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PART I


An Empty Country









Yan


THE FARM WAS IN one of the fourteen green-purple wet deserts, in a dent six miles wide with its shoulders covered in scree and a rainy season that lasts twelve months a year. Always acid in the water, always vinegar in the ground. It’s a hanging land known for its lakes but we live in its hills. Cloudeaten mountains named fells. None of it is tall but all of it is steep and the slopes are topped with dwarf grass and soil thin as tea stains.


We raise our flocks on the sides of cliffs and teach each sheep to clear its plate – took them five thousand years, but they did it. Left nowt but bare rock, soaked black, and learnt to love the taste of moss. Everything fell down to the floor of Curdale Valley, back when meadows had wildflowers, and there it was flat enough to sell your sheep. Some folk decided to stay and build a village called Bewrith. It was a market at first, then they got at the coal under the fells, and then the slate, and when that was gone, it was where offcomers came to eat ham and chips on their way through to postcard country.


It’s all in Cumbria. The valley and the village and the farm. A made-up county with the border of England and Scotland to its north, though fitting into neither so well. Yorkshire and Northumberland to its east with the ridge of the Pennines keeping us safe from their inbred eyes. The Irish Sea to the west and the Isle of Man if you’re wanting a swim. Then to the south there’s the South and that’s never far enough away.


People in the fells are as friendly as any that can be found. So friendly, they’ll spot your house up by a rock face and make sure theirs is built far enough away you can’t spot them back.


Miles of nowt makes thick walls.


I don’t get into the village much now, and less back then, some thirty years ago. It never changes. It’s got two wet-dash pubs, one painted white and the other yellow, and that’s one pub for every twenty houses, and the homes are built of slate, jagged to look at, and the bricks are green on dry days and grey every other. The people in Bewrith, all two hundred-odd, they’d tell you all they had was the view and that was fine by them. All that’s needed to keep going would take care of itself since folk watched out for each other. Take your washing in if it starts mizzling, get the sandbags stacked when it’s flooding, keep an eye on your nan or your kids or your bloody wife. Keep their eye on you. More than one way to watch out for someone. Got to know when they’re ready to boil over so you can keep your boots dry.


That’s my way of introducing you to William Herne. The only one of us anyone wants to hear about. A sheep farmer. When people get talking about him – it’s always what a mad old bastard he was, like we saw him walking about with thieving and killing in him and just took shy at asking him to stop. But that wasn’t the William I knew, and I did know him, for longer than anyone still living and, since he’s dead now, I suppose for longer than anyone will get to. When I tell you he’d been a good sort for the most part, that’s because I think it’s the truth.


He was a farmer, a shepherd, better than some but no more special than most. The son of a farmer and the dad of a farmer and the husband of a farmer. He was quiet so we thought him principled, when he did speak it was to the point as if he read the paper too much. Kept to himself or his family as he could. He was houseproud yet never cleaned. Near the same age as me but you’d not know it. First hairs that grew out his chin were grey, and he never aged while always being bloody old. He wore this wax coat for the last seven years of his life and it fell dress-length. He buttoned it all the way up, so he looked like a man of God. His wife, Helen, she’d not let him keep it in the house, the coat, it stunk so bad of muck and wild mustard.


Like a lot of the hill people, the village didn’t see too much of him. Knew he was out there doing his work and you might run into him if you got lost in the fells or kept an eye on his stool at The Crown. He was well liked, though, respected even – was always a man you never wanted to bother with owt, but knew you could if it was needed. Took his role as a tourist attraction a touch serious. Would find more than a few offcomers talking of a farmer they could swear was staring them down a field away, or else they found him pointing to signs he kept about the place reading, Dogs off leash will be shot. If they laughed, he’d start barking at them like a dog himself.


Which is to say he’d always been some sort of mad bastard. To tell the truth we all are. Only thing in our heads is what’s about us. The sheep, the dogs, the fields. And when there’s only emptiness about, then I guess you’d call us empty-headed.


I’ll start with telling you about foot and mouth. Most won’t talk about it, worrying if they do that’ll make it come back. But without it, all you’ve got is what William did and not what made him do it. It began early spring in 2001. For us here in Cumbria anyroad. I gather it all started months before with some pillock in Northumberland feeding his pigs up on bits of other pigs from parts of the world where folk don’t look after animals. They say pigs will eat owt, sickness and all.


