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CHAPTER I





HOW long had I been standing here under the old cherry tree? Minutes or years? While the storm with its batteries of thunder deployed across the sky, letting fall but a few drops—for all its growling—which the boughs above me caught and shook till they sparkled. It was as my man Walter always said; no rain came to us at Silver Ley Farm from the west—that is, from over the murk of trees that were Benfield Manor Park—and if the sky blew up black as ink from there, why, so it might. Walter would be still in his shirt-sleeves, nor even cock an anxious eye.


Although I’d been farming Silver Ley for several years, I was still of little faith in that one respect, and had to pause on my way out to the fields and shelter under the cherry tree against what seemed an imminent cloudburst. Not that the laughing blossom was any protection, snowing thinly down, but the trunk was curved over like an old man’s body, and there was a hollow where once a swarm of bees had lived and the honey had been cut out. Walter remembered that as a boy.


And so, like Christian when he met with Apollyon in the way, my cherry tree brandished its sparkling blossoms at the storm, which drew away muttering, and darting its lightning.


And, like the light of faith justified, the sun shone dazzlingly again on Walter’s shirt-sleeves, as he worked with the hoe, and prepared to tell me “I told you so.”


But I find myself in memory a long time under the cherry tree. It was a veteran in a young orchard, standing not many steps from the house, just the spot to which one would resort on fine mornings after breakfast, in that temporary mood of a cigarette, to take stock of the day, and the spot where in summer, coming down hot and thirsty from the harvest-field for that precious quarter-hour of “fourses,” one would find tea all ready set out on a white cloth on the grass. There I have watched night take ultimate possession of the earth with a huge sigh in the leaves. I have been among its boughs, too, after the spare fruit, the gay baubles of cherries, when the wind has rocked the tree, and I have felt myself riding the air, rising and falling as with the breath of some cosmic trance.


When I first came to Silver Ley, ruthless as a new broom, I took an axe and felled half an acre of old fruit trees—beautiful things, especially in spring, when, sported with blossoms, their rheumaticky limbs seemed contorted with a kind of bizarre courtesy, a gallant attempt to remember their bow and their curtsey beneath the sprig of youth. But their trunks—yea, even their faintest twigs—were green as grass, and they bore hard, harsh little apples, or none at all, so I had them down despite the entreaty of their attitude, and planted young trees of my favourite sorts in their stead, which was a tacit pledge to myself of many years at Silver Ley to enjoy their fruit.


Only the old cherry tree I spared, who was king of the orchard. My hand had been stayed by Walter’s remonstrance in the first place that “that were a master great tree for a cherry, aye, that were the head cherry tree as ever he did see.” And so many of his boyhood’s pranks had been connected with it, all of which he told me in full detail, that it came to have quite a story for me too, and there was always a ghost of a boy clambering about in it. A bedridden old woman had sent word, or Walter had made out she did, that she hoped I wasn’t going to “down” with the old cherry tree, as that made a fine show in the spring, to be seen right from her window in the village, and it did anyone’s heart good, especially such as couldn’t get about.


I was glad in the spring that it was still there, for it was like a white cloud tethered to earth; its top could be seen billowing up over the horizon from a long way off.


As the years passed, for me too the cherry tree came to be full of associations, so that, as I looked back, the strenuous times were forgotten, and I seemed to have been standing there for a long hour chatting to a now scattered company of strangers, friends, companions, farmers, and men.


But last night we heard a crash above the wind, and this morning the cherry tree is lying at full length along the orchard, having smashed a gap in the hedge with its top, through which the cattle have strayed, and now are rubbing their necks against its topmost branches.


That is why, as I sat down to write this morning, with that great gap of sky where I had expected the familiar boughs alive with bird movements, and found the room more coldly bright, the cherry tree seemed to have been central in all my sunlit hours and the gap of sky a gap in my life also. For, on coming into the room, I had forgotten for the space of a second what had happened. Then, having a number of things concerning my life here to tell of, and going back in thought, seeking where to begin, I saw myself standing under the cherry tree that day in early spring, so I planted it at the head of my page.
















CHAPTER II





IT is good to be a bachelor while freedom has still the bloom on it and is prized for itself alone. I used to pity those who were married, like men caught in a trap by one leg; for they never seemed whole-heartedly in one place, but while with one foot were among a merry gathering,’ with the other seemed always stuck fast at home. They would be ever fingering for their watches, with mumblings about “the wife expecting me back.” But, after all, the brightest occasion had to finish some time, even for the freest of us, and I’ll admit that the smile died away as one blundered up the dark garden path and flashed one’s torch on to a mound of white ash in the living-room grate and the remains of breakfast on the table. Silence seemed more than silence after late laughter; and one had no heart to cook a meal, but had some bread and cheese by an oil stove and went to bed. At such times I had inklings that perhaps the boot was on the other leg, and those fellows who always left early pitied me! However that may be, in time mere freedom became empty of possibility. I wearied of solitude and married a wife.


