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I





I awoke, and heard a wind soughing at the gable-end where the greying window was. It seemed far and unexplained to me in the stillness of the room, and the trance of sleep hardly cast off. It was just light enough to see the wooden ribs of the Gothic ceiling inclining up to each other, like fingers meeting at the tips in thoughtful poise. I heard a thud or two; but nothing seemed to break a sense of the absolute solitariness of my little chamber, not even my watch ticking.


I lay blank-minded, enjoying that delightful reprieve from knowledge and responsibility, that minute of the opening of the eyes from sleep, wondering where I was and what hold I had on the life to which I had returned, or it on me; yet knowing that in a moment memory would come surging back like the tide into a cave.


Another thud; and suddenly I remembered that for the last year I, a young man from London, had been learning farming with Mr. Colville of Farley Hall, Benfield St. George, Suffolk, a big farmer and one of a big family of farmers who lived like a ruling clan in the neighbourhood, co-operating and conferring. Another thud, and I remembered that I had left Mr. Colville’s and had just wakened to the morning of October 13th, after the first night in a fifty-acre farm of my own on the outskirts of Benfield. Another thud, and recollection concentrated on the immediate fact that, whereas all my wakings hitherto had been to the cheerful sound of the feet of twenty men walking into a farm, leading out horses, opening fowl-houses, milking and feeding cattle, I was now alone and my own master, and nothing would be done on this holding until I left my bed and did it. For those thuds were the sound of my horses stamping in the yard, while the sun rose and the hens cackled in the hen-huts. There was a little heart-failing at the thought, and at the sense of time bearing us all along, as the ticking of my watch insisted. The knowledge, too, that nothing stood still on my demesne, but went forward or back. For the blank fields of autumn, erased of their last season’s tale, waited for me to plant them with corn, or the wind would with weeds. There was no sealing them to the status quo as a house, nor drawing down of blinds as a shop, but always day and night the wakefulness of vigil, and a stirring through all the expanse. I was aware of it, the unceasing continuance and change, in the wind that had been playing about the house all night as I lay in my cast-iron bed under the strong suppliant beams of my chapel of a bedchamber.


I took heart that I was not altogether ignorant of the business, having been at it a year under Mr. Colville. So I rose, and all the brass knobs of the bed clattered cheerfully as I got out. I presumed once they had been tight, and had not announced one’s getting in and out with a tambourine flourish. It was a double bed, and when I bought it for 13s. at a sale it had been hung with some faint feminine material, which I had detached as ill-befitting my use. I had no doubt that it had done bridal honours in its time, but now, sated with the mysteries of birth and death, it had grown old and loose, seemed pleased with this young bachelor for a tenant, and chattered cheerfully every time I moved a limb. As much as to say, “Having already the land and the weather to coax and contend with, what a fool a man must be to marry also a woman.”


The hens flocked out when I opened their doors, indignant that the sun should be up before them. The cocks, stammering and strutting, proffered their sidelong attentions, but were disregarded. The other sex was already intent on grain. It was ever so, my bed would have rattled out; while man is sentimentalising, the woman is thinking of the next meal.


I fed my horses, Darkie and Dewdrop, giving them, I believe, too much oats to their chaff. There were many unforeseen gaps in my education. Judgment of quantity in farming is a whole subject in itself which Schools of Agriculture seem to neglect, relying on weights and measures. But in practice the farmer has no time to weigh and measure; he speaks to his men of “double handfuls, siftings, forkfuls,” and they understand by practice what those terms amount to.


I had not yet acquired the ploughman’s skill in the manipulation of harness, and was still liable to get into a Laocoön pose in my struggle with the chains, thongs, and plough-cords which together made up the tackle. However, I got the horses harnessed without much difficulty, the chief trouble being to get the collars on; they being disinclined to lift their heads from the manger for that purpose, and my cries of “Hold up” not having a gruff enough intonation to be compelling. I rode them out to a field which I must lose no time in ploughing up for winter oats, as Mr. Colville had advised, and there made a start. I cut two sticks from the hedge, peeled them to show up the better from a distance, and planted them one in the middle of the field and one at the farther side. I eyed them well that they were in line with my team, to which I then returned. I had coupled the horses well apart that I might get a clear view of the sticks between them. Tilting the plough into the ground, I braced myself and drove straight for the first of the sticks, gazing on that only and leaving horses and plough to my arms alone. I heard the plough hushing through the earth, and the stubble crackling over: it desired to leap to right and to left, but I crouched over it and held it to the course. The horses passed one on either side of the first stick; the plough caught it and bore it over. I felt it crack beneath my feet. I had eyes only for the second stick, which we came to without much wavering and trod down. Then I turned and surveyed my work. I sighed with relief: it was nothing to be ashamed of, the first furrow I had ploughed on a field of my own.


