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07.09.07


Contrary to popular opinion there are five and not two certainties in life, the other trio being:


The European Brown Hare, Lepus capensis, knows little of the ideologies contained within the lyrics of Keep on Rockin’ in the Free World;


humans really are deceptively simple, fully paid-up members of the animal kingdom;


leatherjackets are considered unattractive beasts to all but another leatherjacket or hungry bird.


And this massive, four-wheel-drive, state-of-the-art tractor, pulling a six-furrow, reversible plough and its attendant rash of seagulls across a Leicestershire stubble field is about to prove the point.


The skeletal outline of the grubbed-out hedgerow, which once supported the body of nineteenth century British agriculture, is clearly visible across the field as, from the rear of this grounded trawler flows the tide of a different sea. The blades of the plough turn the golden stubble into turbulent waves of brown earth, and Richard, the Cnut of this seasonal tide, is giving this miracle of modern agriculture his due weight and consideration.


Sat well back in the seat, his leg folded over the seat’s arm, one tapping foot up on the side window, earphones and iPod resplendent and seemingly oblivious to any level of concentration, he accompanies the tractor along an arrow-straight line from Forty-Acre Field’s-end to Forty-Acre Field’s-end.


Constantly being fed information by the tractor’s computer screen and its rear-view camera, still, every now and then, he glances over his shoulder; checks plough-progress amongst the flurry of gulls.


It’s a good day; sun shining, plough tilling, Neil Young giving it some; time for a chorus:


…Got styrofoam boxes for the ozone layer,


Got a man of the people says keep hope alive,


Got fuel to burn, got roads to dri-ive!


Keep on rockin’ in the free world…!


A dozen yards ahead of this titanic nod to horsepower a doe brown hare starts up from the stubble and skitters off to a nearby hedgerow only to halt and hover, undecided.


From languorous indifference, Richard snaps into action, fast-halting the machine lifting the ploughshares snatching off his earphones and tossing them onto the dash-board in one fluid movement.


‘Whoa!’


The massive tractor’s computer screen flashes through several possible scenarios in a nanosecond, a visual, electronic incredulity at the sudden cessation of what had been, up until then, GPS plough-heaven. The engine sings its deceleration, quickly giving way to a duet of irritated gulls and strangulated Neil Young still insisting that we keep on rockin’.


Unclipping the iPod, Richard puts it alongside the earphones, swings out of the seat and dismounts his three-hundred horsepower ego-trip; his sudden premature birth from this agricultural womb causes the gulls to splinter away in blizzard formation.


Walking to the spot the hare had just vacated, he folds back a combine-missed tuft of barley straw; and there, snugged down in a lined form, the fur for which had been plucked not two days ago from its mother’s chest, is a single leveret.


‘Knew it.’


He sprinkles some loose straw over it, moves back to the thrumping tractor and the rear of the plough blades, gazes along the furrowed symmetry of the plough’s legacy and, breaking off a clod of freshly turned soil, rubs it over his hands.


On the turn away he spots something in the furrow. It is the tip of…?… Richard draws out a huge, soil-clogged and rusty horseshoe.


Hand on plough-blade for balance, he knocks the horseshoe against the heel of his boot to dislodge the soil and turns it over in his hands. Even given the time it had obviously been in the ground it is still heavy.


‘Some unlucky sod ’ad t’ carry four of these and drag a plough be’ind ’em as well.’


He props the horseshoe on the tractor’s rear light and returns to the hare’s form. As he bends to complete his mission, his eye settles on something else…something lying just to the side of the hare’s scrape.


‘An’ what’s this?’


Dirt and grime rubbed from its surface reveals it to be an engraved disc with an age-peppered inscription……
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23.09.95


‘Break that up, boy!’


To the uninitiated, a pipe held between clenched teeth would make words sound different, almost foreign. To George, who had heard his father’s voice with said vocal impediment all his short life, deciphering the sounds was easy. It was not the understanding of such statements that was the problem; it was the speed of his reaction in obeying them that was often amiss, as with most small boys.


Unable to hold up the Shire horse’s massive hoof without his father’s help, five-year-old George had been entrusted with the delicate job of removing the clack of soil. This compacted earth held its horse’s hoof shape, even after the small grubby hand had loosened it with the smoothed wooden spatula blade, and George had watched as it hit the ground with a deep thud, thereby causing his father’s instruction.


Geoffrey expanded the reasoning.


‘That’s where th’ milk-wheat’ll sprout if that’s not loosed up.’


‘Yes, Dad.’


George gave it a cursory kick. Further, exasperated remonstrations followed.


‘Not like that! Break it…!…you’ve t’ bury it! Y’r ’ands; use y’r ’ands!’


Picking up the clod, George uncovered a few gyrating worms and a self-righting beetle.


‘It’s full o’ weekies, Dad.’


Geoffrey brushed the hoof with his hand and loosened further debris from it.


‘Like th’ soil that’ll cover us all. I don’t know, our George, what’ll become ’f y’? You treat it right, that earth; if y’ don’t own it, it’ll swallow you up an’ leave no trace ’f you ever bein’ ’ere.’


Crumbling the clod of soil, George let it fall to the ground.


‘Yes, Dad.’


Geoffrey released the hoof.


‘That’s it. Now dig it deep, Georgie-Boy.’


George dug his hands into the soil and his small fingers crumbed its worked and nurtured quality with ease.


Geoffrey put a hand on his hip and, removing his pipe from his mouth, pointed its stem at the county in general.


‘Land always wins in the end, son, remember that.’


‘Yes, Dad; land wins.’


George stood alongside his father for a moment; his hand lifted to his hip as he too gazed across the landscape; then his gaze fell on the field. He looked up at his father and his hand traced a line across the field, the exact opposite to that which they’d been ploughing.


‘Why do we plough this way, Dad? Why not that way?’