At the time I was back living on my dad’s farm. Montgarth it was called, a small place that peeled back from the road, scarce a thumbprint on the valley. The house we lived in and the storehouse next to it were forever sinking, inch by inch, year by year, pushing out the draining soil till the land pushed back and formed a banking all about it. From the way he kept it, my dad, you’d be forgiven for thinking it’d been left empty till you walked near and heard his dog yapping. The field walls were left to fall in on themselves and the gaps shod over with wood pallets and rolls of wire.


I’d been there maybe six months at that point, helping him out. He’d got so weak with it all that it made me forget why I left. Like everything he did he got weak in his own way. Was heading for his late sixties, what he’d call his eighties in workingman years. Could about lift a ewe above his head but was ten minutes getting up the stairs to take a piss. Three fingers on his right-hand curled inwards for good, and he could still work a pair of shears with nowt save his knuckles and thumb. He never asked for help, then you’d find yourself getting yelled at for not giving any. I tell you how it was with him. I’d been away for years as a driver. Working crop fields in sowing season, trailing clouds of lime the length of the east coast. Ground so flat you’d go for ten miles and still see the dust settling from that morning. Busy with all that, and he gave me a call, no clue how he’d got the number, and said, ‘When you coming home?’


‘I’ve no plans to,’ I told him. ‘I’ll be getting a place of my own soon, earning some cash. You ever heard of that? Making a life for myself like you always talked about.’


‘Doesn’t sound like it.’


‘You going deaf?


‘Less than you might think,’ he said.


I was back in my old room the week after.


We were waiting for the new year to bloom when we started hearing about it. Not on the local news. Radio even. But whispering, foot and mouth’s back. For people who spend all day with nowt but sheep for company we don’t half get some gossiping done.


Foot and mouth. Only folk old as my dad remembered what it was.


A letter turned up. Sat on the floor all morning before we gave in to take a look. It was full of pictures, a catalogue of raw-mouthed stock showing us what to watch out for. The sheep getting lazy, getting skinny. Lying like their bones are nests. Legs not moving, head and eyes not moving. Blisters on their feet, feet white, feet rotten. Blisters in their mouths, on their gums or tongues. Hot and cooked all over. Lambs born dead like they’re smarter than the rest. All that and it said to keep our flock indoors, or as close to that as we could fix. Keep it from spreading across the fells. My dad looked at the letter and told it to eff off. ‘I’m not doing that.’


‘Sounds like that’s what they’re asking for. Doing nowt.’


‘None of it, then. I’ll let the flock go where it wants. Sheep can make up their own minds.’


‘Says they’ll die if they get it.’


‘Aye, and to stop some of them from dying they’ll all be fit for being killed. Make any sort of sense to you?’


‘More to it than that.’


He told me to eff off.


For the bigger places, the farms needing maps to find the toilet and barns that tunnel the length of a field, they could have indoor sheep. Nightlights to calm the lambs and slam gates crossed to make hotel rooms for every gimmer, gummer, tup, and wether. Take them for daily walks on leashes through their feedlots and less crowding to be found about the bed straw than at a post office. That wasn’t us. If we called Montgarth a smallholding, then others called it a hobby plot. Only two hundred sheep left in the flock then. You’d think that’d make it easier, but we were headed into lambing. You couldn’t ask the mams to hold their bellies a few months while we locked them together in the two fields close to the house.


Our flock was living wild on the open fells a thousand foot atop the valley. We left them to wander the slopes and crags beyond the last stone walls – ones built to keep back the mountain fog. They made their dinner of what curled about rocks and lumped trees, skins of lichen on the faces of outcrops, some of it glowing greener than what spills out Sellafield. Sedges, whipping grass, string-stem ferns hid in the cracks of boulders, and winter heather that sprouts pink and reddens with the cold. My dad was being maungy and locked himself indoors in place of the stock, watching telly and swelling his chilblains on the hotlamp heater, with the only dog we had by his side.