The first furrow is the most difficult to draw out: the others have it and each other for guide. I continued then to and fro about it with easy rhythm. I found the day bright about me, though the too-clear dawn had yielded to a fleet of clouds that threatened to close their ranks across the sky. At present there remained those jagged fragments of blue that watercolourists like to paint. Starlings quickly learned that ploughing was going on, and came and made a hopping, fluttering procession of my progress.


At eight-thirty I returned to the farm for breakfast. I had bought some provisions the day before. I had, amongst other things, some bacon, a frying-pan, and some coffee. My cookery knowledge was slight, but equal to this occasion. It included a maxim that it was unnecessary to melt fat in the pan for the frying of bacon. A chopped faggot and some logs soon made a blaze, to which I sacrificed a whole candle, as I was hungry. I put the rashers in the pan, and after a minute of silence, they began to splutter companionably. Making the pan balance itself, I next turned my attention to coffee, which I made in two mugs, not having a jug to spare. Encouraged by these authentic mingled fragrances, I determined on some toast as well, and fixed a fork through the fender in such a way that that too “did itself.” Meanwhile I laid the table for my simple meal, keeping one eye on my automatic cookery. As I sat at it, the postman came with a letter from home in which they hoped that I was getting on all right in my new abode. A well-timed enquiry. The coffee was excellent (wood-smoke being no drawback); the bacon done to a turn. Though my mother might have found certain things to take exception to—a drop or two of spilt fat, fork prongs tarnished with the fire—to a man’s skimming eye it was well enough.


After breakfast I returned to the fields. As I ploughed I thought. When I rested the horses at the headlands I looked about me. I heard the clock in the village below strike one, but I knew that those who put their hand to the plough did not leave off till two-thirty. And, seeing that to-day I was a ploughman, I continued. But I realised that my present work was more of a gesture than a real attack on the autumn cultivation before me. It was a mere obedience of the first rule of arable farming: that horses must not stand still At two-thirty I surveyed my work. So narrow compared to the rest of the field looked the strip of dark earth I had been all this while making even so wide. There was so much else to be done, and that quickly; harrowing, trimming the grass from the sides of the fields, hedges to cut down, manure to cart. I must, of course, have help; a man, perhaps two for a time.


I am always one for settling into comfortable rhythms, swift or slow, according to the demands that life makes, coping with things with the help of an ordered day. That to me is half the battle: if jolted out of it, a sudden anxiety magnifies the affairs ahead into mountains. So, until I had discovered and engaged labour adequate to my needs here, I was quite at sea and knew not which way to turn, my own activities seeming but to nibble at the edge of the problem.


I felt strangely alone with the birds and the clouds on my plot of earth, as I rode the horses homeward. But I was not to lack visitors. In fact, I had not got fairly into the home meadow before the first of them made his appearance—a young man in blue overalls with a spanner sticking out of a pocket just above the knee. His complexion was pale, and his having last shaved yesterday gave it a tired shadow. His knuckles were scarred and his nails were squarely outlined in a grime that did not come from dabbling with earth. Blood showed at a recent graze, more brilliant for the ingrained oil; an exclamation mark of humanity in those hands that were the colour of machinery. Anything that I wanted in the way of petrol, oils, or tyres for my motor-cycle he would be, pleased to supply: he lived just in the next village, and was, in fact, my nearest motor-engineer. Ah, yes, I knew his place, I said, being as willing to give my orders to him as to anyone else: but I said wrong, for the group of signs near the post-office I mentioned as being my idea of his place was the store, it appeared, of a mountebank of much more recent standing than he—an ignorant meddler who had been through no proper tuition, who was only fit to tinker with pedal bicycles. Whereas he, J. Stockforth—he paused to hand me a card signed with his thumb—had been apprenticed for years to I-forget-what famous firm. By the defensive arrogance of his tone—he spoke almost as though I had been championing the other fellow—I gathered that he was trying not to have to admit to himself a rivalry, and that there really was a certain leakage of customers, by chance or otherwise. And later I found that the other man had the advantage of position, glaring all into the road, whereas J. Stockforth stood back rather, and more to the end of the village of Sarrow. As I sat on my horse assuring Mr. Stockforth that when I wanted a new tyre I would come to him, I felt somehow that he had the germ of a complaint against life, the one certain thing to sap a man’s soul from within and make him an underling.