Squatting, Geoffrey indicated the lie of the field with his pipe as he spoke.


‘’Cos that’s th’ way th’ water flows, lad, right down that slope an’ into th’ ditch at bottom. If we run th’ furrows th’ way you say th’ water’d wash off all our soil, see.’


‘All our soil?’


‘Most, ar.’


‘Where does water go from th’ ditch then?’


‘Out along with all the other t’ th’ river, by flood-meadows. That’s why we don’t plough there, ain’ it, because th’ river busts its banks an’ it’d wash all crop away?’


‘Then why…?’


‘Need t’ get on, Georgie-Boy!’ Geoffrey stood up. ‘These ’orses’re ready f’r their tea an’ talk won’t butter no parsnips. We’ll get across t’ that line-marker stick then call it a day.’


‘I put that stick in, Dad. F’r ploughin’.’


Geoffrey replaced the pipe and lifted his son onto the nearer Shire’s back.


‘Ar, y’ did that, lad. Now set y’rself onto th’ front ’f this pair o’ patient souls an’ let’s get th’ rest ’f this field broke up then ’ome f’r our tea as well. Call ’em, Georgie-Boy!’


Geoffrey flicked the reins.


George’s voice called out loud and clear.


‘Hie-On, ladies!’


The two Shire horses set off……
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06.06.99


Reversing the hay cart, any cart really, was something George could do well, and here was an audience he could shine for.


As seasoned horsemen themselves the other men on Fallen Oak Farm appreciated skill, from whatever quarter. They may not always voice this appreciation, but they recognised it all the same.


Feeding the reins through nimble fingers, George gave a slight backward pull, clicked his tongue and gave a soft call.


‘Hie, Chalky, Back-Back!’


The Shire horse leant into the task, her full-breeching leathers creaking under the pressure.


Standing at twelve feet high, the hay rick build was progressing well. Two-thirds up its height, a very old, very large door had been built into it, acting as a platform for the men to stand on and throw the hay to even greater heights. Projecting out four feet from the rick’s edge, this platform was the point George was aiming for.


With the cart backing across the yard, and under the watchful eye of most of the other horsemen dotted atop and around the part-built stack, it was Reginald, as top-stacker, who directed operations.


‘As y’ are, young George, as y’ are. Keep it left o’ th’ ladder; lovely job! Watch ’im that side, Daniel.’


Standing on the projecting door, Daniel, the farm’s apprentice horseman, called back sourly.


‘If it’s such a lovely job let ’im do it on ’is own.’


‘I said watch ’im, Daniel, now watch ’im!’


George backed the cart effortlessly and without any input from Daniel, to the unloading step and the waiting men.


Once there, he jumped from the driver’s seat to the ground.


‘That right, Mister Reginald?’


Reginald smiled at him.


‘Ar, spot on lad. F’r a nine-year-old whipper-snapper y’ do a fair job o’ drivin’. Mind, you’ve ’ad a top teacher in y’ dad. Why, y’re as good as Daniel ’ere, an’ ’e’s seventeen.’


Daniel scoffed back.


‘That’ll be th’ day! ’E’s about as good as our sackless Edward over there an’ that’s no medal. ’E’s a clear six-inch away from th’ step on this side!’


At the mention of his name, Edward smiled vacantly as Reginald retorted.


‘An’ whose fault’s that, Daniel? I told y’t’ watch ’im! Right ’and’s always ’arder t’ line up wi’ th’ rick in this part o’ th’ yard, you knows that. Take no notice, George; jealousy wears many ’eads, even one as big as Daniel’s.’


Arthur and Jim, the two other horsemen, laughed out loud as Daniel snapped back.


‘There’s no competition ’ere, Reginald Price!’


Jim joined in the chatter.


‘Ar, y’r right there, Daniel! Got that spot on; no competition…but you may mean summat different t’ what we’re thinkin’!’ The laughter set off again. In an effort to avoid the banter, George moved to the horse’s head as Jim continued, ‘We’ll throw from th’ cart t’ start wi’, George; bit ’f ’eights what’s wanted right now. You’ll ’elp me thatch-off t’morrow, lad. This rick’ll be done by then.’


George stopped in his travels.


‘Yes, Mister Jim, but…won’t Daniel be doin’ it, th’ thatchin’?’


Reginald joined in as Daniel pulled a face at the conversation’s turn and its outcome.


‘Never mind that Daniel. There’ll be some f’r ’im t’ do later…maybe. ’Bout time you learnt a bit an’ y’r dad won’t mind, eh?’


‘No, Mister Reginald, thanks.’


He reached out to the Shire, a smaller than average grey, and she dropped her head in anticipated acceptance of George’s approaching hand; he didn’t disappoint.


‘Chalky…Good lass.’


He folded the horse’s ear gently and fondled it, creating a still moment in the grey’s full and hard day.
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15.11.99


Last ploughing day of the season was always a time for some celebration mixed with relief, and the close of this year’s session was no different.


Prolonged dry conditions had made the ground harder than usual, the baked ground breaking up and leaving not so much a furrow as a scuffle. It also meant that horses suffered, for the bare stubble-ground was unforgiving and the soil, once turned, lay in large, brick-like lumps, making joints sore and muscles ache. Now, however, this track was easier on the horse’s hooves, and what’s more it led to home.


A tired-out George, sitting side-saddle on an equally tired-out Chalky on this fast-closing autumn afternoon, was enjoying the rocking motion of his steed…until his head dropped to his chest in semi-sleep and jerked him awake.


He adjusted his position.


Looking along the line of horses ahead he knew, even in his exhausted and groggy state that, Hiring Fair notwithstanding, this was how it would always be. Him, his father and the other horsemen working with the land, with the Shires and the seasons.


The line entered the yard and took up their respective places ready for the evening routine. Horses were tied to rings sunk into the mortar of the wall and the horsemen removed the tack and went into the small-stable block to clean up and arrange stables for feeding.


