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			For my cousin, Sarah

		

	
		
			Hardraw Force,  1964

			Jake and Edith followed the sheep-trods up the side of the fell, moving through last year’s bracken frost-scorched a deep rust colour. They paused to catch their breaths, taking swigs from their water bottles, listening to the wheels of lapwing in the sky. Soon they made it up onto the rocky plateau. In the distance, the peaks of the Lake District. In the middle distance, the Howgill Fells, Garsdale and Sedbergh, the place where Edith grew up and lived until recently. Jake had asked about her family on the drive over—more out of courtesy than any real interest—and her breathing had gone quiet and she muttered a non-response.

			Among the clints Jake pointed out mouse-ear hawkweed and bloody crane’s-bill. The implausibility of such colour in that landscape of scree, granite, limestone. A wind was getting up with a brittle edge and so they headed to the cross-shaped shelter and sat on the wooden perch, staring out, summit after summit bathed in after-washes of light.

			He took the flask from his knapsack and they shared some sweet hot tea, supping in silence. She tipped the dregs out and placed a hand in his.

			She said, You still haven’t told me why we’re here.

			I’ll show you, he said, and went to stand up. 

			Let’s just sit here a while. 

			The wind. The views. His hot pulse. 

			It’s the highest point in Wensleydale, he said. Third highest mountain in the Dales. 

			You charmer. 

			Most southerly place you’ll find yellow marsh saxifrage.

			Eh?

			Saxifraga hirculus. Reason I brought you. 

			Sexy-what?

			Saxifraga.

			I love it when you talk dirty, Jacob.

			He squinted at her. It’s rare. 

			Rare as a good man?

			Flowering period’s short. I thought—

			A poetry to it he just couldn’t express. 

			In an arch tone, she said, So this is your idea of romance? You been reading the Brontës or summat? Dragging a girl all the way up this blasted mountain to show her some flowers? Is this where you bring all your conquests?

			Aye. And you’re the first to complain.

			The flutter of her long black eyelashes as she laughed.

			He stands on the doorstep and whistles me out,

			His hands in his pockets, his shirt hanging out...

			She palpated and pinched the pad of his hand with her fingernails. He willed himself not to flinch. Presently the stone shelter felt weighted in silence, or perhaps a mood, an inner weather of hers he hadn’t been exposed to yet. What was it like in there today, Edith? Gales? Sleet and snow? Mist and fog patches?

			Come on, she said. I need a drink. 

			She put her arm through his and dragged him back down the mountain, descending moorland the colour of rain.

			The pub was quiet. After a couple of drinks, they exited the rear of the building and followed the path through the overgrown gorge to Hardraw Force. She was tipsy and kept touching him. The beck was in spate, the foss roaring around the amphitheatre, plunging a hundred feet in a single amber-coloured spout. He was about to speak when she turned to him, placed a hand between his legs and squeezed. He froze, eyes wide. Laughing, she ran towards the water’s edge and began to undress. He’d never seen a woman completely naked before, something so wild and dangerous about her as she turned to look at him and grinned, and with a long-limbed, feline movement, she jumped in. She emerged on the other side, beside the swirl and mist at the base of the foss, waving at him to join her, her shouts and laughter swallowed by the clatter of water. 

			He thought he’d be like a lot of the old farmers he worked for, going to dances and trying to get partnered up but never having much luck, more used to looking at a cow’s arse than a girl’s, married to the first one that showed any real interest, a girl from the dale who knew exactly what kind of life she was letting herself in for, keeping house, raising a brood, helping out on the farm, unmithering. But Edith would have no real inkling of the hardness of his days or how much he loved returning to the softness of the nights in the cottage with her. 

			The sex at Hardraw Force that afternoon, and the months that followed, was white hot, feral, dragging him deeper into himself than he’d ever been. But looking back over those early years he could see it was more about making a baby than lust or passion. She wanted as much of his muck inside her as possible. But his muck was useless. Once William was born, she just didn’t see the point. He cuddled up to her so many times, impetrating for some physical love, but the wild older woman who skinny-dipped at the foss and fucked him so hard he thought his brains would tear loose, was just an echo in his skin.