When I came out of the stable from feeding my horses, I saw a car drawn up by the house, and a man coming round the corner. He was a merchant, insurance agent and small millowner from the next village. He was mock-hearty, and tried to blarney me into buying a ton of barley meal there and then. He would impress me with the need of immediate insurance also; but at the moment I was needing my dinner. I think Mr. Sumner saw a hungry glitter in my eye. He had expected a full man and found an empty one; so, without more ado, he was off into his bustling little car with a wave and a three times “Good day.” But hardly had his dust died down and silence resumed its sway than with a swish and scrape of a sliding foot another stood at the gate. I was withindoors now, and had at least seized on bread and cheese, so was more in a mood to greet the newcomer cheerily; which I did by opening the window and calling to him as he began to make his way circuitously to the back door. Country folk find something abashing about a front garden, as though it were a piece of Sunday they were treading on. However, he turned at my voice, and I recognised his face over the hedge as that of a friend: he was the pink, round-faced miller of Benfield. I had gone to his mill many times with orders from Mr. Colville; had drunk the formal glass of home-brewed ale with him when I had brought a cheque in settlement of an account. After a little diffident fumbling with the front gate he came across the narrow lawn to the window. He was as dawn to dusk compared with Stockforth, the motor-man: the day’s-work whitened him that blackened the other.


“I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you at your dinner,” he said, pausing half-way.


“You’re not,” I answered, taking a bite. “But I had a visitor a minute or two ago who was keeping me from it, so I wasn’t too pleased to see him. After you’ve been ploughing all morning …”


Mr. Sumner’s business card was on the window-sill, where I happened to have laid it. The eyes of the miller of Benfield dwelt upon it for a moment. 


“The land ploughs well now,” said the miller, raising his eyes.


“Yes, I’m ploughing for oats.”


“Oats want to be in soon,” he assented. The side track of farm-doings was always the gradual approach to a business matter.


“Yes, I heard you’d taken this little place. I hope you get on well. If there’s anything you’re wanting in the way of pig-meal …” he added, allowing the point of his call to obtrude. He handed in his card, floured by his fingers. “I think you’ll find my prices a bit more reasonable than some people’s,” he said, with a glance up the road, where his rival’s car had disappeared.


I could not help noticing the contrast between the miller’s bearing in face of rivalry and the motor-man’s. Though he knew quite well who had been there before him (in fact, Mr. Sumner must have raced past his bicycle on the road), and for all he knew I might already have placed an order, he did not betray that even the existence of another miller was known to him. Whereas the mere mistaken resting of my mind’s eye on the premises of another was enough to put the motor-man in a flurry.


I groomed my horses, a little amateurishly perhaps, turned them out into the yard, fed my scanty stock, mooned for awhile over a fan-rayed sunset, and went in to tea. The adding of the remains of that to the remains of previous meals in the sink definitely made a debit balance of used over unused crockery in the house. The domestic problem was the next that must be faced. As though to underline that fact, a man stepped out of a motor-car with a note-book in one hand and a bag in the other, said he represented Bidley Bros., family grocers, in the town of Share, that he always called for orders throughout the district on Wednesday afternoon, and he hoped that he might be favoured with the honour of my custom. 


I saw no reason why he shouldn’t. He opened his note-book. “But,” I said, “I have only just settled in here, and at the moment I really don’t quite know what I do want. I shall be passing your shop in a day or two, and I’ll call with my order.”


But possibly a commission basis made it desirable for the traveller to side-track that suggestion. He discovered my needs to me by catechism. Had I salt, had I pepper, had I mustard, sugar, jam, etc., etc.? He let fall such an avalanche of veriest essentials which I locked, I was quite dazed, and it seemed a waste of breath to continue repeating “No.” Mr. Cartwright’s pencil galloped over the paper, and his spectacles twinkled jollily with the speed. At length even his invention grew out of breath: the pencil idled a moment or two at his lips, then was definitely put to bed behind his ear. “The goods are delivered on Saturday,” he said: “but if there is anything you need at once, I carry a few things with me in the van to oblige customers.”


He left me some apples and cigarettes. I enquired about cake. I was not sure just how many yards of his “rich Genoa” were due to me on Saturday; but until then …


Mr. Cartwright was sorry; he had with him only a sample birthday cake which a lady had wished to see. But of course if one didn’t mind the inscription. … He produced it in a box with a frill and under a glass top, like a relic. It said “Many Happy Returns of the Day.” But it was a cake. I took it.