Geoffrey chivvied his son along.


‘Way y’go, Georgie-Boy, get them feathers sorted.’


‘Yes, Dad.’


Geoffrey called across to Edward.


‘Edward, fetch water f’r George!’


Edward, a black brush in his hand, hovered uncertainly, working out where the buckets were.


Geoffrey saw his dilemma.


‘Buckets’re in th’ usual place, Edward, where they always are? Far wall, th’ drop-back, by th’ barrels?’ Edward’s face showed realisation as Geoffrey walked over to him. ‘Oh, an’ Edward…?’


‘Yes, Mister Geoffrey.’


He took the brush gently from him.


‘You’ve not been back a few seconds an’ y’ve done it again. Don’t use these black brushes, they’re f’r Governor’s missus’ cob only; understand?


‘Yes, Mister Geoffrey.’


‘I know y’ f’rget these things but I shouldn’t ’ave t’ say it so often. That’s three times in th’ past week.’ He held it up in the air and waved it. ‘Black Brushes?’


Edward looked at it.


‘Yes, Mister Geoffrey.’


‘Don’t use ’em. Right?’


Edward smiled at him.


‘No, Mister Geoffrey.’


Geoffrey pointed to the small-stable entrance.


‘Now, put it back on th’ shelf in there an’ fetch th’ water f’r George, eh?’


‘Yes, Mister Geoffrey.’


Edward remained where he was.


‘Water. Far wall…by th’ trough.’


‘Yes, Mister Geoffrey.’


‘Now; brush back.’


‘Yes, Mister Geoffrey.’


Geoffrey indicated the direction Edward should travel and followed him into the small-stables, pausing to lean conspiratorially into George on his way.


‘Keep ’n eye Georgie-Boy, will y’r. I know ’e’s twelve year older’n you but e’s just a child in ’is ’ead, remember that.’


‘Yes, Dad.’


Edward returned to the yard and stood blinking at the surroundings.


George joined him.


‘Edward? Water?’


Edward nodded in further realisation and went to fetch the water. George grabbed a couple of old brushes and together they started the yard routine.


It was only as they were finishing the sluicing and brushing-out of the last of the Shire’s feathers and tails that George noticed Edward had one of the black brushes in his hand.


Scrambling over to him, he took it and said in a forced, hissed, whisper.


‘Edward! ’Ow’d y’r manage that? You ’eard Dad, Mister Geoffrey. ’E said not t’ use th’ black brushes! Just!’


Edward looked at the brush in George’s hand and blinked a couple of times, seemingly surprised it was there and even more surprised that he had been using it.


‘Yes, Mister George.’


‘No, not Mister George, Edward, just George. An’ not t’ use these brushes!’


‘Not t’ use brushes. Yes, Mister George.’


He stood looking, a puzzled smile on his face. George knew he needed to expand the point.


‘No, not that y’ can’t use…’ Edward was drifting, George could see it. ‘Edward, listen! Look, it’s not that y’ can’t use any brushes, just not these black ones!’ He waved it. ‘These!’ George could see this was bypassing Edward. ‘Just…don’t, not these…just…look, f’rget it… an’ don’t use ’em again!’


‘Yes, Mister George.’


Dipping the black brush into clean water and quietly placing it back on the shelf, George returned to the yard and, with finger placed to lips, whispered loudly.


‘Edward? Shhhh!’


Edward smiled and did likewise.


Yard work done, the horses were led into their respective stables and the ploughmen set-to with the full brushing prior to bait being doled out.


George brushed and combed out the fast-drying feathering around Chalky’s hooves, gradually working his way higher up her body. Standing at sixteen-two, slightly smaller than the other Shires, her reduced stature still meant George could not quite complete the grooming. He had reached his maximum when Geoffrey entered the stables from the tack-room.


‘’Ere, Lad, let’s give you an ’and.’


Standing back, George watched his father begin to sweep the horse’s back and rump with long, true brush strokes. The dust and hair billowed up, enveloping Geoffrey and starting him on a bout of prolonged, breathless coughing.


Daniel’s head popped over the stable divide.


‘Crikey, Geoff, that cough’s gettin’ worse. You’ll ’ave t’ stop smokin’ that pipe o’ yours.’


Moving away from the cause, Geoffrey made his hacking-coughing way to the far end of the stable. Followed by an anxious George, he reached the feed store and gradually managed to control his breathing.


‘Alright, Georgie-Boy, just a bit o’ loose chaff.’ He looked back in Daniel’s direction. ‘I’ll pack up this pipe when I’m passed off this land maybe, Daniel. An’ what’d you do f’r a smoke if I did pack it in, eh?’


Daniel made his way slowly across, empty, tapping pipe in hand.


‘I’ll get by, which is more ’n you’ll do; you’re fit f’r th’ knacker.’


Reginald and Arthur joined Geoffrey, Reginald indicating Daniel as he spoke.


‘That’s ’is answer f’r everythin’. Take no notice, Geoff.’


Geoffrey looked up.


‘’Ave I ever?’


‘Not often, Geoffrey, no.’


Sitting on an upturned bucket, Geoffrey took out his pipe as Edward walked unsteadily past the men carrying two large, full buckets of water.


Daniel kicked out at him as he passed.


‘Oi! careful wi’ that water, stupid! My ’orses fust, don’t forget, not like last evenin’! Leave that rubbish grey ’til last!’


George left the men and went along the aisle ahead of Edward. Daniel, intent on gaining free tobacco, failed to notice George opening Chalky’s stall door for Edward who entered, put down the water and slipped quickly out, George closing the door after him.


Slicing some tobacco circles off a jet-black stick of un-cut shag with his pen-knife, Geoffrey began to pack his pipe as he spoke.