I set off while it was still night. The sheep slept higher than where the flycatchers and doves roosted in cragfolds, and higher than where falcons nested watching their dinner below, and they’d lie on bare ground with steep rims at their backs, pressing their ears to the floor, listening for tumbling rocks. No place for quad bikes and if you’re talking sense, no place for people. I climbed over the pasture gates as practice for what was to come and there were two domes of rock that let you know you’d left the grasslands of Montgarth. The first slope past them is what we called eating your crusts. Wind stuck to it like a river, and you knew the end was close when you were rubbing grit out your eyes. Once you’d crawled over that, you came to a wide crest that made every gale fresh and there was a slow ridge along its back to the top of Gum Knott. I kept one foot in scree and the other on spongy turf. Walking steady. Before day comes over, you don’t know how alone you are out there. There’s no edge to the ground and any bump could be a bluff and there are boulders big enough to mistake for the sky, but it’s not so hard going when the only trail is the one your family’s spent sixty years treading out.


I saw the flock when my torch caught one of their eyes on a wide ledge of bracken. Lying in a pile to make windbreakers of themselves and taking turns as blankets. Had to wake them. Yelled loud enough to taste my throat and heard their bleating back. Waited as the lot of them clambered over, counting sheep on sheep dropping down the ledge, yan, taen, tedderte, medderte, pimp. Trick of moving a herd is to get them on a leader, on a bellwether, so the rest will follow. We call them sheep for a reason. In normal times, that leader would be me and they’d walk close enough that if I took a plunge off a cliff, they’d go down with me. But it was my dad they were used to, and a bucketful of pellets only kept their minds for so long. Left me the bloody dog work. Clapping under their chests so they skipped through my arms, shouting so they learnt the words, stick slid across their ribs shunting them like their mams once did. Held my crook in both hands to collar the jumpers and steer them off the mountain. Ewes in lamb are as keen for listening as any pregnant lass. By the time we were back at the domes of rock, I was wearing one of the bastards over my shoulders.


Cooping them up in the two fields was only the start. If you know Cumbria, then you know it likes to rain. If you don’t know it, then some days it’s so green it makes your eyes hurt and it’s not got that way on blue skies. Rains fit for bursting that week and with two hundred sheep topping and tailing in a field made for fifty, the ground turned itself to slurry. Each animal trotting in the stuff all day – getting up their sides and gumming their fleeces. The muck looked thicker every time I went back. Got so that the bigger ewes, pregnant springers with bellies dragging, would sit all day in the one spot as bother moving.


After three days, my dad came to look at them, first time he’d been out. ‘It’s nine inches deep,’ he said, standing in the mess. ‘Feel stuck in my wellies just looking at it. We can’t leave them out here, Steve.’


‘You want them inside with you? You’ve woke up to worse.’


‘Piss off.’


‘You know there’s nowhere else for them.’


‘If a lamb plops into that it’ll not be getting out.’


‘I’ll keep an eye on them, then. Keep it cleared as much as I can.’


‘Keep an eye on all sixty springers at once? Got Bible passages written for less.’


‘We’ll take it in shifts.’


‘Shifts, aye? Tell you what. You take the first one and I’ll come let you know when I’m ready for mine.’ I heard him call me a bloody idiot as he walked off.


They were strong sheep and good birthers but lambs drown even in dry years. Herdwicks were all we had on the farm. They don’t keep them elsewhere in the world and we took that as something to be proud of. Not as a warning. They’re bred for living on fellside where rain comes in sideways or slantways or shoots up from the ground. If you’d asked me before that disease, I’d have said they could live through owt. Tougher than mountain goats and would look at you funny if you made a face in bad weather. White heads shaped like bricks, squarer and thicker than the slabs filling up the walls about them. We kept them fell-worn and as wild as a flock’s let to be for months on end. When they came back from winter, they’d have grown out wobbling coats twice as big as their naked bodies. Patches of grey wool mashed together with blue and red rutting paint and weeks of dried old shit.


All I could do was watch them day and night, ready for the first drop. I built a map in my head of the ewes closest to birthing and did laps of the flock to check them in turn. Tried to muck out the field so much I could’ve hit brimstone and scrambled for my footing where the sheep needed a hand to move. Made duckboards of upturned troughs. Stamped out beds of woodchip. Nodded off in the Land Rover when I stopped or lay down by the walls like one of the flock when standing got too much. On the fourth night of wading through the bottomless mud, our biggest lass was ready, stopped eating, day of fasting before she staggered off to a corner on her own with her hips sunk and her udders puffed out. My dad turned up like he knew it was time. Wore a slop-brimmed fishing hat halfway down his ears and sat aside me with a Thermos of tea. ‘Good night for it.’


‘Would be saying the same if I’d been kipping all day,’ I said.