(As I am writing a book about a farm I suppose this last fact should be thus baldly stated and left at that. But I cannot forbear re-living those disconnected moments that stand forth in mind as the code by which memory interprets the past. If anyone is impatient with me, and would be on the farm, let him go on to page 15 where I will be with him shortly.)


Now one evening, after I had had my tea, I was rummaging in my cupboard and shuffling my bills when I came upon my first farm account-book, and read again the entries of my early days as a farmer here. That set me musing on the past, and on the year I had spent with Mr. Colville at Farley Hall as a pupil on his farm, then a feckless cockney youth full of baseless fancies. I was very glad the experience had been mine; and, as my evenings were long, lonely, and unoccupied, I began to write of it, the more clearly to summon it up. Yes, after completely renouncing the pen at twenty, at the end of ten years I found myself taking it up again to write, not the mysterious poems of my youth, but a bull-headed account of my year at Farley Hall. It even achieved publication, and that really surprised me, for, though the subject was of interest to me, I didn’t think it would be to a world busy for the most part on more novel problems. I enjoyed writing it; it was merely putting on paper the mental diary I had kept of those days, and it somehow made my present life more emphatically worth while. Not that the book, when I received my six gratis copies, seemed to have anything to do with me. I turned the printed pages curiously; and seemed to come face to face with my reflection unexpectedly in a mirror.


One morning I received a letter from one who said she had enjoyed reading of the days at Farley Hall, and the reason for her enjoyment had been, she said, that the life seemed “like clean linen, shining forks and spoons, the beauty of everything you use every day.” It was continually with me, as I went about that morning, that such beauty, the bright-worn, manual workaday beauty of what one used, was the light of life for me, though it had not occurred to me in those words. For labour, I feel, is the key to satisfying life, the soother of worry, preparing one also for the appreciation of food and rest. If you consider bodily toil primitive and blunting (as you may be justified in doing), then this beauty is a very pedestrian affair, but I confess I am touched always with a sense of mystery at sight of things that flash and shine with use among the mire they move in; it is always a little miracle of transfiguration—ploughshares, iron toe-pieces of men’s boots, fork-prongs, and chains.


There was no address to the letter I received, or I should have written thanking my friend for her words.


Now coincidence, I know, has no story value whatever; yet every person in actual life experiences one or two startling coincidences, and one of mine was that later I met by chance the person who had written to me.


She lived in London. She worked in an office, in a great block of buildings near the Abbey and facing the hospital at Westminster, whose architecture, supposedly ecclesiastical, actually looked mediæval and prison-like. It looked to me, at all events, like Doubting Castle, in which lived Giant Despair, for how should one single-handed storm that citadel against all the forces and inducements of civilisation, and carry off a woman from its warm imprisonment to the cold freedom of my Anglia? For that was what I intended, having fallen in love.


As I stood at the corner, breasting the storm of traffic, I noticed that a newsvendor had left his pitch temporarily; his pile of papers lay on the wall there, held down by a stone: beside it lay a small pile of coppers. As I waited by that building for its prisoner to be let out on parole, I noticed that every so often a passer-by would lift the stone and take a paper, adding also a copper to the pile. Yet, strange to say, no one in this great cyclone of mercenary endeavour thought fit to take those pennies for his own use. This stood as a sign to me that the bark of the city might be worse than its bite. In fact, this place put into my hand the key which would unlock the door if the prisoner would then walk out into the fields. For quite a number of its citizens had bought my book, and the otherwise impassable gulf of penury was temporarily bridged.


But the future, viewed however optimistically, was a question mark upon a faintly roseate background, which was the Micawber-like hope of something turning up. We—that is, Nora particularly—did not press the matter to the extent of whisking away the pleasant sentiment and exposing the complete blank of ineligibility. And in that, and in a certain weariness of the shoulders after the day’s work which it took a glass of sherry under the cosy lamp of the Soho dinner-table to dispel, I first tasted the intoxicating possibility of success. For if I were ineligible with my fifty-odd acres, I should have been no less so with five hundred, as any farmer who experienced those times will admit. And those were such times that he who was eligible yesterday might not be so to-morrow; so that mothers knew not what to do for the best.


At least I had little to explain; it was all down in black and white, and she was as familiar with it, she said, as I was.