‘’Ave a little thought f’r th’ workers, Daniel. I’m told she were th’ first ’orse you ’ad when you arrived ’ere, what, five year ago? You’ve been ’ere a year longer ’n th’ gaffer, eighteen month longer ’n me an’ still learned nothin’. Can’t believe you’d talk about Chalky like that.’


Daniel’s reply dripped venom.


‘Ar, they give me that grey alright; th’ runt, just t’ keep me in me place!’


‘Well, what’d you expect? Y’ were just a stable-lad; still are! Should think y’rself lucky y’weren’t given a mule!’


‘Would’ve been better off wi’ a mule th’n that nag!’


Geoffrey shook his head in disbelief.


‘Summat missin’ in your intelligence I’d reckon then, Daniel, ’cos we all know that grey’s worth two ’f anythin’ in ’ere. Way you treated ’er in th’ past y’ should be grateful she even stays in stable when y’ come in; anyother else’ld walk out!’


Reginald and Arthur laughed out loud as Daniel, ignoring this last, moved a pipe-twitching pace closer to Geoffrey.


Arthur joined in, indicating George as he spoke.


‘’Er spirit’s th’ same as your little ’uns over there.’


Geoffrey smiled across at George who was accompanying Edward still.


‘Ar, ’e’s not a bad ’un.’


Arthur chimed in.


‘Not a bad ’un? Ha! Credit where it’s due, Geoff. Never you worry. You’ll be able t’ put y’r feet up soon an’ that lad take over. Way ’e works ’em ’e’ll be ’avin’ ’is own team soon; maybe put us all out o’ work.’


Daniel snorted out loud at this suggestion.


‘Pha! Out o’ work; me?’ He tapped the pipe a little harder. ‘You maybe Arthur, Reg an’ Jim too…an’ thick Edward there, ’e’d be first gone…maybe not you Mister Geoffrey but def’nitely not me, that much I know.’


Jim moved to join them all, laughing as he did so.


‘Ha! I’ve a wonder y’ can get through them stable doors, Daniel, ’ead as big as that.’


‘I know me own worth, Jim, an’ it’s a sight more ’n Edward there.’ Daniel tapped his pipe yet again. ‘Can I ’ave a couple o’ rounds, Geoff…Mister Radcliffe, I’m out?’ With no response, Daniel covered his embarrassment by calling down the stable. ‘An’ you’ll ’ave t’ find a better nag than Chalky there t’ keep up, Georgie-Boy!’


‘I’m not your boy, Daniel!’


Pipe now to mouth, Geoffrey looked up at George’s reply as he replaced the plug of tobacco in his pocket.


‘’E’s right there too, Daniel; ’e’s not!’ He lit up, inhaled the thick smoke deeply and coughed a single deep bark. ‘Aha-ha! That’s better.’


Daniel fingered his empty pipe.


‘None spare, Geoff?’


‘No. You reckon I’m not long f’r this world ’cos o’ my smokin’ so think on th’ fact that I’m sayin’ no t’ save y’ from a fate worse ’n death, Daniel, eh?’ All the men laughed out loud again as Geoffrey continued, but this time with an air of authority that wasn’t lost on Daniel. ‘An’ as f’r th’ waterin’ ’f these ’ere ’orses; that’ll be th’ first an’ last time you give an order f’r th’ care-rota in this stable, Daniel Long, not while I’m ’ead stable anyways. Understood?’


His face growing red with anger, Daniel hid it by pocketing his pipe and walking back to his horse’s stall, spitting into the stable guttering as he did so.
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08.10.04


‘Whoa, Willow, Blossom! Stand-On now; Stand-On!’


A shirt-sleeved Geoffrey stood in the stubble, mid-field, mid-furrow and fast approaching mid-day.


Taking out his pipe and filling it, he watched the gulls as they circled in anticipation of the restart.


‘You just wait on you lot, important business t’ be seen to first.’


Walking to the horses’ heads, he split an apple with his tobacco-stained pen-knife, sliced off a segment and popped it into his mouth, then shared the remainder with the horses.


‘You’re spoilt, y’ know that? Both ’f y’r.


All three munched away in carefree manner as Geoffrey gazed at the landscape.


‘By ’eck, girls but we live in a sixth-day county. God knew what ’e were doin’ when ’e made Leicestershire, eh?’


He mopped his brow with his white-spotted, blue ’kerchief and made his way back to the plough, running his hand down Blossom’s flank as he did so.


‘Warm, eh? That sun’s got some power f’r th’ month, I know. Ground’s well dry too.’


Back at the plough’s stilts, with a match struck, a pipe alight and a set of reins to hand, the needs of all participants in this particular seasonal scene, horses, man, field and gulls, were satisfied with Geoffrey’s simple call;


“Haul-On, ladies!”


[image: images]


In their cottage, George and his mother, Clara, were at the kitchen table, Clara just finishing off packing lunch into a home-made, olive green shoulder bag.


‘You go careful t’ th’ field now. It’s a fair step but be quick, y’r dad’ll be ready for ’is snap, I know. There’s a bottle o’ tea in there, mind it’s not broke; an’ there’s one ’f my biscuits in there f’r you too.’ She handed the bag across. ‘’Ere. ’Way y’go.’


George took it.


‘Thanks Mam. Dad said I’ve t’ carry on th’ plough while ’e’s takin’ ’is snap so I’ll stay on an’ come back with ’im at ’alf-three.’


Clara ruffled his hair with her hand as he moved to the kitchen door.


‘Any excuse t’ work ’orses, you.’ She smiled at him. ‘Ar, right, an’ see y’ bring that bag back wi’ y’r…’


George was out the door and away.


‘…Tea-bottle in one piece!’


[image: images]


The sudden fit of coughing overtook Geoffrey causing him to take his hands off the plough’s stilts and push them into his sides.


Blossom and Willow sensed the alteration in pressure, felt the plough topple and, after taking half-a-dozen more steps, halted mid-field to await further instruction.


