colour of green plush, dry now, but brilliant in the dove-light of damp, sunless spring days, drenched with the moisture that holds back tilling and dulls ploughland worn smooth by frost and rain. And an elastic population of cats would emerge suddenly from tunnels in the stacked hay in the tallets under the roofs, and pour itself, like a migration of eels, down the walls of calf pens and foodstores, pigsties, the shippon and the implement shed, as it has since I can remember, every morning and evening, when the ring of a bucket on the floor of the dairy announces the first preparations for milking.


Hens pick about in the yard, taking one step forward to scratch earth rutted with the crescent footmarks of cattle, and a step backward to search with oblique glances in dust red as the buildings that surround them, made of the same red earth mixed with straw and cowhair, standing on a base of stone. Even the house, which has been whitewashed, obstinately shows the red beneath, making it patchily rose-coloured under the last thatch left on the farm, dark as fur. Doors of oak strips the width of trees defend the buildings, and a low iron railing protects the house from the ponderous curiosity of the cows whose languid progress into the yard never carries them straight to the shippon, but drives them instead, meditatively swinging their tails and moving heavy heads, to look round with sudden alertness for something to investigate, steal, or knock over, while they wait for the end of the slow procession followed by my father or his aged helper, Dick Meldon.


There was no one in the yard when we put the car away, and I hurried into the house, leaving my father to linger over jobs he had really finished. The stone steps up to the door had been scrubbed, and the cobbled floor of the passage shone like a grey, pebbled shore. I guessed that Dick had sluiced and broomed them, as a sympathetic gesture—though it is a job usually done only on Saturdays—before leaving for the night; but the kitchen was as reserved as a deserted church, blank as a face asleep.


If my father had had a son, his bride would probably have succeeded to the kitchen before now, while we moved into ‘the gentleman’s side’, the front of the house. Then there would almost certainly have been changes in the kitchen. But as it is, a black three-gallon kettle still hangs on a crook in the wide fireplace which a young farmer’s wife would have filled with a modern grate; the oak dresser with its burden of china, the old ladder-back chairs, and the huge kitchen table with a bench along one side, have not been replaced by a Suite; and my mother’s ladylike water-colours, painted before her marriage and brought here as proof of a leisurely education, still decorate the walls alternately with the more solid evidence of prize-winning certificates for cake-making. Only the muslin-shrouded hams and shoulders and backs of bacon hanging from the ceiling beams are replaced from time to time by the successors of scores, probably hundreds, of cuts of bacon that have gone….


But I had no time to coax the room back to familiarity, and brusquely opened a drawer of the dresser to take out the first tablecloth that came under my hand, an old-fashioned damask cloth which I shook out and spread on the table under the window commanding the yard, where the light pounced on the pattern in its threads.


Why should pillars of roses, woven into a square of linen, suddenly remind me that my father pursues his quiet life armed to the teeth?


This cloth was one of my mother’s, brought from the Moor farm of her childhood to the farm which my father expected to inherit. I was spoon-fed in a high chair above those roses while they were stained red by the earthy forearms of my irascible old grandfather, my father, and his younger brother; and I cannot have been far away in the moment of aghast surprise when the old man’s will was read, leaving his farm to the younger son.


I have never known the reason for my father’s disinheritance, but unbreachable quarrels are not more unusual between farmers and their eldest sons than between the gentry and theirs; for where the family’s livelihood depends on physical labour, the son, gaining strength as his father’s declines, yields less willingly, in the almost inevitable clashes between youth and age, to the force of experience and adherence to old methods. When I was a year old these roses were spread on the table of a farm worker’s cottage on another farm. I was three when another will, made with the almost primitive secrecy of the first, put my father in possession of this farm. It had belonged to his aunt, and she may have framed her will to right a wrong, or to score off her fiery elder brother, or because of the mere chance that their initials were the same: Judith Beer, John Belstone.