But sometimes Nora would take a different tone altogether. My courtship (is there a more modern word?) took place over a long series of week-ends. It would be when we had dressed to make an evening of it, Nora in a long daffodil-coloured frock, beringed and coiffured close into the neck—as we dined, with all the evening and its theatre before us, she would suddenly discover some insuperable obstacle which increased my own momentary misgivings that such a vision should ever tread the red-brick floors of Silver Ley.


She had heard, she said, from a friend, that Suffolk possessed the bleakest climate in all England, against which I hastily sought authoritative witness, and memory served up Mr. Prioleau’s recommendation of “frozen sunlight.”


“Frozen!” Nora shuddered in the warm restaurant.


“But sunlight,” I insisted, and pointed out its healthiness compared with the moist and muggy murk of the West Country winter—for my proposal may seem a little less mad if I mention that Nora was really a West Country girl, and only a Londoner of late years through the need of earning a living.


Then she asked, did the bedroom fireplace draw well? As though that might make the climate just possible.


I had to admit there were no fireplaces upstairs—“But a thatched roof,” I said hurriedly (it was my only asset), “keeps the cottage very warm in winter and cool in summer.”


“Have you a special heater for the water, or is it just the old-fashioned kitchen range affair?”


“Well, in a sense there is a special heater.”


“What about the bathroom?”


Again I shook my head.


“What—no bathroom?”


“None,” I admitted.


“Then what do you mean about a special heater?”


“I meant the kitchen copper,” I said, defensive but defiant, and went on to paint a picture of the drowsy pleasures of sitting in a hip-bath before the glowing kitchen fire—(“Like an opened oyster,” Nora put in)—with the cat and loudly ticking clock for company. What a delicious resolving of all the ardours of the day that was, as one dabbed oneself nervously with soap and water.


But my epicurean flight availed nothing against the sudden crop of doubts which sprang up and seeded themselves a hundredfold in the otherwise barren silence.


Now, indeed, I saw the folly into which love had surprised me. I saw my hopes puffed out with their own breath and tottering on their meagre base. I had written a book which Nora had enjoyed—no more. I had confused life with literature. The person before me was born to be served by magic powers—the flashing leap of electricity, the powerful motions, controlled by a finger pressure, of modern civilisation. Her attitude said so—the poise, the nonchalance. And this is what strikes me about the city-dweller as against the countryman—he may be the slave of his system, in bodily comfort he is a king, and his attitude is always implicit with the knowledge that he has but to lift his finger for any of his reasonable needs to be instantaneously satisfied. He never need exert himself—and therefore, being human, has to “take exercise.” But the countryman goes about as though always expecting to have to stoop and grapple with something; he dwells among forces he cannot tame (is that why his windmills look such toys?); and in the spring, with its primrose clouds, he is like Jacob wrestling with an angel.


So then I saw the folly that had led me on to suppose that Nora should exchange her queenship in this glittering hall to stoop beneath my cottage lintel, and that I must grit my teeth and return alone to my fields and their sweetening labours; though not the least of my disappointment was this idyllic evening blighted in the bud.


“I’m sorry it’s not good enough for you,” I muttered, eyes downcast, but refusing to concede a jot of its goodness to me. But I looked up to find her smiling; and saying gently, “When shall we go there?”


“Where?”


“To Silver Ley.”


“But there’s no bathroom—nothing.”


“Did you think that really mattered to me? Aren’t you a booby?” she mocked.


So my heart leaped up again like a lark towering into the dawn, and the future rushed to meet me open-armed.


“You and your mother must come down and see the place—soon,” I cried.


But she shook her head. “There’s no need. I’ll take your word for it.”


“For the house?”


“For everything.”


I gaped. Was ever such a wife? But then I had a flash—“Your mother——”


“She is a practical person.”


“And she’d think it——”


“Well,” Nora smiled, “you don’t expect her to be in love with you too, do you?”


All through the rest of the meal I chattered of the cottage; during the theatre some new detail would keep coming to mind.


“There’s a pretty old window between the pantry and the hall,” I’d whisper, and a few minutes later, “Do you know anything about gardening? There are two flower-beds in the lawn, and I expect this is the time to be planting things”; until somebody turned round with a demoniacal expression in the half-light and hissed “Sh!”


Memory winnows the past and leaves me with these moments: St. James’s Park in late summer sunlight, with a bugle sounding from the barracks and a scarlet regiment marching towards Buckingham Palace—just as though England were a small Ruritanian autocracy, a loud, toylike, military affair—while exotic waterfowl disported themselves in the lake, and banks of dahlias rivalled the soldiery for colour.


A day in Richmond Park, when we sat so still that two deer came leaping past us unwitting of our presence ….