		

	
		
			Part ONE

		

	
		
			Dalby Forest

			Jake reaches for his rifle, steps over to the glassless window, listens. A swap of wind scurries through the abandoned mill, a wind made of leaf mould and rusted rabbit wire. He realises where he is and what he is doing. Absolute dark around him. The plop and patter of rainwater, a liquid metronome. And with the sounds of the night swelling around him, he finds he can hardly breathe.

			There: pine needles crunched underfoot. 

			He flicks on the torch. Something takes shape in the circle of light: pair of amber eyes, white blaze along the low-slung body. Badger tiptoeing into the night.  

			He flicks off the torch and steps out of the mill, following the sound of the badger among the thick bracken, crosiers furled and glossy, tilting his face up to a gap in the canopy, low burn of starlight. Something blissful about being deep within the forest, the shelter adequate and game plentiful, but the screech of an owl makes his heart pulse quicker. Then a stag roars, a deep kronk echoing through the trees. 

			Soon, in the next week or so, the first frosts will arrive. He has to be smart, parsing his next moves, because he’d rather die out in the weather than hand himself in. Prison cell? Freedom? The choice decides the kind of man you are. Not allowing himself to linger on what he’d done—possibly done. Wondering how many days he should leave it before heading to Noah’s place a few miles north-west of here. Noah is Edith’s kin. He always called her auntie but in truth she was a half-cousin. 

			Jake knew his age made him almost invisible but he also knew the police would be looking for an old man on a quad bike and so he covered the bike with branches and fern some distance from the mill. 

			Those first few days reconnoitring the forest, avoiding the scenic-drive roads and open picnic spaces, the mountain bike trails and walking paths of the forest’s southern riggs. 

			Pre-dawn. The almost human moan of wind in the flue of the mill’s tall chimney. Adjusting his trapper hat, he scratches at his scalp. Out in the trees the cries start again, a yip-yip, yip-yip. He blows warmth into his gloves. On the ground beside him, slugs ride the morning dew. He gets to his feet, stretching himself into the new day. He grabs his rifle and follows his route along the northerly edge of the forest. 

			From this overlook the only life he’s seen over the past few days was a woman on a black steed, slapping its flank, oblivious to the old man watching. 

			Stalking the woodland around the boggy thwaite, checking the treetops for squirrels and birds, treading as quiet as he can, trying to blend in with the surroundings. Eyeing the game trails, a few bottlenecks beneath a fallen tree trunk, wondering should he set a few loop snares or will they just attract a Forest Ranger’s attention?

			The conifers give way to maple, ash, hazel. 

			Movement. Forty yards away: pink-footed geese. Six, seven of them. But there is too much brash between Jake and the birds. He drops a leaf into the air to test the wind direction and stalks nearer. After a couple of minutes, he singles a bird out. Lifting the stock to his shoulder, he waits for a clear shot. Slips the trigger. Blood in the air, red mist suspended in a moment of death and beauty. The bird flaps for a few seconds and stops. He breaks cover. Clean headshot. Good size. 

			When the gun presented fire, the bird came tumbling down,

			This lad he killed it with his club, before it reached the ground…

			The day is starting to warm up a little. Nearer to the mill he hears squirrels barking and wonders should he play the waiting game, but after five minutes not a single one shows face. He gathers some chickweed and sorrel and Wood Ear mushrooms from the base of an elder tree. 

			As a younger man he was always on his knees in sidings and lanes, hunting for fruits and nuts and ceps. It used to tickle Edith, the way he’d pop plants and flowers in his gob, grinning at her. But she loved the flans he made from sweet chestnuts, and the pine needle tea and mallow wafers. But not as much as the sloe gin. Picking the berries after the first frosts so their skins were soft and juicy, shaking the jars to release the sugars. She liked taking the berries from the bottom and dipping them in chocolate. 