No family sociability passes between the two farms. The hazard that made my father a farmer again did not relax the lines of caution engraved on his face, nor intensify the quiet voice and careful gestures that give the appearance of stealth, though during the forty-five years that have worn this cloth brittle and thin he has farmed his land with dogged efficiency for forty-one, smiled at for his astringent jokes, and followed, secretly, in his yearly plan of tillage, for every man’s fields are an open book to his neighbours. Fifteen years ago my mother reluctantly deserted her kitchen for two days, before she died of pneumonia, and my father strengthened his defences for what he believed was the last time.


When I raised my eyes from the table, the mother cat, Matriarch of the tribe, was sitting on the dresser, erect and formal, her tabby lines falling into a pattern of bracelets and necklaces. Her eyes, cynical and appraising, had been bent on the back of my head, and as I met her glance it said, as ever, ‘We understand one another’, though I have never known whether she draws comfort or derisive amusement from the thought; for, as I face her, the narrow eyes widen, and her expression becomes falsely open and frank. But I wondered, then, whether the intuition that leads her ahead on errands I have scarcely had time to plan had told her what had happened.


When my father came in to tea I meant to break my news to him after we had finished, and I asked him how he had managed in my absence, with Nancy, our occasional helper, cooking his dinner. She had done her best, he said, but with me away she could not—he imitated her hit-or-miss vocabulary—consecrate on it.


He held off his anxiety, for as long as he could, with his armoury of austere little jokes, but he was outmatched. ‘It seemed a long time, Lucy,’ he said.


Then the brass handles on the drawers of the dark dresser shot out, winking, towards me, the hams and shoulders of bacon seemed to close round my head, the tablecloth to rise up and stifle me, and I was not sitting at the table opposite him any longer, but standing behind his chair, holding the curtain aside as though it were urgent that I should see out into the yard. But instead of the yard I saw a momentary picture of our window as people passing in the lane see it in autumn and winter: of my father and me framed above a lake of darkness, eating our tea by lamplight. I said: ‘In three months I shall be almost blind.’


Within the room the quiet atmosphere rippled as ring succeeds ring when a stone is dropped into still water, until my father broke the heavy silence, jerking back his chair with a violent thrust of ironshod heels, saying, ‘Come out in the fields.’


I thought, as we left our half-eaten meal, that it was better for my father that this blow should have fallen on his daughter than on his wife, for only one of his own blood would be likely to share his need for the open air in time of crisis. A farmer’s wife’s house is her refuge, and I remembered my mother’s indignation when a town visitor who had come to tea had told her excitedly, ‘I would love this wild life!’


‘Wild life!’ my mother repeated scornfully, her glance round her apple-pie kitchen gathering her household treasures about her. ‘I don’t see nothing wild about it!’ But her very indignation betrayed her. She belonged to a generation of farmers’ wives who devoted their lives to keeping the fields and the yard in their proper place. The shining cobbles in the passage which Father and Dick would not have thought of passing without kicking their boots off, the gleaming linoleum and the matting covering the cobbled kitchen floor, the satin polish on the furniture, the blazing winter fire and stintless baking, even my father’s defiantly shabby armchair, diffused a feeling of well-being that amounted to luxury in my mother’s care. And though she and her neighbours interested themselves in poultry and calves and other outside things, indoors, aproned and often hatted, they presented a formal demeanour that shut out muck and rough weather almost as effectively as their ceaseless battle against them.


In the yard gnats danced in the evening sunshine, spinning up and down, weaving and turning, yet never leaving the vertical pattern of their dance, sheltered from the light airs that rippled over the pasture and in the trees and strayed to carry from distant fields voices that died as the wind dropped. In that more open atmosphere I told my father what the specialist had said about my eyes—that the small blood vessels at the back of the eye, no thicker than a hair, had broken and were still bleeding, and that when the bleeding stopped they would heal leaving scars which I should not be able to see through; that I should see nothing in a straight line because the scars would be in the line of vision; that I should be able neither to read nor to see clearly then.


My father had not spoken since we left the house, and I hoped he would not say anything now. But he lifted his intent gaze from the field we had reached, which he had cut during the day.


‘Ah well,’ he said, with an effort at cheerfulness, ‘us should be thankful ’tis only one eye.’


‘I’m afraid it’s not,I’ I said. ‘The same thing has begun in the other.’