A day in latest autumn in Kew Gardens, with the air cold as contrition after the foliage-framed vistas (as of a Victorian chapter-heading) of the hot-houses, and a mantle of leaves in the deserted walks, and here and there a stooping, unsuspected gardener, and a tree with boughs drooping over, as though to pick up again the leaves it had let fall; all still and strange as a dream through which we walked together….


A day in which I went with a ring for Nora—a ring sold me by a pretty Irish assistant, who, being engaged herself, exercised a sweet discrimination—a sunny day, and me, of course, with much time to spare for the appointment, so that I walked across St. James’s Park to waste some of it, and there found my way barred by a concourse and police and military lining the way in readiness for the King’s setting forth to open Parliament—a fact which had entirely escaped my mind. So that when the fanfare sounded, and the bewigged couriers and outriders came by, it was getting so late that I was almost put to it to beg a lift of His Majesty in his gilt and crystal coach, which, my errand being such, he might not have refused me had he known my emergency, and his equipage “passing the door,” as they say, on its route.


Police seemed to head me off in every direction except that in which I had come; but I arrived at my destination on the tick after all, as undignified as a bolted rabbit, and had the pleasure of waiting five minutes for milady, which enabled me to get my breath.


So, somehow, to acceptance and approval in the parental home; though I am still hazy as to how we brought this about—I blundering in the traditional suitor fashion, know; Nora, most assured, making great play with the thatched roof (“warm in winter, cool in summer”) about which she had seemed so unconvinced, backing it up with information all of her own about “modern odourless oil stoves.”


At any rate, I remember three brimming wine-glasses like three red tulips under the light, touching together and rising to three pairs of lips in honour of the compact of that day.


Then to get married; not so easy as it sounds. One reads of those impulsive marriages (almost) at first sight, and striking while the iron is hot on the anvil of Gretna Green Immediate marriage is for the rich (I cannot think why, as impatience is evenly distributed among the classes), while for the average citizen what rusty wheels of ancientry must be set creeping round, while he fumes like a mettlesome horse halted on the very brink of his leap over into the promised land. Life stood still, and Time seemed to, while we debated church or register office; the latter seemed the more honest for us, but, after half a day of seeking, it turned out to be a dingy villa with cracked window-sills, approached by a garden of black and drooping remains of flowers. A terrier rushed at us with hysterical fury when we rang the bell, and shouts for “Ma!” resounded within. Ma opened to us, revealing age-yellow paper on the passage wall; we had both no other idea than escape by then, but Ma fastened on us with expectations of her husband’s immediate return, and, that failing, tried to pin us down to a definite call on the morrow with an anxiety that in this world means but one thing—the expectation of money. So we were “customers,” young couples being sold into bondage on the premises. It was all quite impossible, this cracked relic of a street with the trams clanging by at the end of it, and we went to see the verger of the big church in the square. In a draped sitting-room so near the church that the hush of it leaked in somehow, the verger presented us with the “price-list,” so to speak. Choir-boys, as I remember, were a shilling each. Bells, I think, were a guinea.


My marriage morn. The brooding height and space of the church afflicted me again with the unnameable terror that a church always held for me as a child. There I stood with the shiftings, the coughs, of the invited and uninvited going on behind me, and the busy tap-tap-tap of the verger’s feet sounding staccato, with pauses, like a code message. I faced a flaming east window, thankful that I hadn’t also to face rows of choir-boys at a shilling apiece, for I should have felt like an employer of sweated labour. I felt, amid all these little rustlings, like Bishop Hatto listening to the invasion of the rats into his tower. The gilded eagle spread his wings near by with a glorious freedom I couldn’t emulate. My best man, who was a bit of a sportsman, whispered in my ear, “Cock pheasant coming over!”


But Nora came, and then it was soon over—the being likened to Isaac and Rebecca, the being joined hand to hand when we were already joined more securely heart to heart, the being prayed over at the altar with all one’s consciousness perforce in one’s knees, that groaned aloud on the marble, and the sudden voice and unexpected presence of the verger in the choir-stalls intoning responses. For some reason we chose, of all months, January in which to be married, largely because warmer times were so many months away, and Nora thought it best to get the worst over first. As a matter of fact, I think she didn’t trust my handling of the flower-beds, and she was determined on having a pretty garden for the summer.


I had left many instructions with the wife of my man Walter. For, after my accounts of Silver Ley to Nora, I had had private misgivings—was it really as good as all that? I wanted it to look as bright as Nora’s trust in it, even in January, that she should not be disappointed at first sight of her home. For this I shall ever be grateful to Mrs. Walter, who had a blaze of logs in the living-room, and the kettle puffing, and the tea all set out, with bread of her own baking and cakes of her own making; and her cheerful self, broad and apronly, to bustle us in out of the bitter twilight.


