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To my Mother and Father










CHAPTER ONE


Nelson pushed out his jaw and drew the long cut-throat razor down his hard cheek. The skin was calloused by weather and carelessness. The stiff cream unrolled a patter of blood pricks, each welling instantly, the blood following the razor down his face. In the snapped-off mirror, he saw the gargoyle reflection of an enormous white chin, black eyes high above the tilted snout glaring down, mouth open with an effort. The harmless sunny Sunday afternoon stayed outside the bright white-washed walls of the kitchen. Not really a kitchen; the place where the boots and brushes were kept, with a wash-basin jammed in one corner so that the hired men need not always wash in the outhouse next to the byres. Nelson did not look beyond the mirror to the small window’s outside scene. He finished shaving and wiped the razor with his thumb and forefinger.


He scrubbed his face and neck in a fresh bowl of cold water until his skin smarted. Then he took his suit out of its brown paper, put it on, polished, yet again, his glistening shoes, put a cloth in one pocket to wipe them again at the other end and, faster now, took a clean handkerchief – a proper one, not a flour-bag – scraped at his hair with a steel comb, remembered at the last minute to scratch out the dirt from underneath his nails – he did this with his teeth – and – without a word to anyone – went out and set off, fearing only rain, because he had never wasted money on a mackintosh.


Nelson walked the few miles to the town, soothing his irritation at the expedition with the knowledge that the visit had to be made some time – and he had succeeded in fitting it in appropriately – this being his free afternoon anyway. He could even persuade himself that he was not worried at the lost opportunity of doing a few hours’ work for someone else and so earning extra money. It would be worth it.


The tea had been laid out by Elizabeth. Mr Webb, her father, sat in a large, grand, horsehair-stuffed fireside chair which, he said, he had made himself.


‘I’ve made everything in this house myself,’ he added. ‘Everything that’s any good.’


Nelson looked around with respect. He had been hired by one or two farmers who had been rich like this, but this was nearer to him, belonging to Elizabeth’s father. The entire wall and ceiling area was bastioned by dark, thickly brown paper, and every foot of floor-space supported proof of Mr Webb’s trade of carpentry – just as every inch of flat surface on the drawers and sideboards and dressers and small tables supported the ornaments and embroidery of the late Mrs Webb. Elizabeth would get half of all this.


‘Lizzie!’ Mr Webb shouted. ‘Mash the tea.’


Nelson hated the sound of ‘Lizzie’. All his sisters were known by their shortest, easiest possible names. He prided himself on saying ‘Elizabeth’.


‘Sit over there,’ the old man said. ‘Lizzie – you can sit here. I’ll sit here.’


He sat between them at the four-square table. Opposite him, his wife’s chair was neatly tucked under the table.


‘Now then. What do you want to eat?’


‘I’ll start with bread,’ said Nelson.


‘You might finish with it for all you know. These cakes are just for show!’


Mr Webb’s face twitched, grimly, and Nelson controlled his reaction by reaching, smilingly, for a thin, round slice of brown bread. The old man, white haired, white moustached, with a clipped white collar and a stiff black waistcoat – the gold chain looping across it like a link with a secret society – ate without saying much. Nelson waited. Elizabeth faded away completely; she had met him in the no-man’s-land where they could be alone, she knew that she wanted to marry him – did not care that he was a farm labourer – and had, with tears, brought about this first invitation. Now she was out of it.


Mr Webb sank a cup of tea, his face buried in the cup for a long time. The stiff cuffs slipped back and showed sparrow-wrists; he was living in imitation of his former force.


‘They tell me you’re at Freddie Wilson’s,’ he said, eventually.


‘Yes.’ Nelson was pre-armed, prepared for this cross-examination.


‘Tell me.’


‘Yes.’


Mr Webb looked at him distrustfully for breaking the gun.


‘Tell me,’ he repeated, slowly, ‘does he still have a squiff in his hair?’


Nelson looked at Elizabeth. She was staring at her plate.


‘Yes,’ he replied, for the third time.


‘Always did have!’ The old man grunted, with disapproval.


Tea was cleared away and, with it, Elizabeth. The two men sat down in facing arm-chairs.


‘Now then,’ said Mr Webb, when they were settled. ‘Maybe you can tell me something else.’


He paused, as if to show that he had scrupulously considered whether or not to trust this question to so young and unknown a man and, after much thought, had finally decided that he might just chance it.


‘That farm,’ he went on, ‘that farm this side of Brownrigg – sold about five days ago – what did it fetch?’


‘You mean Freeman’s?’


‘Yes.’


‘Two thousand, eight hundred and fifty pounds.’


‘All in?’


‘All in.’


‘Hmm.’


Elizabeth came back, shaking a large medicine bottle, making its contents flurry like a snowstorm. With it, she brought a dessert spoon, both of which her father took from her with a glare at Nelson to still any presumptuous inquiries. There being none, he said:


‘I take this after every meal. Four times a day. Doctor’s orders.’