Snatching the pipe from his mouth as the coughing grew in intensity, the chest spasms took Geoffrey’s body over completely…face turned red then flushed distorted blue…panic showed in his eyes…lack of oxygen waved its white flag…he dropped to his knees, then flopped face-first into the furrow, soil and rotting leaf debris filling eyes and mouth…the coughing fit made a marionette of his prostrate body as it reached a crescendo…then all was still.


[image: images]


George’s pace quickened along the lane; he wanted to tell his father about the blackthorn crop and how the next frost would bring them to harvest state.


The field gate was open. He saw the horses standing, the spilt plough waiting…


‘Dad? Snap, Dad!’


His arrival and call dispersed the recently settled gulls from the field.


‘Girls? Where’s master then?’


As he came into line with it, the odd shape in the furrow attracted his gaze.


‘Dad!’


Running to the body he threw down the bag. Grabbing the now fast-cooling hand he rolled his father’s body over.


‘Dad, Dad!’


George looked around the field.


‘’Elp, someone!’


The two Shires snorted and rattled their harness.


‘Dad! Dad… Mam!’


The discarded lunch bag and its leaking liquid registered.


‘I’ve broke tea-bottle, Dad…’


[image: images]


The quietness of the house after the bustle of the past hour was tangible.


George’s arrival home with Reginald and the two Shires caused the first domino to fall; his mother’s appearance at the door swiftly followed by her initial, wailed reaction.


Then the moving of the body from cart to a rapidly cleared kitchen table; the hurried departure of Reginald to fetch the doctor; the arrival of Clara’s sister, Rose; the arrival of Joseph, the farm’s owner, and shortly after the reappearance of Reginald and the local doctor…and through it all the peripheral presence of Edward.


The death certificate was given in exchange for the doctor’s promise that he’d inform the undertaker. Soon after, both Reginald and Joseph left to report on events to the other farm staff and their respective families.


Edward stayed on for a further ten minutes, moving to-and-from the lane and yard of George’s house. Eventually, uncertain what to do, how to react, he too drifted away, back home.


With all concerned sightseers and officials gone, there entered into this haze of grief a level of stoic determination, of a job to be done with dignity and gentle care.


Sorting through clothing with which to dress Geoffrey, Clara and Rose’s state of emotion was betrayed only by the occasional outward noise of loss.


In the kitchen, where from this day breakfast would never be taken without his father’s presence, George sat holding the shrouded Geoffrey’s cold hand.


After some seconds he stood gently, slipped the cloth clear then sat back and held the hand once more, unable now to take his eyes off his father’s uncovered face.


Unconsciously rubbing the stiffened palm in a gentle massage, George eventually noticed this action and his gaze shifted to the dark stains on his father’s fingertips. Taking a wet cloth from the bowl nearby, he began to rub at the stains, first one finger, then another, then another. Gradually his action gained in strength and speed, became all-consuming, frenetic…and now the tears flowed…and flowed.


Rose’s hand on his arm and her calming voice halted his actions but failed to halt his tears.


‘Scrub away all y’r like, George, you’ll not shift it. That’s th’ soil ’e took away from a lifetime on th’ land.’


From the doorway, Clara spoke in confirmation.


‘Runs to ’is ’eart that stain, son. It’s th’ mark ’f a man. My ploughman.’
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11.10.04


Churchyards had just been a part of the district that drifted by whilst other, more important errands were run. From now on, Allingham churchyard would hold a far greater magnetism.


The interment was witnessed by Joseph, his wife, Grace, and all the other farm staff excepting Daniel, who was conspicuous by his absence. Geoffrey’s three bereaved family members gathered at the graveside to share this, the most intimate moment in their lives with these official mourners, plus the idle gaze of other interested local folk. Although Allingham was small and familiar, the church of St. Michael was of sufficient size to cater for the first-breathing-last-leaving of several villages round about.


Highly personal and private events like this became open, social gatherings as uninvited spectators reacquainted themselves with the celebratable or lamentable events now being experienced by their near-neighbours. In turn these events would become theirs; they knew this, but today they were allowed to reflect on their own inevitabilities without the cutting edge of personal involvement. Now, with the service over and the vicar’s short, graveside eulogy given due consideration and comment by this caring mass of strangers, they gently moved away to continue shopping and chatter. Geoffrey’s fellow horsemen moved off back to the farm too, and, shortly after, Joseph and Grace left the graveside allowing the inner-circle space to grieve without the corset of good form.


George was the first to move. He stepped forward to the fresh tilled soil, dug his hands deep into it and threw the gathered handful of earth into the grave. The soil hit the coffin and he stood at its edge blinking in surprise at the noise it made.


Time for niceties over and the bar at the Plume of Feathers beckoning, Robert Cott, gravedigger to the masses, moved rapidly in to finish his work. The shovel switched back and dug into the mound of soil only to stop as George grabbed the handle. Robert looked in surprise at the strength in such a youngster and had no choice but to relinquish it.


Stepping alongside the mound, George began to back-fill the grave, each shovel-full landing atop the coffin with a resounding full stop.


Clara now took hold of the end of the shovel, stopping George from completing the task.


‘No, George, that’s f’r others t’ do. Say goodbye an’ leave ’im to ’is earth, eh?’


After a look into the grave, George looked into his mother’s face and nodded.


‘Ar, Mam. Land’s won.’ He handed the shovel back to the gravedigger. ‘Sorry, Mister Cott.’


Robert nodded in silent understanding.


George linked arms with Clara and Rose and this trio walked towards the churchyard’s entrance, leaving an already very busy gravedigger to further work up his innate thirst.


Edward was standing by the open lych-gate and he raised a hesitant hand at George.


‘Back in bit, Mam.’


He moved across.


‘Yes, Edward?’


‘Gaffer waits on y’. Told me…trust me…t’ tell y’r.’