We had come, without premeditation, to the highest point of the farm and looked over the cut hay and the lilac glow of a beanfield, over fields of rippling grass and swaying flowers, green fields of corn and great shoulders of red land, to the Moor, rising in blue mountains. The scent of beanflowers drifted in our faces and died again.


‘Would you like us to sell the farm and settle in a little place?’ my father asked with forced enthusiasm.


‘We’d suffocate,’ I said. ‘Besides, we’ve had that out before. Here on a winter day. When Richard died.’


We came to this place ten years ago after hearing that my husband’s bomber had crashed over Germany, and while we stared over an expressionless landscape of raw ploughed fields and sallow winter pastures towards the Moor, lost in the colourless sky, my father had made the same suggestion, and I had answered that we would hang on as long as we had strength. He had replied with the rare smile that gratefully undid the caustic lines of his mouth, though caution forced him, talking broad, as he always has when moved, to say: ‘Us’ve no future, Lucy.’


‘We have the farm,’ I had said.


The hay lay in long swaths now, gently curving to the contour of the land, with flowers fading among the grasses—ragged robin and sorrel, buttercups and ryegrass, foxtail and sweet vernal grass, cocksfoot, fescue and meadowgrass, curing, tarnishing already to the colour of neglected silver.


‘When we talked about this before, you said we’d still have the farm,’ my father said. ‘But if you can’t see you won’t have it, will ee, the way you meant?’


Meadow Brown butterflies that haunt a hayfield, following one another over its shining surface, weaving in and out among the flowering grassheads to flirt and settle and make love, dipped and mourned over the lying swaths. On the headlands flowers and lush grasses moved in the light air with a hushing sound, and the wind spoke in the heavy elms on the banks. But it had no voice in the fallen hay as it had in the field whose responsive face once moved, moved, like water under its touch.


‘I believe I can keep it in my mind as long as I live,’ I said.


*


Before moonlight. While I write, to enrich my memory, in a book that I shall not read, the sun has sunk in the valley, and a full moon the colour of lamplight stands in the south. But the only light on earth falls from the sky, which is clear and blue, the moon still holding her radiance within herself.


Hedges and trees are dark, the fields are grey with dew, and there is no difference now in colour between the living green of young corn, the pale, cropped pastures, and the browning hayfields that ripple all day before the wind. The few bare fields of red land are the same veiled grey as the beanfield that moves and rustles all day breathing drifts of sweet air, humming with bees in the black-spotted blossoms. White flowers, foaming along the hedge bottoms, meet the pale gaze of drooping elder, where foxglove and campion are hidden in darkness beside the dusty heads of bending nettles and the brilliant carpet, at the fields’ verges, of the small flowers that follow the plough: forget-me-not, hop trefoil and bedstraw, pimpernel and cranesbill, creeping industriously to preserve themselves from suffocation by stronger weeds, urgently covering the rutted earth with a clash of blue and yellow, lavender, scarlet, and cyclamen.
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‘The dog jumped out of the hedge, ravin’ and making a calamity.’ Nancy was at the sink in the back kitchen, bathing her bruised calf where her neighbour’s dog had snapped at her as she passed on her bicycle. She had come to ask what the doctor had said to me yesterday, and wept when I told her. She suggested that perhaps my eyes might grow better, but added, before I could reply, ‘No, that’s what I used to think about my funny foot. It was just another of my daft ideals, like I used to think the gentry never quarrelled.’


For years the incongruous diversity of Nancy’s vocabulary has been a joy to Father and me; but today a new awareness discovered, for the first time, how brightly its decorations contrast with any allusion to the lameness which contributes a sombre thread to the otherwise cheerful, haphazard pattern of her existence. The hardly noticeable drag in her tread, her skipping step when she is in a hurry, would be dismissed as personal idiosyncrasy if her father, who was by nature the kind of individualist who tends to be always up against his equals, had not been lamed by a severe fall before she was born, when he was thrown by a bolting horse off a loaded cart, while helping a neighbour to save his hay. After the accident his natural independence expanded into eccentricity, and his bouts of odd behaviour gained him the reputation of being mad. Any reference to her lameness, by Nancy’s neighbours, contains hints of an inheritance of madness, and if she talks about her disability or her father’s trouble it is in guarded understatement as ‘my funny foot’ or ‘Dad’s awkward turns’, as though to conceal from a listening Fate any reminder of her vulnerability.