‘Not one to waste a lie-down.’ He started drinking from the canister. ‘Y’know, this was your mam’s favourite time of year. The lambing. Don’t think she got much sleep through it either.’


‘I remember.’


‘Course you do.’


‘What would she make of this?’


‘We’ve had it worse. You’ll be too young to think back on it but there was a year the flock got sick, real baddish, and we lost half the lambs. Come out zigzagged and their mams were walking into walls with milky eyes.’


‘They’re not doing so rough now, all things considered.’


‘Should think not. I know you’re like the rest of them. See me as a daft bugger for letting the flock get so small but every one of them’s worth ten from any other farm.’


‘That’ll be why you’re getting ten times for them.’


‘Should be if they had any sense.’


‘Cheap at half the price.’


‘Don’t talk soft.’ He stood up to pull one of the shearlings over. ‘Tell me she’s not the most beautiful ewe you’ve ever seen.’ Started running his hands over her back to show how straight it was. Squeezing the muscling in her shoulders and hips, pulling her lips back, teeth sitting straight atop each other. ‘There’s three hundred years of sheep in some of them. All children of Admiral Rust. Wrote books about him.’ He let the shearling go back to the flock. ‘You don’t see it do you?’ he said, laughing to himself. ‘Never could.’


I sat quiet like I always did when he was like that.


‘That’s something my own dad was forever yammering on about. You’ve to give them your all. Feels truer every time I think about it. It’s supposed to be the sheep that end up feeding us but it’s the bits of you that don’t come back that need costing. Each year you heal less than the one before and it’s only once you’ve offered most of it up that you feel it missing and know the deal you made.’


‘So, what now?’ I asked him.


‘They’ll let us know.’


That big lass, she found the only dry grass we had left and lay till daylight, then burst her water bag. Head resting in the dirt. She shook her ribs as if to bowk, squeezing sideways for an hour. Her black lamb cleared its own sack and she turned to lick the gunk out its nose and eyes till it could blink. Another ewe went off to lay itself down. A humpback lass with a curved smile. Three lambs shot out of her like links of sausages and the mam gobbled the birth skin off before I could get in. That set the rest of them off. Huffing on their sides or bowing down, tucking their legs under, and some on their feet or walking, birthing lambs with both eyes held open, no time to strain, no time to shudder.


My dad was back after that night, with me all through the last lambing – working like I’d not seen before. A sheep’s head under each arm, and his face red from cold and redder from sweat. He took their kicks and barges front on, slipping back, back on his boots, then his toes, then his hands and his knees so he was dragging the ewes to the mud with him. Only his cheeks puffing let you know it was him in all the muck. ‘Slow down,’ I said to him. ‘You want a heart attack?’ Told me it’d been under attack since the Second World War. That got me following the same pace, working to remember what the snot in my nose was for. Not letting up to drink for fear my body would take it as a sign of stopping. It was as if we put everything in, they’d not be able to take it from us.


There was this one ewe with bunny ears and a twinter fleece near red as toadstool. She was ready for it but was lying with all the fussing out of her – would go to squeeze but only coughed. Smelled like a bin that needed taking out. She’d got her lamb’s two front feet sticking out and she kept trying to stand or squat back and I’d to roll her sideways, lean on her, first milk spraying up my shirt. Got in there. Her with four legs in the air and me with my hand up inside her, putting it delicately. Tied the lamb’s legs together with some twine and wiggled them for some space. Trying to start the whole thing all over again.


The lamb came out steaming, and I wafted it away to check he was moving on his own. Looked up at her but each of her breaths was shorter than the one before, and I was stuck giving him a shake till he was able to do it on his own. Then she was dead. ‘That lamb needs naming,’ my dad said over my shoulder.


‘Since when did you start naming sheep? A ram at that.’


‘I’m getting touchy feely in my old age.’


‘Thought feelings was why you never let us do it.’


‘Just never had a head for names.’


‘Aye, well,’ I said to him, looking down at it. ‘How about Rusty?’


‘Big boots to fill with a name like that.’


‘Just how old are you now?’


Gave himself another laugh at that and scooped the mam up in his arms to take her away.


With the lambing taking all my time, I never heard much in the way of news, and my dad was avoiding the phone like it could spread disease.


Saying we were on our own meant more than usual. Nobody was risking coming up to farms. They’d send us food. Meat and potato pies and fruitcake packed up and sent down rivers of disinfectant to reach us. Soon that got too close for them. Could carry the disease up your nose and in your hair, in the wet of your eyes – looking at a farm was a danger. Not even offcomers were daft enough to visit.