George nodded.


‘Ar, thought it’d not be long. Thanks, Edward; I’ll be along as soon as I see Mam an’ Aunt Rose to ’ome.’ He looked expectantly at Edward; nothing. ‘Where, Edward?’


Edward stood looking blankly at George.


‘Where does ’e want t’ see me, Edward? Th’ gaffer.’


Edward blinked, then the thought struck him and he smiled broadly.


‘At ’ouse!’ he said triumphantly.


George smiled at him.


‘Thanks, Edward.’


Boarding the cart they had been loaned, the bereaved family set off back to the farm. In the yard, Reginald took over the horses and saw to their needs as the trio made their way back to their cottage. Once inside and with coats removed, George put the kettle onto the range and spooned tea into pot. Taking two cups and saucers from the overmantle cupboard, he placed them onto the table.


He saw the envelope, opened and read the death certificate for the umpteenth time, then replaced it.


‘Not much in exchange f’r a life, is it?’


His mother called from the bedroom.


‘What, George?’


‘Nothin’ Mam! I said I’ve laid f’r tea. Kettle’s on! I’m away t’ see Mister Joseph. Back in a bit.’


Without waiting for a reply, George set off across the yard to the gaffer’s house.
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Space and comfort. Those were the two words that came to George as he was ushered into the farmhouse by Grace.


‘I’m just so sorry, George.’


‘Thank y’, Missus Grace.’


‘Not all bad though.’ George looked at her puzzled as Grace just nodded. ‘Joseph and I have talked some. You’ll see.’


She showed him into the kitchen and the waiting Gaffer and then left them to it.


Joseph shook George’s hand and invited him to the table.


‘A seat young George an’ a cup o’ tea an’ chat, eh?’ They sat at opposite ends of a large wooden kitchen table and Joseph poured two cups of strong brown tea. ‘You’ll take sugar?’


‘Ar, thanks, Gaffer…er, three please.’


A smile passed across Joseph’s face.


The two held a look across the table for a couple of seconds then, tea sugared and passed across, Joseph settled and began.


‘Now, y’ know I’d not see a family out ’f it…an’ y’r dad were a top man. Ar, top man. Y’ mother’s said she’ll vouch f’r y’…a lot t’ learn but y’ show some promise.’


‘Yes, Gaffer.’


There was a short silence with tea-sipping accompaniment.


Eventually Joseph put his cup down.


‘Tell y’r what. Me an’ th’ Missus Grace ’ave done a bit o’ chat. Y’ c’n keep th’ cottage, same deal as y’r father, an’ carry on wi’ the ’orse work. I’ll pay y’r ’alf th’ rate, y’r only a lad yet an’ y’ll be learnin’ on the job; got t’ be worth summat that. You do us a good year an’ we’ll see about keepin’ you on come next ’Irin’ Fair…an’ uppin’ th’ wage a bit; that gives y’r just under a year t’ prove y’rself. ’Ow’s that sound?’


Joseph could see the look of relief in George’s face.


‘Sounds fine. Thank you, Gaffer.’


‘Ar. You’re a good lad, George, allus said it. Just you keep on ’ard at it an’ learn y’ trade.’


George nodded.


‘Yes, Gaffer, I will.’
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08.03.06


Approaching this trio of stone-pickers on the damp potato ground as it was prepared for planting had been routine, but on this trip back up the field’s length even a young man as naïve as George had clocked there was something on the bubble.


With George twenty-five or so yards distant, Jenny Clayson timed her movement to perfection. To fits of suppressed giggles from her partners in crime, Mary Suttcliffe and Victoria Ollerenshaw, a couple of innocent steps took Jenny into a direct line with George’s path as she called out her opening remark.


‘So, George, where’s that grey; Chalky ain’ it? Not seen ’er f’r a few days now.’


George was innocently surprised at her interest and slowed his approach to call back.


‘Still in stable, Mrs Clayson, thanks f’r askin’. Not been well at all…losin’ weight now, so I ’ear.’


‘Y’don’t know?’


‘Well, no. I’ve not ’ad much chance t’ see ’er this past week, lots t’ get done an’ Good Friday’s less than a month off. Gaffer’s been away a bit recent, an’ now Mister Reginald’s gone an’ Daniel’s runnin th’ stable, ’e’s taken t’ sortin’ ’orses f’r th’ week’s work ’imself now. I collect ’em from th’ yard each day…could y’ just…?’


‘Ow long’s that been then?’


‘Erm… Past two week…er, Mrs Clayson, could…?’


‘But y’ clean up at close don’t y’r?’


‘Erm…ar, I do, but ’e’s moved ’orses round a bit too. Chalky’s at th’ far end o’ th’ stable now, an’ Daniel’s said ’e don’t want ’er disturbed; not now she’s not well.’


George drew on steadily but slower now, closer to Jenny who pursued her objective with a terrier’s tenacity.


‘Things changed a bit now ’e’s ’ead stable, eh?’


‘Seems so. Wi’ it bein’ ’is job t’ look after th’ poorly stock ’e keeps ’is remedies an’ potions close to ’is chest, just like most ’f ’em…err, Mrs Clayson, could y’ clear th’ way, please?’


Jenny stood her ground. She had no need to feign further equine interest now and moved on to the topic proper.


‘’E’s a good-looker, y’know. Wha’d’y’ think, Mary? Our George good enough f’r a local lass like y’rself, or is ’e f’r better things?’


Wiping her nose on her sleeve, Mary moved across to extend the barrier.


‘Far too good f’r th’ likes ’f a scrubber like you, Jenny Clayson, I know.’


George had no option but to halt the team.


‘Whoa girls! Stand-On!’ The two Shires drew to a halt. ‘Mrs Clayson, Miss Suttcliffe, please? I’ve t’ get on…’


Jenny showed no regard for George’s obvious discomfort as she spoke over him.