Nora exclaimed with pleasure, and I too saw it with new eyes. Even the makeshift bachelor furniture seemed composed and at one in the harmony of beams and firelight.


And Mrs. Walter had culled from some sequestered corner a handful of flowers—snowdrops, aconites, three different coloured primulas, and two violets, and stood them in a glass in the centre of the tea-table.



















CHAPTER III





ABOUT a week after we had started married life at Silver Ley the sky became leaden with vague menace, and Walter, who had been predicting snow for several days, was justified. Country people seem to have a greater prescience of snow than of any other kind of weather, foretelling it even before its grey shadow overcasts the earth.


I had grown used to a powder-bowl on my dressing-table, but still not to the poetry of woman’s, as against the prose of man’s, attire. Most of the day it would be athletic wool and tweed; but when I came in at tea-time I’d find a transformation had taken place; Nora would be sitting in a sensitive silken frock, with earrings like two drops of dew in the lamplight, in the room she had re-arranged. It was as though she had sat there all day, like a bird in its nest; it was full of the sense of repose.


Before coming in I had noticed a fire by my boundary hedge, and wondered what was the cause of it, as neither, Walter nor I had been hedging there, and I didn’t suppose my neighbour had gone mad and begun cutting my hedge for me


Tea-time is best as then, when it coincides with the hour that ends in darkness. I looked out at stars and snow and saw the fire plainly now, flickering up from behind the hedge. So I went out, for curiosity’s sake, to investigate. The stars were very bright, and a crescent moon lay on its back with a brilliant star almost in its arms, low over Benfield church tower like the banner of Islam advanced upon the citadel of Christendom, which in other days might have been taken for a portent.


But the ruddier flame led me over the sheet of the snow with its mysterious script of minute happenings. I came to the hedge and looked over, and there saw a gipsy woman and seven children sitting round the fire. The woman was huddled in shapeless wrappings like a Red Indian squaw. She smoked a short clay pipe upside down. The children were wild-haired and half-naked, with coal-black shining eyes. They all sat on their haunches as still as statues, except for the children’s hair which blew in the Wind, in a complete circle round this core of fire in the deathly waste of snow. All their eyes brooded on it, drinking the flame into them, except for the woman’s, which were slumbrous and wrinkled at the corners. She seemed to drowse over it in a state of fulfilment, an empty, fire-blackened tin at her side. She was steeped in a kind of sullen sufficiency; as though for the moment her maternity gave her rest, her sevenfold increase being satisfied with food and warmth. She sat dozing with her pipe. But a dwindling flame knit her brows with deeper shadow, added a resentfulness that acknowledged Time to be her task-master. She looked like a symbol to me in the vast and glittering night, a dark, uncouth reality to which the stars were as tinsel; turning her back on the waste of death about her, hoarding this one red bud of life; the strong, wry root of which Nora and our tea-hour were the flower. The strangeness of it was to find us neighbouring so close to cowering need after all, against which the light-hearted pattern on our cups and plates screened us with illusion, and all our poetry about the stars.


It was hardly dawn when I heard, half-awake, their caravan creak by under our window. I returned to the spot in the morning, for it seemed like a dream, but there were the ashes of the fire and innumerable imprints of small, bare feet in the snow.




*





There’s not much you can do on a farm in the snow. The fields are all strange and glaring with a sterile purity; it is like a second flood, with the steep-roofed barn, from which the first glance of sunlight sends the snow slithering in soft cascades, an ark adrift on the monotonous waste. We on the farm were besieged by the weather—the chickens huddled in the cart-shed, the pigs stayed in their sleeping-quarters, the cows were not let out after milking, but stood in the yards all day, ruminating and steaming. The men, too, were confined to the buildings, doing odd jobs, mending things that were broken—unless a sortie were made with horse and cart to the root-clamp to get a good supply into the barn against fine days when all would be busy on the land. Those were mornings on which everything the men moved shed first a white replica of itself on the snow.


I had bought a great cask, which, halved, would replace the two swill-tubs in which the pigs’ food was mixed, as these leaked badly. I set Walter and a man I had working for me at the time to sawing this cask in two. For a while I heard the saw moving rhythmically. Then it grew irregular, with many stops and starts and long silences in between. At last the attempts to set the saw going seemed so unavailing that it never sounded twice before ceasing again. I stopped what I was doing and went over to find out what impeded them in so simple a piece of work. As I crossed the yard I was surprised to hear a burst of song from the barn. It was Walter’s voice—Walter, the most reserved of men—rich, reckless and full-throated. Had the snow surprised him into a carol? Nothing of the sort. As I came nearer I heard him roaring that “every night” there were “robberies in the park,” and in consequence he was “afraid to go home in the dark”—this last with a bravado singularly unsuited to the words.