			He heads to the beck to gut the goose, dipping his hands into the chill water, reading the text of bird and animal prints in the mud. 

			Eight days eking out a blissful rhythm like this until one night he wakes to hear voices not far from the mill. Studying the teenagers through his rifle scope, three boys and a girl sitting around a camp fire, passing something between them, a canister of some sort and a plastic bag, sucking on it. Like twitchy animals. One of the boys turns and stares into the dark as if he can sense Jake watching. A light rain falls in the canopy above, a plink-plink on the tin roof. They’ll come into the mill soon. 

			Time’s up.

			Astride the dirt-splattered quad bike, pulling through the subterranean-dark forest onto the moor, soon he comes to the dale where Noah lives. He hides the quad in a laithe among bird shit and sheep bones. Bending double to ease the weight of the backpack, he readjusts the straps and then trundles up the hill to study the keeper’s lodge. Snagged on the fence wire next to him: creamy-white fleece fluttering in the wind, tufts of wool in scabs of blood.  

			Dawn breaks with the sound of antlers clashing on the moor—a lek of stags going at it. 

			Wisps of smoke rise from the chimney pot, churning straight and true. Old beat up Mercedes in the drive, car doors propped against a ramshackle lean-to at the side of the house. Scabby-looking donkey in the field scissoring its ears, flicking its tail. Above, skylarks chirrup in a blackberry sky. There it is again, a dull thump like a drumroll. He turns and spots a pair of ears, pink and lucent in the first yawn of day. A hare thumping out a warning to him, making him grin.

			He heads down the field, passing through the low wooden gate into the garden gone to seed. Plastic containers. Water butt. Fence made from old doors. Small pond full of windfall. With his hands cupped around his eyes, he presses his face against the front window. Cobwebs. Husks of dead flies. He moves around the side of the house and finds the back door unlocked. 

			Noah? 

			Funk inside, something like wet dog and gone-off food. At first the silence swarms his ears but then he notices an insect-like ticking—grandfather clocks. Then something like a breath, a breeze through an opened window, the house alive to him. 

			Noah? 

			From the cluttered hallway he can see into the living room. Flock wallpaper. Spider-webbed lightbulbs. Dusty taxidermy on the walls. A guard around the fire. No sign of a woman or bairns around. 

			He heads outside and jimmies the lock on the nearest outbuilding and steps into the gloom. Workbenches. Electric saw. Tarpaulin. Propane cylinders. Cobwebbed seed trays. Pair of ladders hanging from the ceiling. At the far end, an old Nissan van. He tries the next outbuilding but it is secure. Behind him, the rattle of a chain and ballsy growl. Turning, he sees a mutt tied up in a small enclosure next to a dilapidated caravan.

			Back in the kitchen, he leaves the back door open in case he needs to bolt, rests the rifle on the table and scans the room. Welsh dresser with vintage crockery. Hutch cabinet containing tins and jars. A creel on the ceiling, filthy towel hanging down. He opens the fridge, removes a Tupperware container, puts the stew in the microwave and sets it to two minutes. He opens a cold can of coke and drinks heavily. The microwave pings. He eats with hunger, leaning against the sink. Soon, he hears the rumble of an engine approaching. He grabs his rifle, glances at the open door. Watches Noah’s clashy Land Rover coming down through the trees, thrum of tyres as it passes over the cattle grid. The lad’s alone. He opens the front door, wipes his boots.

			Jake calls out, Noah? 

			Ducking low under the doorframe, Noah enters, the pain of shyness in his face. They pump hands as if their lives depend on it. 

			Noah says, How long you been here? 

			Jake can tell by the hitch to his voice—he knows. Not long, he says.

			Noah in his camouflage cargo trousers and puffa jacket like a territorial army nut.Jake says, Expecting any visitors?

			Nope.

			The police contacted you?

			No. 