‘Watch out, George, looks like our Mary’s clearin’ th’ field, an’ I’m not talkin’ ’bout stones neither.’


The women laughed at the joke and Mary shoved Jenny playfully on the arm and snapped back.


‘Nothin’ o’ th’ sort, Miss Guttersnipe. I’m a ’spectable single lady o’ this shire; ain’ I, Vicky?’


‘Two outta three ain’t bad.’


Mary looked across at Victoria.


‘Meanin’, Vicky Ollerenshaw?’


George was beginning to get nervous. The personal chatter was spiralling well beyond his limited social capabilities.


‘Ladies, please, I…’


But Mary was having none of it.


‘You just ’old y’r ’orses Master George Radcliffe! I think I might ’ave just been insulted, an’ y’r wouldn’t want that, you bein’ a gentleman an’ all, would y’r?’ She turned back to Vicky. ‘Meanin’, Ollie?’


Straightening up from her work, Victoria moved in to complete the blockade.


‘Well, Mary, y’ single an’ y’re a woman…’


‘’Ere’s th’ pot callin’ th’ kettle…! Courted at seventeen, George, an’ a race t’ see who’d be first into church, ’er or th’ baby!’


Seizing the chance, Jenny promoted her friend’s cause.


‘Looks like Mary’s the only footloose-’n’-fancy-free lass in th’ field, George. Wi’ th’ job ’f ’ead stable opened up now Reginald’s moved on…well, y’ could do worse.’


‘Not much!’ said Vicky, dismissively. ‘An’ any’ow, that Daniel Long’s ’ead stable now.’


‘Ha! That Daniel Long’ll last about a week,’ snorted Jenny. ’E couldn’t tell a decent ’orse from a blowfly. No, ’e’s just a stop-gap. Our George’s destined f’r that one, mark my words, an’ ’e’ll need a good woman alongside ’im…failin’ that, our Mary ’ere.’


‘I c’n tell a good ’orse fr’m a blowfly.’


‘She can! An’ she’s got prospects too, ’aven’t y’, Mary?’


‘I ’ave, Jenny. I’m out t’ be a dairy-maid, I am.’


‘There y’r go, George. Th’ choice is between our Mary, who’s out t’ be a dairy-maid an’ can tell a good ’orse from a blowfly, or Ivy over there; an’ sight o’ that face ’ld stop a pig a chain distant.


Vicky looked across alarmed.


‘Jenny, she’ll ’ear y’r!’


‘She’ll not! She’s usually three-parts cut, as deaf ’s a parsnip…’ She called her next remark across the field to a lady who was set slightly apart from the main body of stone-pickers. ‘…An’ as pretty as a Landrace sow wi’ rouge on! That right, Ivy?’


Straightening her back and looking up to locate the call, the said Ivy waved and smiled in their direction. In so doing, she revealed a mouth which was full of pipe and empty of front teeth, set in a face that had all the high colour, vein marks and bulbous nose of a heavy drinker.


Jenny waved back.


‘Alright, Ivy?’ Removing the pipe-stub, the best reply Ivy could offer in reply was several deep, throaty coughs, the gift of a lifetime’s tobacco abuse. Jenny turned back to Victoria. ‘That’s a face only a mother c’ld love. Good job it were covered by a tit most o’ th’ time, eh? Chuck ’er in a spud-clamp an’ unless she landed arse-up we’d never find ’er!’


Victoria and Mary laughed out loud and George looked the opposite way in embarrassment. Taking George’s distracted gaze as cover, Mary moved rapidly round to him. As she passed Victoria she winked and adjusted her hand-hold so that, along with her well-soiled sacking apron still half-full of stones, she incorporated a handful of her skirt, lifting it well above her knee.


George’s surprise at turning and suddenly seeing Mary so close only made her mood more coquettish.


‘That’s all y’ get wi’ dried-up marrieds, George; just chat.’


She altered her hold, spilling a small stone from her collection and letting go a very breathy, ’Ooooops,’ as it fell, coupled with a dazzling smile. She slowly dropped onto one knee in order to retrieve the stone. Her loose-fitting blouse drooped down low at the neckline, fully revealing her unfettered and very large breasts. Gently picking up the stone, Mary stood up to look George in the eye. She was very close to him now, her face lightly stained where she’d wiped her soiled hands across it.


She leant even closer and whispered, ‘What y’ want is a filly wi’ experience; show y’ th’ ropes…eh?’ then moved back slightly, smiled and winked slowly at him.


Victoria and Jenny began to snigger and moved to join Mary. As they passed the Shires, Jenny slowed her pace and ran her hand provocatively down the rump of one of them.


‘That’s a lovely firm arse…’orse’s ain’t too bad neither.’


With the way ahead clear, a by now very redfaced George flicked the reins and clicked the team forward.


‘On-On, girls. Haul-On!’


Both Blossom and Willow reacted immediately, moving quickly past the three women and forcing them to take rapid evasive action.


With drawn-out ‘Ahhhs,’ they watched him go.


Jenny sighed loudly.


‘Hmmmm; that’s coloured ’im up a treat Mary, ’e’ll be goin’ up ’n’ down all day now.’


Mary sighed.


‘Ooooo, I wish, Jenny, I wish!’


They all laughed as Victoria folded her arms across her chest, cocking her head to one side like a puzzled puppy.


‘An’ y’r right, Jenny, ’e ’as got th’ best arse in th’ trio. Look!’


Mary and Jenny copied Vicky’s head position…then all three burst into further loud laughter.
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George returned to the farm a good deal later than usual. All the other horsemen had finished tending to their working teams and, unusually, even Daniel was absent. He tied his team up and patted Blossom as he went to fetch water and brushes.


‘I’ll maybe give Chalky a bit o’ time after you two’re sorted, eh? I’ll give ’er y’ best.’