In the silence following the departure of the grocer’s van that inscription became almost vocal. Well, after all, this was in its way a kind of birthday. It was strangely silent in the little cottage to-night in contrast to the scene at old Mr. Colville’s golden wedding the night before. But the flames of the fire leaped cheerfully and the stamping of my horses in the yard bore me company. I was about to say they were my only company  that night, but I remember that later there came ä knock at the door, and a young man with a scarf round his neck introduced himself as Alfred Jarvis—the brother of Miss Jarvis, a girl who looked delicate and yet had ploughed and carted during the war on her father’s farm, whom I had met at Farley Hall. The Jarvises were now my neighbours; their farmhouse stood half a mile down the road; and Alfred Jarvis, to whom his father, growing old, had handed over the management of affairs, called to say that he would be pleased to help me in any way I needed, as he knew how awkward it was, moving into a farm, for the first month or so, and every newcomer, be he never so fore-thoughtful, finds himself lacking tools at a moment when he most needs them. He sat and smoked with me for an hour or so; I had two basket-chairs, swung a little over to one side, but comfortable enough. He was a round-faced, deep-voiced young man, and when he laughed seemed to strain the little room like a too-tight jacket. Of his complexion and the effects of the elements on it I have heard Mr. Colville say, “I’ve passed Alf Jarvis on his motor-bike in winter, when it was so flaying-cold that his face looked regular black-red.” Horses were Alfred’s pet topic; and, though I had only a skimming knowledge of the Hunt, I managed to keep him encouraged enough to continue. So that when he left it was getting quite late, and I did not return to my chair from the door; but put the fireguard up and the lamp out. Thus ended my first day’s farming on Silver Ley.



















II





Lonely? During the day there was no time to be, and in the evening body-languor, combined with the soon familiar grouping of my few chattels about me in the lamp- and fire-light, and reading or gazing in the fire and planning, made me a half-conscious companion to myself. There was no art-tension about that interior upon which I look back as being one of the warmest corners that I have been granted to occupy by Life’s chances: its harmony, though not immediately obvious to the stranger’s eye, was yet the inevitable one of amenity. The arm-chairs seemed to be stretching backward with yawns; the table’s single pedestal about a foot from the ground branched into four legs which had a suggestion of courtly dance about them, ending in brass claws such as had breathed tales of witch-tranced animals to me as a child and had seemed to herald imminent re-assumption of bodily form. I had pictures, too, without which I am uneasy in a room and cannot feel it to be home; engravings which pleased me by their peaceful light and haunting shades, such as October mornings have before the upper mist quite breaks; a great picture, too, done in lively colours, of the death of Nelson—all torn sails and battle-smoke, save where in the middle foreground the famous admiral lay back white-faced among a group of strong men compassionate. The sailors all had fair curly hair and boyish faces; honest fellows obviously, that knew their catechism and had only one wife apiece.


I got the wife of Mr. Colville’s foreman, Midden, to come and put in a few hours about my cottage during the middle of each day, as she had no flock of a family, as was usual, but one son, her only conformity to modern modes. She was thin and pale, as so many country wives are, lacked front teeth, and had a tone of voice which suggested she was ever at her wits’ end, till one came to know her. She went with a tottering walk, yet hove in sight across the meadow every day without fail, whatever the weather. I can see her now, leaning into the wind like a ship making a difficult port, her profuse skirt bosomed out with the gusts. Once arrived, she would shed a few clothes, remark what bad travelling it was across the fields since the last rain, and how the wind was enough to craze the devil; then set about clearing the debris of my breakfast and tea. She gave me commissions for butcher and grocer when I went to a town, and when I bungled them she only sighed and somehow contrived something for lunch. Once, for instance, I was told to get 1 lb. of steak and ¼ lb. of suet for a pudding, and returned brightly with ¼ lb. of steak and 1 lb. of suet, which came in time to Mrs. Colville’s ears and is a laugh against me to this day. Mrs. Midden would be gone when I returned to a late lunch from the fields and hastily opened the oven door to discover what she had left for me, and, if it were steak and kidney pudding, rejoice; if stewed steak, only just be thankful for food.


I engaged a labourer: I bought a cow. I went with Mr. Colville to market to profit by his advice, and bid for a heifer due with its first calf, which Mr. Colville considered a useful sort; and I, too, except for an inward misgiving over a wild look in her eye, which he did not seem to notice. I put it down to the strangeness of her surroundings, and let her be knocked down to me at a reasonable figure. Next to get her home. As we walked away from the ring, a drover who had been watching the proceedings with an eye to his own profit touched his cap to me. “Did you buy the red heifer, sir? Good sort, she is. Do you want her got home, sir?”


I was about to reply that that was what I did want, disposed to feel grateful that he had so timely offered himself, but Mr. Colville, who seemed to know the man, broke in first, “What’ll you take to get her to Benfield, Harry?”


“Couldn’t do it under seven and sixpence, Mr. Colville,” replied the man, cautiously defensive now.


“Seven and sixpence! Why, I thought you’d say about five bob,” Mr. Colville broke in.


The drover put on an injured look, as of one between the upper and the nether millstone of life.