‘Who does this dog belong to?’ I asked.


‘The Wrangways,’ she said. ‘It’s Gloucester Wrangways’s dog.’


‘Have you told him?’


She raised her round, comely face, and her dark eyes met mine for agreement. ‘No,’ she said. ‘They’d hit it. Besides,’ she added conclusively, ‘I’m not speaking to they no more.’


‘Why not?’


She dabbed her bruised leg roughly. ‘They say I shouldn’t have married Jim. They say I might go funny.’


I changed the subject, suggesting that I had always thought Gloucester an odd name, knowing that if I argued she would shut out the invasion of common sense from her stronghold of ancient beliefs. We have a distant blood relationship—a connection such as elders delight in clarifying, with contradictions and counter-suggestions, at weddings and funerals. But our mutual understanding has a more obvious foundation: we were bred on the same soil, rich in the folklore and superstition which repay stubborn observance with the promise of security, and visit stealthy punishments on disobedience.


‘Is Gloucester his real name?’


‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘His real name’s George.’


‘Why’s he called Gloucester, then?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said comfortably, ‘I suppose he’s been there.’


In the row of five cottages, half a mile down the lane, where Nancy and her husband live next-door to her mother, curiosity over little things is as busy as a mouse in a store-cupboard, but over facts established by long habit the neighbours are as acquiescent as a family. Everyone’s day-to-day business is everyone’s property. All have a garden at the back, closely cultivated with vegetables under the critical eyes of three other households—Nancy’s husband works her mother’s garden with his own; each has a washing line scrutinized and remarked on every Monday. Rows break out and neighbours do not speak, angry remarks are heard through cob walls and on doorsteps under windows, then they settle down, and the women gossip again comfortably while they fetch water from the well on the other side of the lane, or ‘stream the washing’, pumping gallons of clear water, with the long arm of the old sleeve pump, over the clothes they have washed in their kitchens and bring out to put in the stone trough under the spout: Mrs Wrangways, Gloucester’s mother, middle-aged and bossy; Nancy’s mother, enjoying a soft life after a hard one now that her family has grown up, airily wondering why she didn’t leave her washing for Nancy, knowing that she does it better herself; old Mrs Willsworthy, her face rutted like the bark of an oak, refusing help and toddling in again to grumble about the younger women to her husband, whom she calls Father, though they have no family.


One Saturday afternoon in autumn the men lag the pump with straw and sacking: young Gloucester Wrangways, and Nancy’s husband, Jim, bending to the work while the old men stand by and smoke and advise and reminisce: Gloucester’s father, Archie Wrangways, a weasel of a man in earth-coloured clothes, who, in retirement, does odd jobs on any of the nearby farms that need him; Dick Meldon, our old farm worker, stiff jointed, stooping like a heron, his great frame reduced by age to its bony architecture; old Bill Willsworthy, who was a waggoner on our farm in my great-aunt’s time, frail and asthmatic, talking about his horses. When there is a hard frost during the winter the first one out in the morning will unfreeze the pump. Even when they are under their own roofs they are not really independent of one another, for all share the danger of fire from the carelessness of one, since all live under the same thatch.


As all have had very much the same experience of life they measure one another’s doings with a practised eye. Each one has an opinion to express about how the others should spend their money, manage their family, or whether Nancy ought to have married Jim; but a nickname, coined perhaps twenty years ago and worn commonplace in circulation, is accepted as uncritically as a personal habit, which is above question. Mrs Wrangways never goes to the village on Tuesdays, Nancy says. Why? She just doesn’t.


While Nancy and I sat over our morning cup of tea in the big kitchen the mother cat brought in a mouse, and her two newest kittens played with it, learning the pretty gestures of murder: the soft advance and retreat of a curled paw, the toss and dip and serpentine movements of a cat protracting a winning game.