And he swallowed two exactly filled spoonfuls while his daughter stood, head bent, beside him. As he lifted the spoon to his mouth with his left hand, so, with his right thumb and forefinger, he lifted his nose, thereby taking his moustache out of danger. Throughout that silent operation there was not the beginnings of a smile on the face of anyone.


‘I suppose you want to see the business side of things?’


Nelson nodded and jumped up: he was too fed up to answer. While the old man looked for his spectacles Nelson turned to stare at a photograph; the four Webbs, posing as for their Last Stand.


‘Ready?’


He spun around and sent a blue-and-red shepherdess toppling, smashing on to the floor. Mr Webb put on his spectacles and looked at the fragments.


‘Lizzie!’ he bellowed. She was ready. ‘Sweep it up!’ Then, turning away slightly – ‘some folk appreciate nothing.’


Then Nelson knew finally that there was no chance. His dialect, despite painful straining, was as thick as moss, he said ‘what?’, scattered his limbs in a chair like any dirty farm labourer, had no family beyond a gaggle of quickly estranged associates with the same name, no power, no land. No right to be in the house of Mr Webb. He was viciously envious of the old man’s assurance and manner. It would be his, some day. He would take it.


‘Well?’ said Mr Webb. ‘Have you nothing to say for yourself?’


A violent blush smoothed the asperous surface of the young man’s skin.


‘I’m sorry.’


Elizabeth, released by the apology, scuttled to Nelson’s feet with a brush and pan, and tidied everything up.


‘Hmm! Come on – come on! We haven’t all day.’


They went to the workshop across the narrow street. Slipped through the sun like bats through a streak of moonlight.


Nelson needed nothing explained to him in the matter of lathes, vices, chisels, saws, T-squares, protractors, plumblines – and the old man did not expand on any of the secrets or successes of his trade.


‘Raymond helps me, you know.’


Nelson did know. Raymond was Elizabeth’s brother. But he withheld the knowledge hoping that, perhaps through this, the old man would get to the point.


‘He’s away bicycling today – with the club,’ said Mr Webb, reluctantly.


‘Is he?’


‘Yes. At Whitley Bay. They go there and back in one day . . .’


‘Yes.’


‘. . . easily. Do you have a bicycle?’


‘No.’


‘You should get one. Join a club. They enjoy themselves at these clubs.’


‘I know, I’ve seen them.’


‘Raymond likes it anyway.’ Mr Webb had finished.


‘Does he do it a lot?’ Nelson wanted to hit the old bastard – and leave him.


‘He does it when he has time,’ Mr Webb snapped. ‘He doesn’t like wasting time. You can miss your life that way.’


Silence.


Mr Webb tidied an already tidy bench, adjusted the position of a perfectly stacked plank of wood, wandered down the workshop and back up again and finally –


‘Seen all you want to see?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Hmm.’


By the time Nelson had reached the farm he had decided what to do.


Two nights later, Elizabeth met him at their usual spot.


‘What did he say?’ Nelson demanded – already knowing the answer.


Elizabeth began to cry.


‘He doesn’t like me – my type?’ Nelson said. ‘Doesn’t like me job and me face don’t fit? That it?’ He watched her crying – let her. ‘Didn’t you tell him I saved?’ he shouted. ‘Didn’t you tell him aah got more bloody munny than any man my age in my position? Didn’t you tell him aah’ll have my own farm sum day?’ He paused. ‘Bastard!’


He took her by the shoulders. She did not know whether he was going to throw her away, or embrace her. Fiercely, slowly, he pushed her on to the ground. While she continued to cry, he undid her blouse; then he lifted her skirt and drew off her pants. Still she cried, hopelessly: he had never taken her.


Even when he had finished, she was still sobbing.


He jumped up and – for the first time – looked around. In the wide, yellow field, protected by high hedges and trees, all quiet so that only the summer soughing of insects could be heard – a quiet deeper for the silent country afternoon which stretched for miles around them – there was no one to disturb, no one to know.


She was still lying as he had left her. He felt a quick desire to take her again. Standing directly above her, he let himself fall, fall straight towards her face, only to catch himself on the two props of his arms.


Their faces were almost touching. He laughed.


‘Lizzie,’ he whispered. Then, again. ‘Lizzie. Lizzie! Lizzie!’


 


Arthur heard the procession long before he saw it. He was in the summerhouse, hiding from Pat. She thought that it was part of the game – but he had chosen his place thoughtfully – to be away from her. He heard the horses, the wheels of the carts, shouts, whips. He ran out.


‘I see you!’ shouted Pat. ‘I see you! I see you!’


She was, two years younger than he was, and wore jodhpurs. The prep school – to which he was to return in a few days – excluded women except in History, and then they wore dresses.