“Oh, you know that ain’t right, Mr. Colville. I shan’t be there till near dark, not if I start right away. It’s twelve mile to Benfield, and you know what such things as them are on a strange road about nightfall. It ain’t as though there was other cattle travelling with her. A cow’s a funny thing alone.”


“She’ll go all right.” Mr. Colville laughed at his fears.


“She may or may not—there’s no telling. The market wholly upsets some of ’em, so that they’re like mad things when you get ’em on the road.”


“I’ll give you six bob, then,” cut in Mr. Colville, with the air of a distributor of largesse, and began to stroll on. I followed, feeling that the situation had been taken out of my hands, wondering and learning. It had not occurred to me even to ask the fee of this tatterdemalion whose only worldly property seemed to be a knobbly and erratic stick, let alone bargain with him about it. But, as usual, Mr. Colville was right and I was wrong. His business was to make farming pay, and part of his business was to know the economic value of every job—from cattle-driving to threshing a sack of corn. When it came to charity, he was second to none—but he did not give alms in the public market.


So we walked towards the market gates, the drover casting off his injured look and with a brusque shake of the head crying, “No, shan’t do it for that, sir”; Mr. Colville murmuring blandly, “All right, Harry, just as you like”; but I, considerably perturbed within at the uncertain prospects of getting my beast home before dark, and inclined to be resentful at all this fuss over eighteen pence. Had we to go through a similar rigmarole with other drovers? And, if so, with how many before a price could be agreed on?


Mr. Colville was pointing out the merits of a bunch of home-bred calves, but I fear my appreciation was lukewarm, for I was casting anxious looks about me for some other man, and at the heifer I had bought and was apparently deserting for ever, standing in a corner pen. But my fears were vain, for hardly had we gained the gates than the drover caught up with us, calling out, “All right, sir, I’ll get the heifer home for you.”


“Very well,” replied Mr. Colville, and, turning on his heel, immediately lost his air of leisured onlooker and bustled back to the cattle-pens, giving instructions to the man as he went, I following. The man’s assent was the sign for Mr. Colville to assume authority. “You stand over there,” he called to me, “and stop her going that way, and you stand there, Harry.” He opened the pen. “That’s it, let her go gently; she’ll go well so.” We escorted the drover and his charge down one of the principal streets (“We’d best give him a start with her out of the town,” Mr. Colville said), the heifer trotting ahead with bulging flanks and swinging udder, swerving with lowered head and dancing hind-legs from the traffic. “Ho Ho!” called the drover, as she paused uncertain at a side-road or inn-yard. “Goo on there! Ho! Stop her, please, will you?” A passer-by would pause, wave his stick at her, or stand and dodge before her, arms extended, and she would turn and continue down the street. Down one alley-way she scuttled, there being no one to prevent her, and a dog, thinking he had routed her thither, rushed barking after. Both in less than a minute reappeared quicker than they had gone, the dog having been turned from pursuer to pursued, fleeing for his life into a toy-shop. A child in a pram shrieked piercingly as the heifer brushed it; a car swerved; but she was off again in the right direction, and nobody took especial notice of a cow trotting down the main street of Stambury except to remark, “Nice heifer, that, but a bit wild.” At the corner the policeman, at a sign from the drover, turned her in the right direction. Mr. Colviile and I paused at the comer: he shouted to the drover, “All right now?” The drover, half-walking, half-running, to keep up behind the heifer, waved his knobbly stick high in the air, without turning round, for affirmative answer. So we stood and watched them out of sight.


Mr. Colville, being stout, was a bit out of breath.


“True as to God, I thought she’d have that pram over,” laughed he; “the old woman looked wholly scared, too.”


As we walked back he said, “Don’t give old Harry any more than six shillings for that job. That’s plenty.”


I remarked that he didn’t seem inclined to take it at first.


Mr. Colville laughed. “I knew he’d be after us before we got out of the gates. I’ve dealt with these chaps before. You see, he lives next to Benfield, and it’s homeward for him. I daresay he might have earned seven and sixpence off someone for taking some cattle twelve miles in another direction, but then he’d have had to get all the way back, so he’d have been worse off in the end. They’re single chaps, mostly, that don’t like regular work, that go cattle-driving. They like hanging round markets and picking up what they can. There’s usually one in every village. The more you give Harry, the drunker he gets on Saturday nights, that’s all.”


At about six o’clock that evening, just as I had finished my tea—tea was my “evening meal.” remember—I heard the drover’s voice again. I had been feeding with my window half-open, becoming just a bit anxious about my heifer, as the sky was growing very dim and the stars beginning to show. I walked out to the garden gate and stood listening. I heard footsteps in the distance, mingled with the soft pitter-patter of her tread. Even though I was on the look-out, the creature surprised me with sudden nearness in the gloom, a sense of power moving secretly; a thunderous ghost of a thing she seemed, halting suddenly there before me, sniffing fearfully at me, the equally sudden obstruction. Fierce, irregular jets of breath like steam; I felt them hot upon me, the very voice of alarm.