			Barrel-chested, enormous ears like mug handles, Noah removes his coat and hangs it on the back of a chair, retying his ponytail, hair the colour of chopped cedar and eyes an almost see-through blue—the same as Edith’s. 

			Noah says, Been what, twenty years since I saw you last? 

			Later. The living room is cluttered, fire blazing, too warm for comfort, the grandfather clocks going off at different times.

			Jake says, Doesn’t that get on your tits?

			What?

			The gongs?

			Don’t even notice them any more.

			Raised by his grandparents, Edith’s first cousins, Noah’s old Moors accent with just a slight and halting difference to the Dales.

			Jake likes Noah because he never speaks about himself. No self-importance, no braggadocio. He knows he won’t ask about Edith. Lad didn’t even come to the funeral last year but they weren’t that kind of family. 

			Jake waits for him to say summat. 

			He used to find it irritating the way the farmhands goosed Noah. He was big-bellied and jokey and everyone’s friend and men took advantage. But his size could scare you, towering over you with his bulk like a sofa on legs. The way Edith used to fuss over the lad. Big daft lummox. Like a giant loaf of bread. Always smells of lard.

			Finally, Noah says: It’s true, then? TV. Pictures of you leaving the nursing home. Wanted in connection.

			Connection?

			Noah looks confounded, a hard quality to his gaze. Says, The old man’s dead.

			Jake nods.

			Noah crushes his beer can in one hand and opens another. Furze of stubble, thicket of brows, eyes checking Jake over. The conversation moves on to oil and feed prices, as if Jake hadn’t killed a man ten days ago and is now the focus of a manhunt. Jake’s beer going warm in his hands. Noah emptying one can after the other. The stag’s head on the wall observes them both with dusty eyes. Outside, the mutt barks a few times and then stops. Jake glances towards the window. The dread of things unseen. 

			Would you like me to run a bath? Noah says.

			Jake nibbles his beard hairs, frowns. 

			Noah clears his throat. I’ll get some bait made. You look fagged out.

			As the bath fills, Jake props the rifle in the corner and strips, noting his unclean chest hair and fingernails. He lowers his limbs into the water and sets about giving his carcass a good scrub, scum on the surface of the water already. A falling-asleep breeze comes through the window. He sighs into the steam. 

			Charles Monroe, dead. 

			Sometimes you cross the line and there’s no coming back.

			He rinses himself with the plastic jug and climbs out to find there isn’t a towel on the sneck and so he dries himself with his long johns. Rubbing a hole in the fogged-up mirror, staring at his reflection.

			Night-time, listening to Noah’s snores crank up in the next room, the occasional gongs and chimes of the grandfather clocks downstairs. Jake empties his backpack and sets the things out across the floor, examining each item in turn. 

			You’ve got to be smart. 

			Single-man tent in its compression sack. Pegs. Torch and batteries. Sleeping bag. Mini-camping stove and two gas canisters. Twine. Water bladder. Mess tin, knife, fork, spoon. Matches and a lighter. Solingen hunting knife. Co-op bags containing food, sundries. A box of 2:2 ammo. Snare wire. 

			The radiator click-clicks. Jake scans the room. Noah’s grandmother still haunts the dreary space. Perfume bottles. A hairbrush spun with silver hair. Dresses in the door-less wardrobe. 

			He cracks open the window and lies in the near-dark scratching at the white bristle on his neck.

			Two hours later something wakes him—an engine idling. He swings his legs from the bed and grabs the rifle, peeping through the curtains. Slanting rain in the headlights of a 4x4, dark figure skulking from the outbuilding over to the vehicle. 

			Jake steps out of the bedroom to find Noah on the landing, raising a hand. The sound of the vehicle turning in the yard outside, moving through the gears, over the cattle grid and up the lane. 

			Noah reaches over, lowers the barrel of Jake’s rifle and says, I rent him the old chicken shed. Comes and goes all hours. I don’t pry.