‘I’m going to look,’ he said and, thrusting his hands into his pockets, he marched past her. She followed.


There. On the small road outside.


‘Come and play,’ said Pat Arthur ignored her.


There on the small road which led a quarter of a mile to the village. Arthur looked for a moment, still, then he scrambled up the wall and on to one of the pillars which held the large gates opening to the drive of their house. He counted.


‘Fourteen!’ he shouted to Pat ‘Fourteen!’


Fourteen carts – each drawn by enormous carthorses. The mighty horses, with shaggy-haired legs knuckling to the rhythm of the hooves, heads heavily mastered in strips of leather, long manes lifting at each step – pulling along their loads, and the men on top of them.


And in the front cart – Nelson. Behind him, Lizzie, sitting on one of the horsehair chairs that had come with her father’s death. She watched her daughter, Shirley, two years old now, old enough to climb around the moving furniture without slipping. She would be glad when it was over: she was pregnant again.


Nelson turned, cap at the back of his head.


‘Just beyond that place!’ he shouted. ‘No more than another five minutes!’


The men behind him cheered. They had brought all Nelson’s things with them for twelve miles, brought them because he was young and had somehow – from nothing – got enough together to take the lease of this new place and he needed all the help he could be given. Most of the men were labourers, as he had been, let off for the day with a horse and haycart because the harvest was in, the farmer could afford it – and was ‘glad to help’ a young fellow who was helping himself. Helping himself to her money some of them said – but that didn’t matter. He had earned it by saving so hard himself. They appreciated the risk he was taking. For Mr Webb’s money, passed on quickly by Raymond like some stolen haul, though it had helped Nelson to a position in which he could buy some of the stock he needed for a farm did not in any way provide courage. And it was this that the older farmers saw in his decision to tenant a farm immediately. One bad winter in these bad times for farming and Nelson would fall into the vicious downward spiral of debt, sale, loss, debt, out. Their help was the recognition of a dare which they themselves would not have tried.


Now, as the long procession came near its arrival point, everyone opened up. The land was looked at critically and compared with that they had left, the road was praised because it was fair – but they waited for the track to the farm. The cows and sheep at the end of the line jostled forward as the boy who was driving them walked faster. The pigs and hens squealed and cackled and the big pile of furniture swayed as it had done at the brisk beginning of the journey. The boys on top of the carts stacked high with hay and corn to keep them steady, stood up, and shouted out the features of the new place. The men leading the horses felt in their pockets for the cigarettes and tobacco that could wait just a minute longer until they got there. And the big horses, feeling the quickening, snorted puffs of grey breath from the cold nostrils and shook their hooves higher as they went.


‘What’s that over there?’ someone shouted. ‘Over there!’


Nelson turned back.


‘A wall!’ he said. ‘A hundred bloody miles across! A wall!’


Never had he been like this. He flicked out the long lash of the whip and his horse opened to a small trot. A table, which Shirley had been mounting, slid across the cart and banged into Lizzie’s outstretched hands.


‘Whoa!’ Nelson bellowed, and he pulled on the reins.


But he could not wait. He was impatient with the pace. There, beyond the big house, at the top of the small hill, there was his farm. Soon, he would be his own boss. The horses behind him could not snort heavily enough to express his own great roar of satisfaction.


‘On you go, boy!’


Arthur could bear it no longer. The procession was almost on him. Jumping down from the pillar, landing on his hands and knees, he ran into the road, wanting to be part of the show, the noise.


‘Out of the way!’


The boy skipped to one side. Then he began to trot beside the cart.


‘Who’re you?’ Nelson shouted.


‘Arthur Langley,’ the boy replied. ‘My father’s Major Langley: he owns . . .’


‘I know your father.’


The boy kept up with Nelson exactly: never gaining or losing a foot.


‘Are you Mr Foster?’


Nelson grinned.


‘That’s right!’


‘Are you tenanting Wall-End Farm?’


‘Right again!’


‘Can I come up beside you?’


Without breaking the horse’s movement, Nelson leaned down and scooped Arthur into the back of the cart. Then, an afterthought, he did the same with Pat who glared at him firmly throughout her flight and readjusted her jodhpurs as soon as she was safely landed. She neither introduced herself; nor was she introduced by Arthur.


Now, the line of carts turned from the road on to the track which led to the farm buildings. It was late autumn; bad weather for moving in, and although the road had been all right, the track was gutted. Slowly, the horses pulled the loads towards their goal. Nelson could hardly bear to go so slowly. The long line on the hill with the Wall beyond was like a train of ancient pilgrims.