“Well, here we are, sir,” cried the drover from behind her.


“Was she much trouble?” I asked.


“She weren’t too bad,” he replied. “I wish farmers’d keep their road gates shut, though.” I guessed she had given him more than one chase over stubble and fallow.


“Well, she can come into the meadow here for to-night,” I said, and we drove her into the home meadow, where there was a thatched shelter in which she could lie if she wanted to.


She stood woodenly just within the gate, gazing into the dusk, as though wondering to herself, “What next?” nor realising for a minute or two that she had come to her journey’s end. Indeed, what nightmare intervals to cattle these changes of ownership must be: snatched from the familiar green-walled pleasance that was all their world, hustled into a crowded place filled with hundreds of their kind, all equally in a daze of blank bewilderment; marched round a ring walled with human faces instead of hedges, then away along a road for miles and miles, till suddenly there was the soft grass beneath their feet again and hedges marked the limit of their world; a little different than before, perhaps, more or less succulent, but a world that the cow-mind understood. And of that frantic hiatus does there ever remain even enough memory to be a premonition that the present Eden isn’t for ever?


“Six shillings, isn’t it, that job?” I said, wondering if the man would try to make it more. But he didn’t.


“That’s right, sir,” he replied.


And I’ll say this for Harry and his kind: when he makes a bargain he sticks to it, he is that much independent, and one “in the trade,” an agricultural branch-liner, like the higgler. If he didn’t, it would imply to him that he was unable to take care of himself in business dealings. If he took the whining tone, it would class him with the old and infirm—the old women to whom villagers subscribe because their sows die, and such-like. So he gets drunk on Saturday night, and wakes penniless but vigorous on Monday morning, and if the price you offer for his services isn’t adequate, he will give, you to understand that there is plenty of business awaiting him at the correct figure elsewhere, and so good-day to you.


So it was six shillings exact he had from me that night, which he counted in the moonlight, and twisted into the corner of his handkerchief and put into his breast pocket. I admit, however, that I offered (and he didn’t refuse) a pint of beer, in which he drank my health at the garden gate. After the first gargantuan draught, which illustrated to me a saying which I have mentioned before that sixpence isn’t the same as a pint of beer when you’re needing it, he paused and gazed at the moon with that air of thoughtful solemnity which so often characterises the first dip in the tankard, as though it were an elixir calculated to inspire some weighty saying.


“Yes, she’s a useful heifer,” he remarked, and I, too, involuntarily looked at the moon with him, as though it were Diana herself we were thus blasphemously appraising,


“She may be a bit wild at first, but she’ll settle down in time,” he added. “I won’t say she’s dear, either. No, she’s not dear—for what she is.” He took another drink, and brought forth a further intelligence. “I shouldn’t be surprised if she don’t calve soon, either, by the look of her.”


“They said ten days, at the market.”


“Yes, they said ten days, but I reckon it’ll be before this moon’s much older. The journey, too, would upset her a bit. Once I thought I see the calf kick in her belly.” He handed me back the mug. “Well, I hope you have luck with her,” he said. “And thank you, sir. Good night.”


The next morning I saw my man Walter coming across the meadow as usual to feed the horses. It was a clear morning, and the hour of early burnished sunlight which toned with the yellowing chestnut trees of my neighbour’s wood. The dew was thick upon the grass as it were a frost, and the man’s steps were visible behind him as he trampled it. He was a flaxen-haired, lanky, middle-aged man, with a smile of imperturbability and small but wide blue eyes. His feet, whether he went or stood, always expressed the hour of ten to two. It may have been just his general manner which made him seem to my eye to retain something of the wandering boy on the look-out for birds” nests; a kind of go-as-you-please alertness in his gait.


Him, and the aspect of the morning, I saw from my bed, for the window gave on to the meadow. His appearance on the far side of it was my signal for rising, and soon after he had fed the horses I would be dressed (not shaved, though) and standing with him at the stable door, accommodating the work to the weather.


But this morning he came and stood beneath the window and called, “Master!”


I looked out. “Hello, Standish.”


He had the usual smile, but a little more of it.


“Seen my heifer?” I asked. I had told him the day before I was going to buy one if I saw one I liked.


“Yes, master,” he replied, “both of them.”


“What do you mean, both of them?” I asked. “I only bought one.”


“Well, there’s two there; you come and see.”


“One must have strayed——” I began, but then I saw that of course this was the riddle that the rustic makes of a piece of news. The heifer, then, had calved in the night.