Wasn’t till the slaughterman came to pick up the dead ewe that I got a sense for it. Could scarce get him round, he was so busy. ‘It was a normal death,’ I told him. ‘Way it should be.’


‘I believe you,’ he said, tying a chain about the ewe’s leg and reeling her to his van.


‘It was from lambing. Tough old bird as well.’


‘Always the way.’


‘Got a lot more today?’


‘This is my dinner break.’


He’d not look me in the eyes before he drove off.


You couldn’t help finding signs of it in the flock. The lambs had come out safe, but it felt different – some had less pluck than their mams. Heads dragging with necks like too much string. My dad looked at them. ‘It’s the mud that’s still to clear up, that’s what’s slowing them.’ When they’d not quickened, he found other reasons. Said it was cold that year. Snow stuck on the flats. Open buckets of chemicals. Fumes on the wind. The swoop of buzzards. Bony crows on the fence. The great hum of the fells. Stress in our hands. Turned patches of snakeroot, pokeweed, arrowgrass. A loose mongrel dog. No lamb’s blood on the door. Milk fever. Bluetongue. Scrapie. Soremouth. Blackleg. Lungworm. Scab. Bighead. Bottle jaw.


Every day it was another theory. No hint of me asking. Foot and mouth. Got sick of saying the bloody words.


The vet came for a visit. Robbie Slater was his name – a good lad and a local one at that. Made himself known over the cattle grid and stepped out his car dressed as a white rubber spaceman. I went to say how do, and he spoke like he’d never met me before. Could smell hospital bleach on him where it should’ve been cow muck.


I took him to the field where the ewes were staying. Sat single file against a wall. Walked one of the sheep over to him with my hand under its neck like I was presenting at a show. He pulled her up and plonked her down on her arse. Ran a gloved thumb about her teeth and waggled her leg to get a good eyeful, then let her run off. Told me to get the next sheep and the next till he’d looked at four or five. ‘Bit slow, aren’t they?’ he said.


‘What you expect? Turning bone idle stuck down here.’


‘You’ve been doing it, then, isolating them?’


‘Course I have, you lot told me to.’


‘You’d be surprised round here.’ He went over to pick up one of the lambs but didn’t spend long checking before he let it go. Stood watching them lie back down. ‘You had a look at them recently?’


‘I’m not out here with my eyes closed each day.’


‘In their mouths, Steve.’


‘What about their mouths?’


‘A few of them have lesions on their gums.’


‘Lesions? Course they got lesions in their mouth. Like to see you gum up half the bloody fellside without any cuts between your teeth.’


‘They’re lesions.’


‘That mean they’ve got it?’


‘Hard to say.’


‘Well, how many others have you seen with it?’


‘It’s hard to say.’


‘Try starting with what’s easy. How many of the ones you’ve tested have come back positive?’


‘We’re not doing tests at the moment.’


‘You’re going to kill them without any testing?’


‘If it’s within three miles of an outbreak they’re getting done and they’re not messing about. I’m only here to see how far it’s got.’


‘Out from where?’


‘Caldhithe. William Herne’s place.’


A van turned up and another aback it. They spilled out the back – squaddies on our farm dressed in white suits and holding brooms and buckets and guns. Shoved their boots on the bumper of the van and sprayed them down with antiseptic.


Knocked on our door. Polite. Gentle. Giving orders. The one in charge, she knew how to get things done. ‘We need a hose point. We need them ready out here. Where are your loading banks?’ Got all the fellas she brought unpacked. Lined up. ‘What do you mean, you’ve not got any?’ Shook her head. ‘We’ll make do.’ Said that a few times. ‘We’ll make do.’ She was being kindly with it all. Reminding us about purchasing orders and putting nowt in her voice I could get hurt on.


I walked out to that field, walked among our animals, and any sickness in them found a place to hide. They gathered at my boots and followed my hands as they swung at my side. Our dog, Molly, was stalking low from wall to wall and watching me closer than the Herdwicks. Pressed a whistle to my lips. ‘Walk on. Walk on.’ She brought the flock together and kept them steady to the drylot as they funnelled through the gate. The squaddies stood watching in their killing clothes. Hands at their backs, gloves over their sleeves, condoms on their feet. They’d set up a trailer as a butcher box. Wanted to get each sheep shot clean where they’d not move, then laid out to make a pile. Wanted the standing boards kept clear for each coming animal. And they’d soak the dead in disinfectant and hold them fresh till they could burn.