I opened the barn-door and found one man collapsed into a cave of chaff with a grin of speechless imbecility, while Walter was enthroned on a heap of roots with a mangold poised in his palm like a royal orb. This he playfully threw at my head as I entered. The energy of the movement caused a subsidence in the pile of globes which sent Walter rolling on to the floor in roars of laughter.


The atmosphere reeked of wine—of port—which emanated from the partially sawn-through cask, as I found out when I stooped over it. I sniffed into it, and soon began to discover the reason of Walter’s riotous behaviour, for the odour was so strong that it caused a gradual melting of care in the core of my being; and persuaded my lips into a smile. Walter and I exchanged the broadest of grins, while I discovered I was glad of the support of the tub and wondered why the rafters of the barn had become so unsteady.


Then I heard Nora calling my name. “All righ’, all righ’; coming,” I muttered, and stumbled across the scattered mangolds—not the easiest of obstacles to weak legs—and got out into the snow-cold air again. Nora met me to say that a man had called to see me; but my face had become quite uncontrollable, a kind of helpless beatitude kept mounting and mounting in my heart and I felt myself grinning from ear to ear. Nora’s face suddenly blanched, and she said in a small voice of horror, “You’re drunk.”


“Drunk!” I cried, with an elaborate gesture of denial. “I haven’t touched a drop”—which was literally true: I lurched past her to the man who was standing in the yard and shook him heartily by the hand. He, too, seemed very pleased to meet me, for he was a traveller in veterinary stuffs, and after an introductory yarn or two managed to sell me an absurd quantity of blood salts for cattle. I’m sure I was his easiest customer that day. As he drove away the cold air was beginning to counteract the fumes from the cask, and I beginning to doubt the apparently irrefutable argument that it was an economy to buy in bulk. Even if constipation were chronic in cows, which for the part of my three was far from the case, I estimated that I had enough of this remedy to last them a year or more.


Nora faced me indoors with a tear starting from each eye. I plunged my head in cold water and was myself again. Then I explained what had happened and how we had been overpowered by the fumes of wine imprisoned in the empty cask. It was now dinner-time, and, to prepare Walter’s wife for his arrival, I went over to her cottage. “I’m afraid your husband’s slightly intoxicated,” I told her.


She was furious. “How dare you say such a thing? I’ve been married to him this twenty year and he ain’t come home drunk once. Walter ’toxicated? Why, he ain’t had a drop this week.”


“Neither has he to-day,” I began, but at that moment Walter rolled in, flung his cap into a corner, and flopped into a chair.


“Well, that’s a rum ’un,” ejaculated his wife, and Walter echoed dazedly, with distant eyes, “That do be a rum ’un, and no mistake.”


I explained to her the cause, and left her still wondering, but vastly relieved, and inclined herself to see the joke.


Some may doubt the possibility of one becoming intoxicated on the mere odour of wine, but I assure them that that cask grinned causeless joviality at us through its split side, and I recommend the purchase of one like it to any scrupulous persons who have signed the pledge and regret them of it. For a pledge is a pledge—but there is no obligation that the smell of drink should be avoided. It may not always work, of course, for as our local doctor said when I told him of the matter, “That’s good health. It doesn’t take much to intoxicate a healthy man as a rule, but if a person living on his nerves had walked in there he probably wouldn’t have turned a hair.” And he told me how once he had been becalmed in a small yacht and was without anything except a bottle of whisky, and in a short time had drunk the whole quantity neat and merely felt sustained.




*





“March brings breezes loud and shrill.” It brought also legal troubles for me. The other person working for me at this time besides Walter I have referred to as a “man”: I miscalled him in so doing. He was one of those baffling creatures with the head of a man and the body of a boy who are loosely termed “village idiots.” He was certainly half-witted, but there was about him the air that the other half of his wits were somewhere else rather than nonexistent. He used to wrinkle his deep-sunk eyes and stare at me or the thing in his hand as though it were a long way off, or a writing hard to decipher. He had never quite mastered the language of common things—shape did not suggest use to him. For instance, he would be sent by Nora to fetch coal, and take a bucket in each hand. Sometimes he’d be away about ten minutes and return with the buckets as empty as before. He’d stand in the threshold staring at them and at her vacantly and apologetically, having completely forgotten what he had been sent to do. The sight of a bird’s shadow passing over the ground was enough to cause a gap of surprise in his mind, and then he would have to return and be told his errand again. The second time he usually accomplished it. He sounds exasperating, but Nora, with that imperious largesse of spirit which makes a queen of any who bestows it, was gentle and pleasant with him, never chided him for the shadows that fell across his path, and gave him a cup of cocoa and a slice of cake every morning at eleven. The result was that he became as devoted to her as a dog, for I think she was the first person who had ever shown him kindness; the villagers mocked him, and at home he was told to make himself scarce by a shrew of a mother and a father who was embittered against the world by failure at keeping a public-house. Often, I think, he slept in our barn among the hay, for he used to arrive in the morning with bits of it in his hair like a Shakespearian clown.