I went quickly down with him. It lay nested in the grass, asleep, with its head on its foot. Its mother stood cropping the grass near by, but ceased at our approach, sniffed the calf, and looked at us defiantly.


“It’s the journey did. it,” said my man, “but she seems all right, and the calf too. Lucky thing she managed to calve by herself, without much trouble. We’d best get them up into the cowshed,” he suggested. “They’ll catch cold out here. Good thing it wasn’t a rough night.”


So we got them up into a closed shed, putting the calf into a cart; the heifer, in her anxiety, following as closely as though she were tied to it by the nose.


When we had got them there, the calf was in no mind to go to sleep again, but stood upon its legs and tottered drunkenly towards the heifer’s udder with the instinct of the newly born. After one or two ineffectual jabs, it found the source of nourishment, and immediately  its tail became ecstatic. There it stood, head and neck stretched stiffly up, its whole little being taut as though in a trance, only its tail shivering, and there we stood, cow and all, mutely attending on the ceremony. When it had taken its fill, it lay down again, but did not immediately dispose itself for sleep, but kept its head up, gazing at us with a look of quiet adult intelligence, a filmy blue in its eyes like the chance day-gleams on a tree-shadowed pool.


“Yes,” said Walter, going over his discovery of the pair, “I see something lay in the grass as I come over the gate into the meadow. Hullo, what’s this? thought I. I thought maybe Master Reynard had had one of them big old brown hens. But then I see it move and I wondered to myself; surely the master would never have put a cow and calf to lay out in the meadow all night this time of the year.”


“No, of course not,” I added to that.


“Then I see as I come up close that the calf was still wet. Oho! so you ain’t wasted much time on the job, my lass, I thought, and it’s a wonder you didn’t drop the calf on the road home from market. But that’s a fierce little thing, though it’s afore its time; it was up and sucking almost as soon as I got to it.”


Now we had to tackle the heifer ourselves, for, though the calf was filled, her udder was still distended with milk, which, if not taken from her, would be the cause of milk fever probably and her end, so seriously has man meddled with the course of nature here.


I fetched a bucket, and squatting as far from the cow as was possible still to be within reach of it, began gently to milk it, while Walter held its head. Suddenly the pail shot from my hands to the other side of the shed with a clatter, and I lay on my back, my legs just failing to turn me somersault.


“Coo! that was a rare kick she gave,” said Walter. “Hurt, master?” 


It was the pail that was hurt, having lost its symmetry for ever. Walter brought it from the corner.


“It’s got a dent in it as big as a half-moon,” he said. “If she’s going to come that game, she’ll be a trouble at first.”


Then he had a try, and would have received a similar buffeting but that he had that remarkable alacrity which the farm labourer can show at need. He seemed to have a prescience of the heifer’s intention to kick the second before she did so, and drew the bucket away with an, “Ah, you would, would you?” stooping to her again a minute later and continuing, murmuring, “You’ve got to come to it some time, old dear, so you may as well make up your mind.” In the end, we had to strap her hind legs together so that she couldn’t kick, but not before Walter had taken one fair toppler, from which he rose rubbing his shins. “Seems as though she knows I’m not her calf,” he said, in a tone that implied astuteness to the cow. But by tying her legs we managed to milk her dry.


I have no hesitation in saying that that first was the wildest of all cows which I have subsequently owned, and my first premonition as I eyed her in the market was no illusion. For several months my farm was the scene of the Taming of the Shrew. Usually Walter went forth to plough and I stayed behind to deal with her. When I joined him in the fields, the first question was always, “Well, how was she this morning, master?” The answer varied: “Oh, she was pretty fair this morning,” or “Just about as awkward as she could be.” “The b——!” was Walter’s comment, as he jogged the plough-cord and the horses started across the field again. “Well, she’ll have to come to it in time.”


So there she sulked like an abducted princess, I had not realised until then, either, what a regalia of silver-zinc utensils was her due. My little dairy was soon furnished with pans, pails, skimmer, strainer, etc., and seemed to imply a whole herd in the meadow. I resisted the attempts of the local manufacturer to foist churn and separator on me as well. One cow, I knew, was no good by itself, but there are a number of ways of dealing with milk, and I was in no mood to muddle myself up before I knew how I stood. In any case, at present a good proportion was upset in the daily contest. When she seemed quieter, I tried without tying her legs, and time and again I rose from a knock-out blow, my clothes flowing with milk. I walked in an odour of it continually. My pails became as embattled as though they had helmeted Tweedledum and Tweedledee.


I envied Midden, Mr. Colville’s milkman, his orderly middle-aged animals, as I stood in the yard of Farley Hall one day watching him driving them up. In the cow-shed, they stood in a row as though unaware that anything was in progress. But it had not always been like that, Midden assured me.