Arthur went into the kitchen with Lizzie – ‘Mrs Foster’, he called her. Some of their things had been delivered the previous day and with two other women who had come to help her, she set about making dinner for all the men. Hams were ready, bread and scones and cakes had been made. She got out some of her jams, her cheese and butter. Potatoes were there, cleaned for peeling at about three in the morning before going for two hours’ sleep; carrots, turnips, eggs. Arthur circled in the trails of the women around the kitchen, bewildered but completely absorbed in the smells which reeked through the room. Men barged in carrying wardrobes and beds. A boy – not much bigger than Arthur – brought in paper and sticks and started a leaping fire in the large grate, which he fed constantly, running in every minute with lumps of coal in his hands. Pat stood beside a wall, ignoring everyone except Arthur, who ignored her persistent demands to be taken home. Beside her, Shirley bobbed and gurgled in a large cot – but neither noticed the other.


‘Away you go!’ said Mrs Foster cheerfully. ‘Away you go! You can’t stand there and do nothing.’ And she shooed him out into the yard.


The yard was crammed with horses and carts. Pigs squalling and kicking as they were rushed or carried to the sties. Hens fluttering on to the carts, on to the granary steps, on to the window sills, the horse-trough. Cows drearily moving in a bending line to their stalls. And the loud barking of dogs, hampered by no action, howling out their choruses of help. Arthur saw Mr Foster carrying a sack under each arm.


For Nelson nothing could be done fast enough. He wanted everything settled, everything tidied, everything ready – now! – then he could start on his own. He shouted his instructions – heard even above that packed well of noise – and as well as doing almost twice as much as anyone else, he constantly tested the strength of the walls, the soundness of the roofs, the state of his stock, his eyes measuring all things.


A saucepan banged against the flagstone outside the door and the men went into the farmhouse.


Arthur was left with the yard empty of all men and boys but himself.


‘We’ll be very late for lunch,’ said Pat.


He looked to see where she was.


‘Up here!’


She had scrambled on to the low roof of one of the outhouses.


‘I’m going to stay,’ Arthur said.


Pat slid down the roof and, gingerly, swung herself on to the ground.


‘These people are horrible,’ she said.


‘I might be able to help,’ Arthur replied.


‘I saw Ted coming up the road.’


‘Well?’


‘He must be looking for us.’


‘Well?’


‘Come on!’ she took his arm.


Arthur looked at the kitchen door. It was closed. A dog scratched against it unheard. He envied the noise and warmth which he knew to be inside.


‘Come on.’


He waited. They would come out and invite him in – ask him to help. The dogs began to bark – short, aggrieved barks.


‘All right,’ he said.


They met Ted on the cart track. The boy could not stop himself from turning to look at the farm again on his way down to the big house. They needed help.


 


The blizzard had long stopped, but the drifts were so bad that this was the first time Nelson had been able to get to his top field. Now, the sleet came down and the deep snow was beginning to melt. Loose holes, giant thumb-prints in endless white candy floss showed where it lay lightest. There, Nelson and Dickie could get through. Dickie was one of Nelson’s brothers who had come from Aldeby, three miles away, to help.


‘They’ll be nowt left in this,’ said Dickie.


‘Aah’m three missin’,’ Nelson replied.


‘Rawlinson lost eighteen,’ Dickie said. ‘Stiff as steeples. All in the one pen.’


‘At least he had a pen. I haven’t even got a bloody decent pen for them.’


‘One of them was frozen with its feet against, wall. Tryin’ to jump.’


They were looking for sheep. Both the men had shovels though Nelson did most of the work, digging out a little trail from the farm. The snow, white-banked on each side of him.


‘Couldn’t they cuddle up agen that Wall?’ Dickie asked.


‘It’s nowt but rubbish this side. And t’other side—’ He struck into the slack wall of snow with his shovel. On the other side of the Wall was a straight hundred-foot drop.


Nelson was so concerned to get to the fold that he said nothing more. He forced the passage; Dickie patted the path down behind him.


Never such a winter. The farm, previously tenanted by two brothers and their sister – all furrowed through decades standing still, clinging to what had worked when they had been strong, leaving all that demanded new effort undone. Staying on until their seventies, when first one died, then another – leaving the sister refusing to leave, still cooking meals for three, four times a day. Nelson on his own, with the occasional help of Dickie, trying to start everything – and then the snow.


His shovel struck at the soft back of the drift The snow was dirty, stained with brown and black. Nelson refused to wear gloves – and his hands were bright red at the end of tatty sleeves, the veins of his left hand swelling out like thickening rope as they always did in the cold. The sleet stopped.


The sheep-fold was beside the Wall. A drift, like the angled sweep of covered cathedral steps, ran from one side of the fold almost to the other; separated there from the locked stack of uncemented stones by a narrow strip of bare grass which gleamed its lush colour back to the sun, now sifting through the loosening clouds and helping to curl the edges of the snow to a wet brown.


Nelson drove for the middle of the drift. He had not yet lost a sheep. He could not afford to lose one. Dickie stood back to let him get on with it, amused at the soft effects of such hard work; the snow, lifted in large heaps, slung to one side, floated gently, silently; baby-play.