			I asked if anyone came.

			Forgot.

			You forgot.

			A few hours later Jake is still clutching the rifle to his chest. There it is again—Noah’s basso cough. Gongs of a clock. A jigsaw of early morning light falls through the window, otherworldly shadows in the room. Stretching his wiry limbs, Jake reaches into his pocket and removes the folded-up photograph of his son, William, and the postcard from his friend, Sheila. 

			He sniffs them, returns them to his pocket. 

			Down in the kitchen, he eats some ham and cheese and a pickled onion from the fridge. Listening to the house, assuming Noah has gone back to bed, a brief rain shower hits the panes. 

			After William’s death, Jake tried to assemble all of the happy moments in his head. And the unhappy. And the mundane. As if this would help keep William alive in some way. Because the worst thing was the forgetting. Like when William stopped eating meat for a while. He’d ask to go to the loo during a meal and then hide the half-chewed flesh on the tiles behind the toilet rather than flushing it away. His queer but cute baby language: peel the balala, Daddy—look at pretty fowlers and flutterbies. He liked peeing on the dog and sleeping halfway up the stairs and drinking puddle water. Jake would lift him from his cot just to bathe in his sleepy smell, kiss his minuscule feet and fingernails and eyelashes. Making a snowman in the garth, a misshapen thing with broken twigs for teeth and rotten quinces for eyes. Jake asked him what they should call it. Without hesitation: Let’s call it Edith.

			Edith often complained she never really had any time to herself. She always seemed desperate for some headspace. Some mothers wanted to know everything their kids were doing at all times, what their homework was, who they liked or didn’t like at school, but Edith just wanted to talk about other stuff and have a part of her life that wasn’t just about scraping shit and goo off things. 

			But the memories felt so day to day, like obsessions that wouldn’t leave him alone, becoming mono-pitched in his head. But maybe that was the point. Maybe it made them more bearable because nostalgia can become an illness.

			Something snags Jake’s attention: sounds from the living room—crackling, spitting. He finds Noah in the chair beside the open fire watching TV with the sound muted. 

			Thought you were still in bed, Jake says.

			Made some bait for you. Left it beside the front door.

			Right.  

			Not sure how you’re set for clothes and what-not, but there’s Pop’s old stuff hanging in the cloakroom. Wax jacket, boots and gloves and that. Be turning cold soon. Help yourself.

			Jake nods, thinking about scent dogs, tracker dogs. Wearing another man’s scent.

			They share a long look.

			You’ve been busy, Jake says. 

			I’m only... You know.

			Is the reason I trust you because I know you, or that I don’t really know you?

			Noah cracks a smile. Here. He passes Jake a wad of notes.

			Jake nods. That’s very decent of you.

			No need.

			Hate to ask, but there are a few other bits I could do with. 

			Noah folds his arms. Shoot.

			Could do with swapping my torch with yours? The high-powered one. Some bin-bags. Salt. Gaffa tape. Garlic. 

			Course.

			And the Nissan in the shed. How’s it run?

			Just replaced the timing belt. Starts first time.

			It stolen?

			No.

			Owt else I should know?

			No lights on the dash. 

			Throw in the Buddy heater and propane cylinder?

			Noah cracks a smile.

			Jake says. The quad. It’s in the laithe near yon fork on the moor. He tosses Noah the keys. Keep it.

			They spend the rest of the morning winterising the Nissan van, removing the back seats and insulating the floor with foam and bits of ply, using bubble wrap to seal the windows and vents, hanging fleece sheeting along the walls for extra warmth. 

			Why don’t you just head south?

			None of your concern. Because I’ve never been here.

			Who are you?

			Got any whiskey?

			Drambuie. Can’t abide the stuff. Take it.

			Jake runs his fingers through his hair. Got some scissors?