“How does your heifer do?” Mr. Colville asked me, and I said, “She’s got plenty of milk; the thing is to get it.”


He and Midden walked across the fields one evening to look at her. It was just about milking-time. Midden would test her for himself. He took the pail. “Coo-coo, old dear,” he murmured, patting her neck propitiatingly, and set himself beneath her flank. He had got half a pailful with remarkable ease and rapidity, and I was beginning to think there must be something antipathetic about my personality. “Coo-coo, old dear!” He repeated from time to time the apparently magic phrase. It was odd to hear such dove-like tones coming from that squat and grizzled old fellow; as though he were love-making. Suddenly her leg shot out. Clang went the pail; thump went Midden; flop and splash went the milk. He rose slowly. “The old bitch!” he swore. 


The milking over, they stood and appraised her.


“It’s a rare strong calf,” said Midden.


“Yes, and she looks like making a lovely cow,” said Mr. Colville. “Just look at her bag.”


We looked at her bag. “Yes, I reckon she’ll be a master milker, next calf,” he said.


“She’s pretty wild now,” I put in.


“Oh, she’ll get over that,” Mr. Colville said.


“Yes, she’ll get over that,” echoed Midden lightly, as they strolled away across the fields. And she did, of course, in time.


Moreover, I had the satisfaction of seeing her offspring three years later, then herself in calf, make the highest price of any beast in the market on that day. A beautiful thing she was, and a beautiful time her purchaser was going to have with her when she calved, I guessed (for she was like her mother), as I watched her trotting away down the main street of Stambury just as her mother had done before her, turning, or attempting to turn, into every side-street or yard on her way, even having half a mind to invade the cinema, which the commissionaire prepared to defend.


It was the occasion of my cow’s leaping a gate into a field of Alfred Jarvis’s as cleanly as any hurdler, upon my first setting her out into the meadow after her confinement, that was my next meeting with him. He was schooling a hunter not far off, and, seeing what had happened, rode across and helped me back with her, cracking his crop as though she were a stray hound.


“Well, how are you getting on?” he asked.


“Not too badly, for a start,” I replied. “How are you?”


“Oh, so-so,” he said; then suddenly, “Garn, you bitch!” to his mare, attempting something fanciful. “Just trying to teach her manners,” he explained, then added:


“Never do business with relations.” 


“No?” I asked.


“They’re sure to do you. I bought a horse off my uncle and it was no good, and now I’ve been fool enough to buy another, and dashed if I don’t believe he’s done me again. She’s as awkward as you like, and just goes when she thinks she will. He deals in hunters up in the grass country, and I guess he thinks anything’s good enough to hunt on down here. One ditch she’ll jump as though it’s as wide as a river, and the next one she’ll go and fall straight into. No, don’t ever buy a horse off a relation.”


I assured him that, numerous as my relations were, the only connection they had ever had with horses was that once one of my uncles had been taken to the Two Thousand Guineas at Newmarket. There, having seen a number of horses gallop by, he remarked of one that came past a good deal in the rear, “Well, he hasn’t got much chance.” Whereat his companion, who was the sporting editor of a paper, said, “Oh, yes, he has; he’s the second favourite.” “But he can’t win now,” said my uncle. The editor explained, “The race hasn’t begun: they’re only riding out to the start.”


“So you are the first of the family to take to the land?” said Jarvis.


“Yes.”


“Ah, well, it’s a good life when the trade’s all right. Perhaps I am a bit too fond of these things.” He tapped the horse’s flank. “Some say so, I believe. They shake their heads and say, ‘Ah, he don’t do the land like his father used!’”—he imitated a dubious nonagenarian—“but, dash it, if you can’t get a bit of fun out of life, what’s the good of being alive? That’s what I say. Now, my old father—you haven’t met him, have you? Not many do nowadays. Why, he hasn’t slept away from this farm more than twice in forty years. And those times were his brothers’ funerals. Did you ever hear the like? He’s been a wonderful farmer in his time, but, Lord! I should go mad. Stand still, old mare!” The mare was in no mind to stay any longer, and swerved away from me. “Look here,” he called over his shoulder, “stroll down to-morrow afternoon and I’ll show you round the place, and stop and have tea with us.”


I accepted his invitation. His mount, now dancing frenziedly, as though energy were an electric accumulation forcing an outlet, tingling and shaking from every muscle, bounded away like a wave at the slackening of the rein, thunder in her heels. Twice she kicked up, to the right and to the left, and shook her head intolerantly. But he sat her as easily as a surf-perched gull; gave her one up the ribs, then another as they came to the fence. They went cleanly over, his right arm swinging back, and then only his head was visible bobbing away into the distance.
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