‘They’re not here.’


The fold was now seen; a poor, badly kept thing, with the walls low and broken.


‘Must have jumped out.’


‘Can’t blame them.’


‘Maybe they’re over there.’


Nelson went the few yards to the Roman Wall. The ground was almost bare. The blizzard had come from the North and hit the steep front of the Wall; this part, immediately behind it, was untouched; the next fall had landed crushingly on his fold.


He was on the Wall. At this point, it was no more than a wide band of stones as if some prehistoric shudder had crumbled a perfectly planed, endless cube. To left and right – where the Wall swung down and on – there could be seen places where some of the lower part of the Wall was still intact; the husk of a turret or even a mile-castle. Here were only fragments and a sheer drop.


Nelson walked over to the edge. Almost immediately below him, the top of a drift which must have been about eighty feet deep.


‘That’s that,’ said Dickie. He took out a cigarette.


Nelson did not reply. He could not afford to lose them; could afford nothing. He gazed at the spread of glittering snow for any signs. Then he left Dickie and went to look further.


He found only one – and that stretched stiff, ice matting its wool; birds had pecked out its eyes.


He came back and looked at the fold; a poor farmer’s fold.


‘Let’s build it up while we are here,’ he said.


‘With what?’ Dickie demanded. He had had enough.


‘These.’ Nelson kicked at the stones on the Wall.


‘Private property.’ Dickie replied.


Nelson spat out and haunched down to collect and pick up a massive pile of large stones. He carried them over to the fold.


‘We can fix one side, anyway!’


Dickie waited until the burn on the cigarette had been pulled down to his lips. Nelson, in that time, made two more journeys.


‘It’s useless now,’ Dickie said. ‘Everything’s dead anyway.’


The point was to do something solid; the point was to go back to the farmhouse knowing that the farm was better; the point was to work.


‘Bugger off if you want to,’ Nelson replied. ‘I’m putting this wall right.’


As they worked, another quick shift in the kaleidoscope of breaking weather drew the clouds thickly across the sun, and their heavy bellies pressed down touching the snow on the near skyline.


‘Halloo!’


Nelson jerked up his head.


‘You – over there!’


He found the voice. It was Major Langley – over on that part of the Wall which bordered his property. Nelson cupped his raw hands around his jaws.


‘Yes?’ he bellowed.


The Major was flanked by men with broad road shovels over their shoulders.


‘Those – stones – are – not – your – property!’


‘Bugger him,’ said Dickie.


Nelson needed the stones. Still, with his face clustered by red hands – he bawled out his case.


‘. . . And – I’ve – got – to – mend – it – now – so – that – it’ll stand-up – when – t’snow melts!’ he concluded.


He waited. Slowly, like a tolerant forefinger wagging at the nose of a stupid child, the Major’s head swung from side to side.


‘Sorry!’ he shouted. ‘Those – stones – have – to – be – left – where – they – are.’


Nelson stared at him.


‘Tell him to push off,’ Dickie whispered.


Tell him to leave him alone; to go; to realise that he had wasted an afternoon looking for three dead sheep. And that he could not afford it, could afford nothing.


‘Sorry!’ The Major bellowed. This was followed by an elaborate hitch at the shoulders of the massive greatcoat; which, at that distance, was to pass for an apologetic shrug.


But he did not leave. He stayed to watch the dismemberment of the new wall; the cowed, bitter transfer of the stones to their original rubble-heap.


‘Sorry!’ Again, when they had finished. Then, he left.


Nelson went straight back to the farmhouse, without attending to the eye-pecked sheep. Dickie left immediately after tea.


Lizzie was busy from tea until supper. Shirley had a bad cold but her sad mother-trotting, her small snivelling which cut to its quick the tight silence of the cold kitchen – these had to be ignored. If time had to be spared, then it was to be given to John, two months old, deeply blanketed in the large old cot near the iron-grated fire. But Lizzie did not like to stop; to do that was to think about the work she had to do, and then its pressure would make her dizzy.


She was afraid to ask him. Yet she always had to ask him. He never gave her money without imposing that unpitied humiliation on her. After supper, she took out the large cardboard box full of collars to be turned, cuffs stitched, tails re-made, breeches patched, socks, her dress. She looked through the silence – balanced, now she was sitting down, by her own hopeless emptiness – waiting for the scales to tilt in favour of a question.


Nelson was crab-gathered around the papers in front of him. The kitchen came right off him; gaunt, rough, moaning for the chance to be new. The furniture was as it had been dumped that first day – no time to re-set it; and no one had come to see them since then; too far. The room was cold – cold despite the fire which gurgled its rich flames around the rooted logs, and kept them there, not bothering to invade the corners of such an unwelcoming place. There was no clock to tick, no outside sounds to bring percolated memories through the thick walls, no noise save the lapping glow of the paraffin light against its fine-waisted glass.