Though he would miss the meaning of a pail on occasion, he had a keen eye for the corners where Nature achieved her small perfections. In the spring he would bring in birds’ eggs—large and small, of many lovely hues. He seemed to measure the value of each by the prowess necessary to its capture. Once, walking through a wood, I was greatly startled to discover him clambering about in the boughs above me. Mornings and evenings, before and after work he would be found in the most impossible places, and I consulted with Nora as to how we could deflect his ardour into some safer expression, and one which involved less sacrifice of wild life—for they were by no means common eggs which he brought in, many of them. Nora transferred his interest to the gathering of wild flowers, of which he brought in a variety unsuspected by me, from the fields that I worked in all day. This was improved on by giving him a small patch of the garden in which to plant them by the roots, and we soon had quite a remarkable collection of the farm’s flora in those few square feet.


Of course, I only paid Billy (that was his name) about half a man’s wage. Technically his job was what is locally called (spelt phonetically) “Bacchus boy.” Not that he was our Ganymede, nor had the name any connection with the effects of the wine-cask, but was a contraction of the term “back-house” boy, because his work was the doing of odd jobs about the buildings at the back of the house. Most farm-labourers start as that.


Later, his father managed to scrape enough together to set up as a horse-dealer, and passing Silver Ley in the spring, would see his son often doing work in the fields—hoeing, or helping with the corn-drilling. Being a suspicious person, he formed the idea that I was profiting by his son’s simplicity and, while engaging him as a back-door loon, was using him for a man’s work in the fields. So he came to me with the news that his son had been twenty-one for the best part of a year, and what was I going to do about it? I said, no more than I had been doing, and that he should be thankful to have his son employed at all and kept out of mischief. He was welcome, I said, to find the farmer who would employ him at more than I gave him.


The man became enraged, and said we’d see about that, and he’d bring it before the Wages Board. I too became angry, and asked if he suggested I was taking advantage of his son. He replied that, like most farmers, I knew which side my bread was buttered, etc., etc. As a result, I vowed I’d cease to employ the boy if he made a legal case of it. He did, and my case was upheld, but, owing to my having omitted to obtain a legal exemption, I was liable for the full wages payable to a man of twenty-one since Billy’s birthday.


So Billy was sacrificed to the senseless quarrel. Actually, I think his father wanted him, and merely saw his way to extorting money from me by these tactics. He used him to fetch his horses home. When he had bought a horse, he would set Billy on its back and drive comfortably away himself in his gig. Often since he left us Nora and I have passed Billy riding bare-backed some rusty-looking purchase of his father’s, a hunched, swaying figure, sometimes as much as twenty miles away from home, with darkness fallen long ago, and snow in the wind.


Troubles of a kind never come singly, and it was not long after I had faced the Wages Board Committee that the policeman came to enquire had I a dog licence for the black retriever lolling at my gate, now obviously more than six months old? I understood a farmer was allowed to keep a dog without a licence, I replied. But here again I had omitted that increasingly essential thing in modern life—an official permit. The policeman was sorry—had he known he would have warned me before, being a friendly policeman, and an ally of the farmers against gipsies, tramps, and other roaming persons. But it was too late now; the authorities were already on my track, and I should have to answer a summons.


The law is impartial, not only in its judgments, but in the tone of its arraignments. The man who has forgotten to get a seven-and-sixpenny dog-licence is called on to answer for himself with the same stern resonance as is the murderer.


“The Bench” sat all along one side of a long table on a dais, with, in their midst, a Jehovah-like gentleman whose great beard made his mouth look very dark and deep and awful when he opened it to speak.


I was summoned to the dock, where I stood while the clerk read out the accusation. Then I was commanded to plead. I could but murmur “Guilty.” Then our friendly policeman was summoned to the witness-box, where he laid his helmet aside, took up the Bible, and swore upon it to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth—so help him, God.