First kills went fine, far as killing goes, one pop, one thud, sometimes a bleat, and the sheepdog waiting by their side to keep them still. Rifle muzzles placed between their ears and the bullets lined along their backs, so each bang stayed inside their heads. Guns weren’t to blame for what happened. The mess started on the boards, slicked with muck, leaking pissholes, sorry-spilled blood, and it got on the ramp, a wooden one, and if we didn’t steady the sheep, they tumbled off, fell on their necks or jumped up to get back in the field. We didn’t own a sheepfold big enough and when one sheep broke the herd, two did, and then all of them, leaping and shoving, shoulder to shoulder. No stopping without getting trampled. The rams at the front butted a wall till the copestones rattled and the gimmers aback them started pushing, mounting the others, using them as steps. One wriggled high enough to slice her belly on the wire and fell to the other side, knocking a gap out for the rest to have a run. ‘In here,’ I yelled for Molly. She tried barking at the head of them, turning them about. ‘In here.’ She got a hoof to the eye and ran off herself. Curled about the rootstock of a hawthorn, caught her fur on brambles and cotton grass, shitting down her legs.


You’d think the squaddies would have more sense than the sheep. But they went mad and all. Chasing on foot and shooting them where they stood against walls or feed troughs or other bodies. Pouncing on the backs of ewes with knives to bleed through, pulling twohanded when they got stuck, jamming rods in their skulls, using the rams’ horns as handles. Riding out the death spurts between their legs, then getting on their boots to run down more.


I bloody ran. Bolted over the gate and took through the field, made like I was going to grab the hoppers, and got my hands about one ewe’s front legs. Dropped her. Other gimmers dived to the ground when I got near. I kept running. Heard the squaddies yelling. ‘Get the farmer in here. Calm them down.’ Half the flock was dead or brained, shotholes forming slow through their heavy fleeces, and the soldiers backed a smaller group to the barn. The sheep made a stand there – swinging their heads to make room to charge and pouncing like foxes at anyone stepping close. A tall squaddie got sent on his arse, chest stomped, and he shot the ewe who did it from the floor. Worked their way through using three or four bullets to bring each one down. ‘Where is the bastard?’ The lass in charge saw me in the field. ‘You need to keep them in.’ I couldn’t think who she was talking to. She swore ugly and went to the dog, picked her up and waited for me to come back. ‘Take her and get inside.’


‘You don’t need me?’


‘You chose to be out here.’


‘They’re my sheep.’


‘Get inside.’


Had to pin Molly to keep her still. Barking in my ear and her soft claws scratching me. Shoved her face into my neck, and I felt her ribs. I remember she smelled of biscuits. She’d not get off me in the house – I’d to roll her on her back and slide her into bed. I went in the kitchen, boiling the kettle again and again with an empty mug in front of me. Not sure I could look at a sheep without seeing blood pouring out a hole in its head. I got the telly on, watched for hours like I was the poorly one. Could hear shots no matter how loud I put the volume but the gaps between each bang got longer till they stopped.


Another knock on the door. That lass was back telling me they were ready to head off. ‘When you going to burn them?’ I asked her.


‘It’s a small farm this,’ she said. ‘Caldhithe up the road’s going to lose a thousand. Maybe more. Could be tomorrow. Could be next week or one after.’


‘Can you not move them? So they’re not in the lot?’


‘You can. I wouldn’t recommend it.’


‘We can see them from out the kitchen window. From the bloody toilet window if we look out.’


‘I wouldn’t recommend doing that either,’ she said. So I kept the curtains closed.


For all her talk, they had the bodies shipped up the next day and headed for a trench they’d set into the valley two miles away. By all accounts that was quick. Some farms had them in the fields long enough to taste wool in their water. Only sign they’d been in Montgarth was the blood spilling along the road on their way out.









Taen


THE MORNING AFTER THEY’D taken them, I got the first lie-in of my life, or whatever it’s called when it’s five a.m. and you’ve spent so long looking at the shapes about your bed you can see in the dark. I got up and put my wellies on, trying to feel useful. Thinking I’d know what to do when I was back in the fields.