Nothing was said – and would not be said until he decided to go to sleep. She had to begin.


‘I’ve got to go into Aldeby tomorrow,’ she said.


He looked up: startled to see her so close to him.


‘Why?’


‘Well, I could get it at the village,’ she countered. The village was no more than a quarter of a mile away; Aldeby, three; either would be gone to on foot; the village would save time.


‘If they have it,’ she added.


‘Money!’ he said. ‘That’s what you want, is it?’


‘It’s been nearly three weeks you haven’t given me any,’ she replied.


He jumped up and banged the bundle of papers on to the fender. His open neck and head slid into a shadow the lamp threw – and the fire licked ruddy the red of his skin.


‘Well, why the bloody hell didn’t you say so?’ he demanded.


‘Sorry.’ Immediately she regretted saying that word.


‘You’re sorry! I’m sorry! Everybody’s bloody sorry!’ he shouted. ‘You’re sorry all the damned time.’ She looked at him to stop. He went on. ‘You’re sorry you ever met me – I bet. Sorry your old man left you t’money for us to be able to take this place.’


‘No.’


‘Oh, yes! Well I’m not sorry. I’m not sorry I came – and I wasn’t sorry when t’old bugger died. He didn’t give twopence for me.’


Confused by the diverging lines of his outburst, he straightened himself by going to the dresser, taking out his cash-box, and bringing back two stiff ten-shilling notes to his wife. He thrust them on to the table.


‘That enough?’


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘Don’t thank me. You’re richer than me. All this – all this is your money. Ha!’


The last word was a mad yell which stopped all talk; the silence rushed around them again.


Lizzie let the notes lie where they had been put She waited for the baby to cry – and left the kitchen with relief when it did.


Nelson went to the door. He picked up the torch and let its beam play around the farmyard. Nothing had gone right for him. He was worse off than when he had started. He had no more money to pay for feed for his animals. No more.


With its dirty stacks of snow and sad walls, the farmyard looked beaten. His hand still smarted from the pain of the swollen veins.


 


Before she began, Lizzie looked around her like a comic, gangster; she knew herself to be doing so – and laughed gently at first – and then louder. She was as happy as that.


It was summer 1947. The farm – way behind her – had been abandoned for the afternoon while Nelson went to the auction – and the field in which she was sitting swept up to the three slender birch-trees which guarded that farm, flourished up a great splendour of yellow hay whose smells and hidden flowers poured over her the wonderful fallen scent of slyly taken pleasure. To spend whole afternoons with her children – this was an instinct which had grown to a romance in her mind. Now – for the first time in the way in which she had envisaged it – it was happening. Nelson was away and would be away for hours. The complication of necessary chores had been pushed aside, a picnic prepared, her dress brought out and put on, the children washed – the long, sweet-weary walk down the sloping field to the tiny river – hardly a river, a beck – which cut under the bushy hawthorn privacy of the neighbouring Langleys – and the last, happy thought, spinning out on top of all her other happiness, a book brought down – from which she would read to all of them.


Three. Shirley, now twelve, flat on her belly with her nose rubbing against the dry shafts of the stalks, her fat legs plumping into the air with a lazy swish; John, two years younger, nestled beside his mother, his eyes fixed on the book in her hands, his arms and legs agitating with the heat and throb of summer which every moment threatened to up-end him in delight; Avril, born a year later than John, cross-legged and calm, daintily looping a buttercup chain to add to the daisy chain already around her neck.


It was a fine book. One which had come from her father’s shelves, large and respected with gilded binding and inside, clear steel-engravings.


‘It’s about Norway,’ she told them.


She began to read at the beginning. Unused to reading aloud, she listened to her own voice – but not to catch its quality – rather to employ both her ears and her eyes to catch the full impress of what was being deliberately, happily, stored for long memory. As she read, she neither remembered what had happened to her previously, nor cared what might occur in the future. The present wiped the past and put the future in its shade. There, with her three children on an endless blue summer afternoon. No time to waste on pity or selfishness or wistfulness. There.


When Avril moved away to look for more flowers, and Shirley, startled by a field-mouse, transferred her fright to its cause by chasing it – Lizzie did not mind. Nor would she have minded John’s moving away – though she was glad that he stayed.


He got up, eventually, and she stopped. But it was only to look to see the pages. She turned to one of the plates. It was an engraving of a forest of silver birches.


‘Like ours,’ said John.


‘Yes. Lovely, like ours.’


‘But not as big.’


‘How can you tell from a picture?’


He screwed up his face at the trees. Then he shook his head.


‘Not half as big.’


Someone laughed.


It was Arthur Langley. He was in uniform, a second-lieutenant. Lizzie had seen him and his sister so rarely since the day of their move that large areas of his growing-up were completely unknown to her. But she recognised him – and from the gentleness of his laugh did not resent the intrusion.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Arthur. ‘I’ve only been here for a moment.’ He looked at John, who, suddenly released by the laugh and excited by a stranger, leapt into a tumble of somersaults which rolled him along the edges of the hay, flattening the brittle stems as he rolled over them.