‘When were those kittens born?’ Nancy asked.


Last month, I told her.


‘May cats bring in snakes,’ she said.


Wash in May, wash one of the family away; the seventh child of a seventh child can bless away ringworm and warts; if you are frightened by an animal before you have a baby, the child will have some peculiarity of the creature; a sheep’s heart, hanging in the chimney, will keep you from being witched if you stick a pin into it every time a gypsy comes to the door. Superficially, Nancy laughs at the articles of her faith, handed down with examples by her mother; but in her heart she honours them. Even my father will defend them, remembering a bunch of heifers stricken with ringworm, which recovered when the local practitioner blessed them—all except one, which Father had put in a distant byre while the charm was said; and if anyone questions the old beliefs he will tell them about a flock of lambing ewes, disturbed by a dog, whose lambs were born with dog’s ears.


‘Nancy,’ I said, ‘have you thought of talking to the doctor about your father’s trouble?’


‘No,’ she said decidedly.


‘Don’t you think it would be a good idea?’


‘’Twouldn’ be no good,’ she replied. ‘You don’t understand. You’m educated.’


We had come to a dead-end. In childhood, because I was the same age as her daughter Pamela, I was invited by the doctor’s wife to share lessons with her matchless governess in the disused vicarage they had recently bought on the other side of the lane. It was an unusual step then, to ask a village child into the house on those terms, questioned, probably, by the gentry, and certainly by my mother’s friends; and according to the needs of the moment, during any argument with my own people, my education is referred to, sooner or later, either as an unfair advantage or, in local matters, as a gross handicap.


Nancy, having gained a point, generously decided to explain. ‘It’s like this, the doctor can’t stop things happening, can he? Before my brother Dan was born a bat dropped off the roof in the linhay on to my mother’s hand. Well, Mum had a bad leg, and she bent down to rub it, and Danny’s got a mole on his leg shaped just like a bat. The doctor couldn’t have stopped that, could he?’


‘No,’ I said, and recognized a red herring too late. ‘But, Nancy, your father’s trouble had nothing to do with things like that, it was the result of an accident. Why should it be passed on?’


‘Other people think it will,’ said Nancy doggedly.


While the mother cat washed herself with pretended absorption the kittens were performing an exuberant burlesque of her exquisite mime with the dead mouse, which she affected to ignore; and I knew that I should have to borrow the timeless patience of animals to lure Nancy from her fastness of ancient convictions: the moments of intense perseverance, and long intervals of assumed indifference, of a cat persuading her kittens to make the steep journey down the steps from their first home in the tallet, or of parent birds teaching their young to fend for themselves. I asked her to take care of the dinner I had prepared, while I went to see my mother’s old friend, Cicely Rackenford.


‘That’s a good ideal,’ she said cheerfully, straying a little, as usual, in her choice of a word.


In the yard the hum of tractors filled the sunny air, and a lighter sound, the clacking of mowers, was raised like the song of grasshoppers. Everyone was cutting hay. Hidden among trees at the end of a spotless drive opposite the archway, a dog barked in Judge Mowbray’s house, joined by the clangour of hounds. Between the drive and the church, ox-eye daisies whitened the graveyard with a gently moving pall, levelling mounds, crowding against lichened stones, stooping over the wall to the lane. Beyond the church the gate of the Old Vicarage stood open, rotting on its hinges, exposing the moss-covered drive, once immaculate, and the overgrown shrubs leaning over it. A boy’s voice shouted from the direction of the house: ‘Pete, Si,’ and was answered by a shapeless sound: Pamela’s boys. Pamela inherited the house at the end of the war, when her husband came out of the army, and with fields rented from Judge Mowbray they turned the place into their idea of a farm.


In almost every life a time must come when stored experience is broached and lived on, like bees’ treasure of honey during winter, to tide over some crisis of illness or sorrow or loss. The banks in the lane leaned downwards: flowers and tall grasses and nettles with flowered throats bending towards the road which grows daily narrower. Elder stooped from hedges over banks that matched its creamy flowers with hogweed, earthnut and wild carrot. But as I walked on, towards the Rackenfords’ farm, I saw with a flash of retrospect the hedge in the silver days of winter, grey with the polished stems of spiked thorn and rutted oak and smooth and shining ash. I saw banks the colour of old hay, with primroses pressed beneath bent grasses, single faces like pale stars among deeply quilted leaves, the hedge in bud, hardly concealing the round-eyed stares of sitting birds. I saw the lane under a full winter moon, traced with the branched shadows of bare trees across ruts filled with bright water.