The dry conditions meant the grooming was greatly shortened and it wasn’t long before both horses were in their stalls, scrubbed and fed. He had not seen Chalky for five or six days, confined to the far end of the stable as she was. Daniel had decided to move her, reassuring George that she needed to be ‘Out o’ th’ way,’ and ‘Given a bit o’ quiet.’ At the time, George had suggested that he could share the work, but Daniel had been adamant the grey be kept under his care. Disappointed as he was, George did as told.


Chalky had acknowledged his arrival earlier with a snort and hoof scrape and now, as George approached her stall, she lowered her head over the door and he responded to her whickered request with a gentle stroke of her ear.


‘’Ello, old girl. Long time-no see, eh? Been busy, we ’ave. Spuds t’ get in an’ Daniel’s said y’ need a bit o’ quiet; just thought I’d see ’ow y’r was. Can’t do no ’arm that, can it? Blossom ’n’ Willow send their best…’


Her floor looked very low on bedding straw and George noticed her dull coat and thinning muscle. He joined her in the stall.


‘Still not quite th’ ticket, eh, an’ still losin’ weight by th’ looks. Daniel maybe needs to up y’r med’cine, I reckon.’


He noticed her trough was empty, nothing unusual there, but her manger was too…and her water bucket was missing. George leant over the stable door and looked along the aisle.


No bucket in view.


‘Someone’s f’rgot y’ water, lass. Good job I ’appened by, eh? I’ll get some…’ George looked at the straw. ‘…An’ either they’re bein’ mean on th’ beddin’ or you’re eatin’ it. Best stop that or Daniel’ll be fallin’ out wi’ y’r.’ A further snort and hoof-scrape was the answer and George shook his head and patted her neck. ‘You rascal. I’ll get y’ some fresh. Daniel’ll not mind me ’elpin’ out…an’ I’ll talk t’ Mam about you; she’ll ’ave an idea, I know.’


Fresh straw collected and shaken out, no sooner was it on the floor than the grey began to eat it.


‘Oi, stop it now! Looks like y’ve lost y’r appetite ’n’ found a donkey’s; but y’r no better for it.’ George looked over the stable door and along to the feed barrels again. ‘’Ave y’ been fed; ’ave y’r…? Y’ must’ve…’


The straw-munching continued. George looked closely at her eye. His face set as the thought occurred to him of what might have happened.


‘’Ave they missed y’r out…? Others might do, maybe, but not Edward, I know; ’e’s not much mem’ry but ’e don’t f’rget ’orses…’Old on an’ I’ll fetch rations. If I’m wrong then extra f’r once won’t ’urt.’


Up in the loft above the stable, George filled his arms with hay and had to fight off the grey as he re-entered her stall with it.


‘’Ang on, ’ang on! Let me get it t’ manger…you’ll ’ave me braces snipped yet…’ang on!’


With a struggle he managed to load the hay into the manger and Chalky set-to as he went to the rank of feed barrels via Willow’s stall.


‘Just a loan, y’ understand; y’r stable-mate’s got a bit ’f a worm, I think.’


Dipping into Willow’s barrel he tipped a scoop of mixed feed into a bucket. Chalky nudged him out of the way as she rapidly moved to the trough.


‘Manners! Now, some water, eh?’


Past the hay-loft steps, he filled a bucket with water from one of the wall barrels in the yard out back. As he came back into the stable so he saw Daniel moving swiftly along the central aisle towards the feed bins.


‘Evenin’, Daniel. I thought you’d all finished.’


Daniel seemed surprised, flustered and annoyed to see George at that late hour.


‘Radcliffe! What you doin’ ’ere…wha’d’y’ mean, all finished? ’Course we ’ave; long while ago we did. I ’ad an errand t’ run…you’re th’ one is late.’


‘Ar, chain split on th’ back couplin’ o’ th’ drag an’ it took awhiles t’ fix it.’


But Daniel wasn’t listening.


‘Y’were lucky I ’adn’t locked feed bins; don’t let it ’appen again.’ He indicated Willow and Blossom. ‘You finished baitin’ them pair?’


‘Ar, just…I hope it were alright, I just took some o’ Willow’s f’r Chalky…’ Daniel’s face dropped. ‘…I think she might need a bit ’f extra rations ’cos all ’er beddin’s…’


Over to Chalky’s stall, Daniel grabbed an empty sack in passing.


‘’Ave you been messin’ wi’ that grey? Will y’do as told? I said t’ leave ’er t’ me!’


‘I didn’t think it’d do any ’arm, Daniel.’


Daniel smacked the grey roughly to one side and removed what feed remained in the trough.


‘Y’ know nothin’, Radcliffe!’


Putting the water-bucket down, George followed him.


‘I know enough t’ see that grey were ’ungry; I think…’ Then he realised what Daniel was doing. ‘Aye, Daniel, where’s Chalky’s feed goin’ to?’


‘A better cause, Georgie-Boy!’


‘You put that back, an’ don’t keep callin’ me Georgie-Boy, you’re not my dad!’


Dropping the sack by his horse’s stall, Daniel kicked over the full water-bucket in passing, re-entered the grey’s stable and took out the hay.


‘No, I’m not y’ dad, y’r right there. If I were, you’d’ve picked a better beast t’ work wi’ than this runt!’ Daniel carried the loose hay and piled it up at the base of the hay-loft steps. ‘Y’re a bit green t’ be tellin’ me ’ow t’ run a stable, Georgie-Boy. Don’t you forget, I’m ’ead stable now.’


‘Only ’til they find a new man f’r Reginald…’


‘An’ that’ll be never! Level o’ wages our rogue ’f a gaffer pays won’t fetch no one. So y’ve t’ make it work wi’ me, Georgie-Boy, an’ y’r goin’ th’ wrong way about it, special if y’ start cuttin’ down on my ’orse’s feed ration.’
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