Arthur was standing in a hidden slit in the hedge but John’s action brought him out on to the narrow bank of the tiny beck, and Lizzie’s pleased laughter brought out his own. He stepped over the ditch and stood, awkwardly, in front of her.


They talked in a friendly question and answer fashion. He asked the ages of the children and she, outside all her shyness in the freedom of her afternoon and Arthur’s easy pleasantness, asked him how long he had been in the army: eighteen months, signed on for twelve years. She guessed his age – at twenty, maybe even younger. Mr Foster looked as though he could be sure of a fine crop of hay; yes; and he had heard that electricity had been put in throughout the farm; yes; they had their own engine to make it. Was it Patricia – that was his sister’s name, wasn’t it? – she saw riding on that lovely grey mare? Was that man who worked for them really Polish?


And then, mutually reassured and each of them – perhaps because of the accident of the meeting – unusually relaxed, they touched, lightly enough, but explicitly, on what was important to them. His father, Colonel Langley, had been badly injured in Burma – internal injuries – been in hospital for two years, retiring, coming home for the first time for seven years. Her husband, Mr Foster – and the pride grew with the strength of the titled name – was going to try to build up a pedigree herd; starting from nothing. Did he want his own farm some day? Yes. But that would come – that would take a long time: he could build up the herd meanwhile. The young man was so kind.


‘Arthur! Is that you?’


‘Excuse me, Mrs Foster.’


Arthur turned to the hedge.


‘Yes!’ he shouted.


‘Where the hell are you?’


He put one foot across the ditch and peered into the hedge.


‘Here,’ he replied.


Lizzie looked down at the book.


Pat came through and joined Arthur in the field. He introduced her to Lizzie and although they had seen each other at various distances for the past ten years, they felt little embarrassment at acknowledging each other as strangers. Pat was even more beautiful than Lizzie’s quick glimpses had hinted she might be, but there was in her – as Lizzie was to say later to Mrs Trott (her one friend) something odd, something – she could not describe it.


‘I thought we were going for a swim.’ Pat spoke loudly. Arthur looked at Mrs Foster in apology; once more, she turned away.


‘I was coming along,’ he said.


‘The water starts to cool down after lunch.’


‘Not true,’ he corrected her, and still he did not budge. An overwhelming impulse to redeem any offence which might have been taken by Lizzie, prevented him from an abrupt departure; but it was impossible to do anything about it.


‘Well?’ Pat demanded. ‘Are we or are we not going?’


‘We are.’ He coughed. Lizzie looked at him. ‘Good-bye, Mrs Foster.’


‘Good-bye,’ she echoed, carefully.


She watched them go along the bottom of the field; watched them – who had everything – whisper and accuse each other until, finally, Arthur slipped an arm around his sister’s shoulders, and they went out of sight.


John, Shirley and Avril were scattered out around her. She did not call them. Her feelings had been too set to be disturbed by the interruption, and she was quite content to sit and watch her children play as if nothing had happened.


When they got back to the house, Nelson was waiting for them. He said nothing, and in the moist coolness of the large kitchen she hurried to get him his tea. They began to eat.


‘Where were you?’ he asked.


‘The bottom of the field.’


‘Ay, but where?’


‘Just at the bottom.’


‘I didn’t see you.’


‘We were there.’


‘Nowhere else?’ he demanded.


‘No. Just there.’


With a slice of bread in his hand, he got up from the table and went to the window. Outside was the garden – shortened to a mat-patch by the extension of the top field – and on its boundary – the three tall birch-trees. Nelson looked out and shook his head.


‘Beats me,’ he said. ‘Upstairs, downstairs, their bedroom, our bedroom, back, front – every damned window there is in the place, and I still couldn’t see you.’ He laughed.


‘It would be from that window,’ said Lizzie. ‘Or the one upstairs.’


‘It’s them trees,’ he replied. ‘You can’t see that bit for them three trees.’


Two days later, when he chopped them down, she felt hit by every strike of the axe. The soft silver bark flaked off gently where the blade struck.


 


‘Your grandfather could do that easily at your age.’


John looked at the sack. Nearly eighteen stones of wheat packed, crushed in the coarse tub-toughness of matted coarse fibres.


‘Go on,’ said Nelson. ‘Try it.’


John did not move. Brought out after his tea – still in his new school blazer – wanting to do his homework quickly so that he could read the book he had taken from the library, he resented his father’s test.


‘Scared?’


The granary steps were in the corner of the yard. Deep blocks of stone. The sack of wheat had to be carried, on the boy’s back, right up the steps and dumped in the loft. Eighteen stones, carried without a pause.


‘Did it when he was twelve,’ continued Nelson. ‘Could fight any man about when he was still at school.’