Summer does not come early here; we have not the climate of the lush valleys of south Devon; the wind that blows off the Moor holds back the buds. Buzzards slide and circle above bare woods when the southern valleys are in full leaf; and when sheltered country is green, curlews cry their rippling song here above fields that are still sepia-coloured in pale sunshine. On the north slope of the valley, as I went up to the Rackenfords’, the oaks in the pastures, still in small leaf, had the lovely, arrested air of spring, as though time stood still for me.


Cicely was in her shadowy, flagged kitchen overlooking a yard enclosed by granite buildings. There are plenty of cob houses closer to the Moor than the Rackenfords’ farm, and hardly a gatepost that is not granite in the surrounding country, but this farm, wholly grey, is an outpost of Dartmoor; and Cicely, wearing a white apron and black felt hat, indoors and out, seems to belong to a more formal and isolated community than mine. A bowl of cream scalded on the stove, two closed apple tarts were cooling on the table, a knife thrust under each, between the pastry and the tin. ‘Robert’s a master eater,’ she said.


I asked after the family: her son Robert, who farms the land with the help of Nancy’s husband; Anne and Mary, married and away. Her husband is dead.


Robert was cutting, she said, and had not come in last night till ’twas dimsy, and she was proper wicked. She talks, almost unchanged, the Devon of her youth, using words apparently harvested from the heavy soil, giving everything a gender. Anne’s house had been broken into while she was at market, ‘When er went to the liddle window ’e were open.’ Mary had been to a family wedding. ‘One of the bridesmaids were light and small’—on the family side. ‘The other were stuggy.’


I told her what the doctor had said to me.


She raised her pale, serene face, the musing face of someone who works alone, unpractised in the expressions of sociability, and as feeling flowed into channels uncluttered with rubbish her look expressed all the sympathy that was necessary. Her way of speaking was typical of one who uses words as though they were precious grain, weighed and distributed carefully.


‘’Tis lucky you’m educated, Lucy.’


‘Why in the world?’


‘You’ll have your thoughts,’ she said. ‘I ain’t mazed about book-learning, myself. ’Tidn’ much use to folks who can work. But for them as can’t, ’tis a standby.’


She bent to her cooking again. Presently she asked whether I had seen Pamela. I told her, not yet; I thought I’d go in on my way home.


‘Er’ll have some suggestions to make,’ she said. ‘Pamela knows her own mind; there’s no widdle-waddle with she. Though er don’t do the drapers no gude,’ she added.


I laughed. Pamela and her husband appear to share the same wardrobe—if it can be called that—of shirts and trousers and gumboots.


Cicely continued, balancing between severity and amusement, ‘It marvels me. Drapers would be out of business if us all went about like she.’


*


Long before the point where the Vicarage drive shakes off its mantle of shrubs and sweeps round the bend discreetly hiding the square stone front of the house, I could hear, on my way to find Pamela, two voices raised in determined, unrancorous argument.


‘I want to be Ariel.’


‘Well, you can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’m going to be Lady Macbeth.’


Somewhere between wiliness and conciliation the first retorted: ‘How about me being Ariel if you’re the Bosun?’


On the lawn Peter and Simon sprawled before identical books. ‘Hallo, Luce,’ they said.


I answered in their own abbreviations. ‘Hallo Pete. Hallo Si. What are you doing at home today?’


‘Half term,’ Peter replied. ‘Jodge is home, too.’


On a smaller, equally unkempt lawn nearer the house, George was parading a month-old calf on a halter round what I guessed to be a ring of imaginary buyers. His brothers tried shortening his name to Geo, for a time, but finding that they were calling him Joe, in search of accuracy changed it to Jodge, and the placid, rustic sound of it suits well the only true farmer of the three.