			 

		

	
		
			Five months earlier

		

	
		
			Sheila’s place

			She was waiting to greet him in the doorway. They embraced quickly, tightly. Howay in, she said, and led Jake into the front room where he took his haversack from his shoulder, pulling out a bottle of wine and a small jade plant in a terracotta pot. She positioned the plant on the windowsill. 

			It’s from a cutting, he said.

			Isn’t propagation amazing?

			Like putting a fingernail in soil and growing a whole new person. 

			She held his gaze, grinned.

			They sat at the table and she dished out the food—salmon fillets, mashed potato, broccoli, asparagus. Robust and ruddy-cheeked, she was wearing a bonny yellow dress, low-cut, snug, her hair sleek and straight as wind-flattened grass. She was easy to smile, her eyes crinkling at the corners with laughter lines. Jake was in his tired-looking suit, four-day salt and pepper beard, iron-grey hair slicked back. 

			They had known each other in passing for years, just a nod and a quick now then, but since Edith passed they had begun to spend more time together in the Ox and he had come to rely on her company probably more than he should. Of course, tongues had been wagging. Not that anyone would say owt to his face. She was a lot younger than him—had recently turned fifty—and was well known around town. Blowsy, mouth on her. Jake liked her crass laughing talk though he had never heard her curse. He saw something noble in her, honest. The way she dealt with her daughter, Karen—useless lump of a lass, druggy, town bike. Sheila might as well be raising the grandkid on her own. 

			Jake said, It’s not how far you fall, it’s the way you land. 

			She raised a brow. Here was a woman who didn’t appreciate being gainsaid.

			She said, Karen and her boyfriend, they’re talking about getting wed. Don’t get me started. I mean, has he even got a job?

			Could be the making of them.

			Worst mistake she’ll ever make more like.

			He shrugged.

			What? she asked.

			He licked his lips. Nowt.

			Rubbing the stem of her wine glass up and down, her eyes on him, he finished the last of his salmon and placed his knife and fork together precisely. She refilled his glass, emptying the bottle, collected the plates and headed through to the kitchen. 

			Staring at his reflection in the windowpane, at the gathering darkness beyond, he got an uncanny sense he was being watched by some unseen presence outside, his reflection doubled and vague—becoming his own ghost.

			Just you, apeth.

			She reappeared with another bottle of wine and said, I planned to get some cheesecake but Clem was going ape in the Co-op and it totally slipped my mind. She barked a laugh and retook her seat. Did you used to cook?

			For Edith, she meant. 

			When he didn’t respond she reached over and rubbed some dust from the windowsill. Then she started to tell him about her first husband, Steve. 

			Always coming home kaylied. Being shouty. Wetting the bed.

			Didn’t you and him want bairns?

			I did. But he couldn’t… You know. Infertile. For the best, looking back.

			Did she see the heat in Jake’s eyes?

			With a half-smile, she added, He buggered off down to Leeds with another woman. I met Bear soon after and fell preggers more or less straight away. Started the whole sorry malarkey over again. Joking. Bear’s a decent bloke.

			Bear, her ex—a thickset biker who made a living driving a sidecar hearse, basically a covered coffin attached to a motorbike, a popular send-off for local gangs. 

			Jake cleared his throat. Seems the steady sort. 

			Scratching the curve of her neck, raising a red mark, she reached over and took a tube of hand cream from beside a plant pot and squeezed a drop into her palm. 

			She said, Did I tell you I worked on a farm when I was young? Remember the Pick Your Own on Hawes Road? 

			Course. Edith used to tatty pick there.

			Always fancied a small holding, bit of land. Veg and chickens. 

			A nod.

			Don’t get me wrong, she said. I love care work. Know we get treated like crap and the pay is rubbish but care work is a privilege. The strength to give, strength to help. Can’t imagine doing owt else. 

			Looking at him with her eyes dimming, it was as if she was tuned into his airwaves. I’m trying my best not to pity you—this was the kind of look she tried and failed, not to give.

			Jake said, It’s nice of you to spend time with me. 

			You’re easy to spend time with.

			Been hard. Don’t mind admitting. 