He baited his son without being moved either to amusement or satisfaction at what he was doing.


John went over to the sack. His body was buttoned stiff in the thick blazer striped with biros and pencils and compasses. His school cap, quartered blue and navy blue with the Stag crest and Latin motto, was set squarely on his head. He pulled up his long, grey stockings so that they almost met the fat-wadded hem of his short grey trousers. He did not look at his father.


‘If I do it, can I go back in?’ he asked.


‘To be with your mammy?’


John waited, then tried again.


‘If I carry it up there without stopping?’


‘You’ll be a better man than your father was.’


But the boy was not going to budge without the promise.


‘Then I can go back in?’


‘What for?’


‘Homework.’


‘Don’t you waste enough time at that bloody cissy school of yours as it is, without bringing it back here?’


Again, John did not reply. He could think of one need at a time. Everything else – shut out. He had to lock what he needed: tight.


Lizzie saw the whole thing from the kitchen. She feared it but could do nothing. Shirley brought in the dishes from the table, and, still looking through the small window, Lizzie turned on the tap, hitched her worn sleeves and, with no more than a rare glance at what she was doing, let instinct lead her dry scrawny arms and hands through the work in front of her while she watched.


‘All right,’ Nelson surrendered.


John tugged at the ears of the sack to test its weight. It rocked slightly. Then he turned his back to it and knelt down on one knee. He put his arms over his shoulders and pulled, firmly, so that the wheat leaned against his shoulders. Then he bent his head forward and tried to heave it high on to his shoulder blades. It seemed comfortable. He inhaled his breath deeply, and tightened his hands, tightened all the muscles in his legs.


‘You’ll never do it that way,’ his father said.


The boy paused – then heaved. The sack barely budged. He set himself steady again, and again tried to hoist it up. This time, it lifted clear of the ground, and he pressed his feet hard on to the stones, straining to stand up. The weight pulled him back and he toppled on to the sack.


‘Got you beat?’


Now, John bent down even lower so that the sack jutted out over his head. Before attempting to stand up he eased and shuffled himself right underneath it. But when he tried to press himself up, it slipped forward and slid over his shoulders and on to the ground.


‘Hurry up! I can’t waste all day watching you.’ Then, ‘If you want to give it up – just say.’


Taking the sack by the two twisted top-ends – their coarseness almost leathery smooth now from the sweat of his hands – the boy dragged it along the ground to the steps where, very slowly, he hauled it up the first two. Then, after manoeuvring it to the edge which fell down into the yard, he jumped down and found it ready at the exact height he wanted.


It dropped on to his back and he walked round to the bottom of the steps. He felt for the first move with his leg before beginning to climb. If he did it without swinging the weight ahead of him he would fall backwards.


‘Get on with it, then!’


He had to pause on the fourth step. As he paused he was slowly squashed on to the stone. He wanted to unbutton his blazer. The sack slipped, and he felt its pull riving his shoulders.


The step in front of his was dappled with bird-droppings. It was not like his father to leave them like that. Shirley would have to wash them off.


His neck stretched so that his mouth opened stiffly as a beak. He kept his eyes on the corner join of the two stones and his foot clutched a grip.


Lizzie saw him fall. He lay face down; the sack still held in position. She banged on the window.


Without looking round, Nelson shouted:


‘He’s all right! Aren’t you?’


A sudden jerk and John was on his feet; the next step was taken, the next – and then he stood, almost upright, his hands cramped around the tough sacking, the wheat hanging straight down his back.


It fell. John did not move.


‘Never mind,’ said Nelson. ‘Damned sight better than I could have done.’


John would never move. His body was buckled with a stiffness which struck out all feeling, all pain. A wispy dance lilted in his mind but he had no responses to swoon with it. There was the loft-door, closed. He could never have opened it without letting the wheat fall.


Much later, when work had strengthened him, he could have run up the steps with the weight slung over his back: but he would never do it . . .


 


‘I think he should stay on at school if he wants to.’ It was Lizzie’s first intrusion into the argument – an argument decently conducted by Nelson with his better self and propounded in front of John as though it were about some complete stranger.


John was sixteen, had passed his ordinary level exams with sufficient success for him to be accepted into the sixth-form – two years away from university entrance – and all done so calmly that only now, two months after his post-summer return to school, had Nelson realised that his son had the opportunity to leave.


‘I just want him to know what sort of an opportunity he might be missin’,’ he went on. ‘He should know!’ Lizzie made no protest. ‘Now, if he stops and does well and goes on and one thing and another – he might be all right: granted. He might not. He might find out that sittin’ on his behind’s only good for backache – but he might. Right. Now then: what’s to keep him here? Not an easy life: no denying. Not big wage packets: true again. I know he likes to work – or if he doesn’t he’s never told me – but I won’t let that harm what I’m saying.’
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