‘Come to see Mother?’ Simon looked up from the Shakespeare he had been hurrying through. With the book open at The Tempest, his face, with the fair, untidy fringe and blue eyes almost exactly duplicated by his brothers’, wore the satisfied and expectant look of one who has placed himself in a good position for the start of a race.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘She’s indoors, cooking.’


When I crossed the small lawn George was standing with the calf thoughtfully blowing his knees. In his hand was an imaginary catalogue. ‘Now, Gentlemen,’ he was saying, ‘what’ll you give me for this beautiful cow? She has a good, square, hard-wearing bag, and she’ll grow into money. ’Lo, Luce,’ he called. ‘What d’you think of Olivia?’


‘There’s a dairy for you,’ I said. ‘She’ll pay you over and over again. Look at her vessel, Gentlemen,’ imitating the same auctioneer as he. ‘A sweet and gracious cow, from an honest herd.’


As I walked through the house, an open door revealed the drawing-room with model railway lines laid out on the bare boards where once the pattern of a worn, rose-coloured carpet lost itself beneath rosewood and walnut furniture. I passed the Doctor’s old study—its carpeted, overcrowded comfort replaced by a kitchen chair on a bare floor, and a table piled with bills and account books and milk recording sheets—and the dining-room, carpetless, with kitchen chairs and a battered packing case or two filling the places of Hepplewhite chairs that have disappeared, unregretted, with the rest of the furniture, to improve a milking herd.


Pamela was in the kitchen, tumbling things into saucepans and splashing the contents of the saucepans over an old black range. ‘It’s this grinding domesticity that gets me down,’ she mourned from a cloud of steam.


She had evidently come in from the fields, as always at the last minute. Wearing a torn shirt and patched cord trousers of her husband’s, her skin browned and hair bleached by the sun, she would have looked like a fair gypsy if she had worn a skirt, and as out of place in a kitchen, if the kitchen had retained the order once natural to it. But gumboots littered the verges of the thoroughfares between range and sink, the larder and table; pots and pans overflowed the crowded sink; clothes, once aired by the fire, cluttered the dresser among newspapers and books that no one ever seems to put away; three or four sacks, spread at different times inside the door for a mat, had joined the boots with the odd bits of rubbish, briefly treasured, that children bring in from the fields. Yet there is something more subtle about this room than mere untidiness; some vague emanation that is the opposite of the buttressed exclusion of the weather, the fields and the yard, essential to Cicely’s kitchen and, once, to my mother’s: as though here the very walls were thinner, and attention directed all the time not inwards but outside.


I began washing the breakfast things, which were still on the table, and returning them to the table for dinner, while I knew that Pamela waited for me to tell her the specialist’s verdict, making more clatter than usual over her hateful tasks, urging herself on, ‘Tom’ll be in any minute, clamouring for food.’


When I told her, ‘I’ve thought, continually, about it, in case it should come to something like this,’ she said, ‘and I don’t expect it’s much use my telling you how sorry I am. But you will be able to carry on, won’t you? You know your farm blindfolded already.’ She added, doubtfully for her, ‘There’s one thing you can do: you can write down everything you see or remember, to fix it in your mind. I’ll read it to you later, if you like. You used to be mad on writing things down when you were a kid.’ Then honesty forced her to speak her mind. ‘It beats me how so many people who’re keen on the country seem to spend half the time they might be raising something merely scribbling about it.’


I told her I had thought of it, and had begun, tentatively; and I told her the curious discovery I have made already: that it is as though I saw everything for the first time, instead of almost the last; how people saunter in with all their life-known habits newly displayed, as though they were new acquaintances, and conclusions that have slowly ripened in a lifetime of half-realized observation suddenly spring into mind as discoveries. Then we laughed about Cicely’s views on education, and her promise of Pamela having ideas, ‘She didn’t expect me to have any, you notice,’ I said. ‘You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.’


Pamela banged a saucepanful of potatoes on to the hottest part of the stove. ‘Who the hell wants a silk purse, anyway?’ she asked disgustedly. ‘Except, of course, to sell.’
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