			She reached over and placed a hand on his. She was always touching him, squeezing his muscles. Seventy-three years old but he still had the physique of a seasoned farmhand—tall, capable, strong. She pulled her hand away.

			You’re doing well, she said.

			What way?

			You were always someone I wanted to get to know better.

			Why?

			Because you seemed like a nice man.  

			Not doing this out of pity?

			No.

			Because you feel sorry for me? Think I’m lonely?

			She said, We’re muckers, aren’t we? Well then. Good. Ignore what folk in town think.

			Because I am, he muttered.

			She bit one of her finger nails and spat it to one side, wiping her finger on her dress. 

			I’m always here for you, she said. You know that?

			She reached across the table again and squeezed his hand. 

			His eyes wandered her face, neck, cleavage. 

			He said, Think we should call it a night.

		

	
		
			Jake’s place

			Dim lamplight, stale shadows. It was chilly in the bedroom and his pyjama top was unbuttoned, exposing a scribble of white chest hair. Rain plinked the guttering and sill, flicking the curtain so. Nights like these when a load of weather moseyed around the uplands, thunder soughing through the hills, leaving a stillness and smell of earth behind. 

			He felt Edith still existed somewhere, whether in his dreams or awake he was certain she was still trying to offer herself to him. He knew she’d gone and would never return, but she was hanging on, lingering—somewhere. Still trying to communicate. Still trying to finish the conversation that was their shared life. Or maybe the conversation they never had. Whatever it was, he never wanted the connection to end.  

			He straightened Edith’s dress out next to him and then glanced towards the window. The solitary yellow light of Ted’s farmhouse on the opposite side of the dale. Distantly a dog barked. Then another. Ted walking the cows, getting them ready for milking, collies nipping at their ankles. 

			Jake sings softly:

			When she kenned she kenned in ’er beats,

			Ti mak a print she put in ’er feeat…

			Recalling his early days on the farms, the camaraderie of the young hands. Usually they kipped in a byre or outhouse together, singing and laughing and drinking into the night, making up songs about the working conditions and tight-fisted bosses or singing the old Yorkshire traditionals. The morning stillness of the parlours, the click and whirr of the machines, the heady mix of cream and iodine and shit in the air. Nowt better than seeing the cows lined up in their own stalls with their names on the wall. 

			She made a cheese an’ put it on t’shelf,

			She never tonned cheese while cheese tonned self.

			Something about the memory makes his muscles tauten, his limbs knotted and stretched by years of manual labour. Mechanic, shepherd, foreman, hedge-layer, flint-knapper, lured from one farm to another to shear, milk, pluck, dress, slaughter—owt to addle some brass.

			Oftentimes he stood by the window waiting for Ted’s light to come on, wondering if Ted looked across the dale and saw the silhouette of Jake watching. A kind of company. 

			He stroked Edith’s dress and then sniffed his fingers, eyeing the bedside table. The Western novel with its musty smell. Glass of water. The framed black and white taken not long after they first started courting. He stared at the image recalling their first date, the hike up Great Shunner Fell, skinny-dipping at the foss, losing his virginity.

			Gradually the first light hit the clouds capping the horizon, lighting them obliquely from beneath, orange and then violet. Another sleepless night waiting for the dawn, listening to the excited chatter of the house martins in the nests beneath the eaves—nests that look like papier-mâché cups.

			Eyeing the photograph on his bedside table again, he couldn’t help but think about her end-days. She was always so quick-witted and fiery-tongued but then her mind began to slip. Like the day she asked where her mam was.

			Jake, unsure, said, She passed away, flower. Long time ago.

			Oh, she said—an inhaled and startled: oh. 

			A few days later he found her at the window.

			Jacob, when did we move here?

			He touched her arm. I’ll mash us a brew.

			But as Edith made her soft but rapid way towards death, it felt more like a disentanglement—addled from life, from reality. 

			He lay a while longer as dawn entered the room. 
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