He went on to relate how he had come to my farm, had seen the dog, had asked me as to a licence, etc., all in a cold metallic tone quite other than that actually employed on the occasion. What, had he forgotten the glass of beer, and how he had asked me did I think that poultry spice really paid for giving to laying hens? Had he forgotten our mutual suspicions about old Gomper’s rick-fire—and our harmonious political views? “Et tu, Brute?”


Had I anything to say? Jehovah of the Bench demanded. I spoke in apologetic extenuation, and was fined ten shillings.


Following mine was another dog-licence case—a labourer with a face resigned to troubles. He faced the magistrates with defeated eyes. He had six children and earned twenty-eight shillings a week. He couldn’t afford the money for the licence. He had been saving up for it, but he couldn’t afford it yet.


“What, you have a wife and six children to keep on twenty-eight shillings a week, and you keep a dog? You’ve no business to—it’s disgraceful,” thundered Jehovah.


“Well, you see, sir, the little dog—it’s a fox-terrier dog, well, sort of white terrier dog——”


“The breed and size is immaterial,” Jehovah said.


“Well, sir, the dog was give to my youngest girl as a pup, and the kids got that fond of it, I didn’t like to do away with it when it come to fee six months old.”


“You should have had it destroyed if you couldn’t afford a licence.”


“But the kids had taught it to do tricks and that, and it would have fair upset them if I’d had to kill it.”


“You should never have allowed them to have a dog to get fond of. Do you realise that you’re a very improvident man?”


The fine was ten shillings.


“But I can’t pay ten shillings,” said the man, grasping the front of the dock.


“Then you’ll have to go to prison.”


“How can I pay ten shillings on twenty-eight shillings a week, and six children?” he asked with desperate rhetoric.


“You should have thought of that before,” was all that the bearded one could say, while the others, made uneasy by the way in which the law had pinned the man in a corner, presented faces like blank walls, deafly, sightlessly, stonily defending themselves.


But the man gave no quarter. “How can I pay ten shillings on twenty-eight shillings a week?” he insisted. “You know I haven’t got ten shillings.”


His eyes searched them, but none looked at him and the unanswerable problem of his penury. They became Pilates, washing their hands of this man, of the death of this dog, of the tears of his children. They had citadels of their own to defend against the world’s ravage.


“Then I’ll have to go to prison,” he said with finality, without fear, having come to the last wall of his defence.


“You can pay if you have time. We’ll allow you three weeks in which to pay.”


“I can’t pay,” the man said stubbornly. “I’ll go to prison.”


“Three weeks in which to pay,” Jehovah said, pretending not to hear.


“I’ll go to prison.”


But the clerk rose, and in the gentle tone of a mediator said that the man’s fine had been paid. The Bench relaxed their fixity—one slackened his shoulders, another coughed, a third lifted his head.


For momentarily I had become a Socialist and required no change from my pound note. Had I not seen Jehovah in a closed car, smoking a cigar?


I answered the clerk’s questioning brow with a gesture coupling the man in the dock with the ten shillings change being offered me, and immediately made my escape.


I escaped into sunlight and a wind like soft laughter, out of the squalid little manufacturing town into the fields of bare earth waiting upon spring. Ah, but what a day it is, that day in March which redeems the land from winter. When the fields say, “We are ready,” and you leave the plough to stand with the half-turned furrow drying into a brick upon its breast. Yes, you leave the plough and its stiff journey, and take the harrows—first the heavy harrows that hustle the clods apart, that give them no rest, shouldering them this way and that till they break and crumble. Then I took the light harrows that rest so gently upon the level field, and hitched on to them my chestnut horse, Darkie. They floated along, tinkling against one another, their short, straight teeth rippling through the tilth as fingers through the current of a river. The plough cuts the earth like a prow forcing its way, but the light harrows move like a raft riding the surface.


There were few flowers yet, and the trees and hedges were bare, but this was, and always will be for me, the very spring, when the clog of winter mud becomes a dry sift which one treads softly like a carpet, and the horse treads with ease, pulling the light harrows. Their short teeth fondle and tease the earth as though for pleasure at its new fineness, like the pleasure of fingers in running water, and the only sound is the tinkling of the chains and the song of a lark poised above, a black flickering day-star of life.


I followed the harrows all that afternoon, wearing them back from a winter of rust—(all winter they had hung on the roof of a straw-stack to keep the straw from blowing away)—back to the silver gleam of use, wearing away also the taste of the town where men sit in judgment on one another, and the estranging folly of “Socialism,” “anti-Socialism,” and all hardening of the heart into attitudes, till I breathed again the beauty of freedom in obeying the summons of the earth and the sun, and was as light in heart as the soil I trod.
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