I was among the fells – feeling small as owt I could see on the horizon. The pasture more torn up with mud than before and it was quiet. You’re no doubt thinking it’s always quiet where people come to get away from it all. But I’ve learnt what quiet is. It’s finding the ringing in your ears you didn’t know you had. It’s what you don’t hear. Jackdaws and rooks and crows keep silent when death smells clean.


I was looking at our empty fields, planning how we’d start again. I’d heard of fellas growing apples for cider and that – done alright with it. Don’t need to take an apple to the knacker’s yard. Strawberries. Make a go of them. Could plant them in lumps of dogshit and they’d be right. Not that any would grow bigger than a gooseberry out here. Cabbages. No bugger could tell if they’d gone rotten or not.


I was stood in the place we birthed the lambs, thinking all those lies, and I heard a voice.


How. How. How.


Each word cut up, juttering and holding long in my ears. How.


Out there, sound can carry like nowt else. I looked to see if my dad was about. Nobody. It would stop and start, the voice, muffled. Like it was stuffed in a tin someplace in my brain. Smacked my head to loosen it and spun about to see it wasn’t hiding between my shoulders. Thought I might’ve gone mad. That should’ve worried me more than it did.


It grew louder or softer when I moved. Stepped aimless, dowsing for sound, and I did the polite thing – talked back. How what? How bloody what?


All it had to say was How.


Walked to where it was loudest and stayed still when the noise stopped. Nowt but mud at my feet and even now I can’t shut the idea that it was another person talking to me.


The mud moved. A quivering I couldn’t place. How, it said.


I headed closer. Give over. How do I what?


It was a bleating. A lamb’s bleating. I knew that’s what it must’ve been. Young Herdwicks are black as soot, even their eyes are black, so I got on my knees to look, and pulled apart the pats of mud. Kept crawling till I saw where the little bastard was moving. Breathing with his whole body and holding more soil on his back than meat. Started digging. Pulling up cold clods. Saw that reddish brown tint in its fleece. Saw it was Rusty. Rubbed him down with my coat some way to clean and swaddled him in waterproofs.


The house couldn’t warm him. My dad didn’t keep it heated – said it was only for sleeping in. Had to run a bath and top it with three trips to the kettle. Thawed out some colostrum and held the lamb’s throat with two fingers to get a tube down to his stomach and not his lungs. His eyes twitched and then his shoulders and his knees. Came more alive with every shiver. I wrapped him in a blanket and he sat with me on the sofa as we watched telly. He was in good fettle not long after, feeding on owt I put near his face and happily shitting on the carpet. Couldn’t stop myself looking in his mouth – see if he’d any lesions forming. I sat there, holding that lamb long enough it got dark out again. All that was left of the farm sleeping on my knee.


We were one of the first to get culled, at Montgarth, and I’d say we got off lighter than most since we didn’t have so far to fall. I grew up hearing stories about Westmorland from my dad and grandad and other farmers. Before Cumbria existed and as you might talk about old stamps and steam trains, they’d talk about what cut each farm down. The way soldiers remember wars and want to go back to them. It was disease that got us, that was our story, but I couldn’t help thinking foot and mouth wasn’t its name. There was one thing filling up my head, same space the bleating had done. William Herne. William bloody Herne.


I’d known William all my life. We grew up as neighbours who couldn’t see each other for the hills between us. Caldhithe, where he lived, was one of the last of what’s known as the great farms of Westmorland and big enough that it’s on maps of Curdale. If I say it was home to a thousand sheep that might not sound much but it was seen as a lot and Caldhithe was his. All of it.


Most farmers work tenancies. Renting. When one tells you to get off his land or he’ll shoot you, he’s telling half-truths. That’s something you need to get about life in the fells. It’s never about the money. Only reason to make it out here is so you can be the tallest man for five square miles. Owning means something. Every gorge, beck, fall, cliff, bog, dale, and weathered white boulder is yours. The dogrose and gorse in the roadside ditches and the road itself. The alder tree with a field of its own and the birch seeds in the stomachs of wagtails and warblers. If people walk across your land it’s because you let them. If they spend a day looking out on the mountains and valleys, it’s your view they’re borrowing. Fell country is empty country so you’ll be forgiven for not seeing it as an empire but that’s how it felt to us and none more so than William.


Owned the ground under him and seemed to think that stayed true anywhere he stood. All of us had a story about him. Selling things he’d no right to – tubs of red diesel or dropped trolleys from the slate mines. Using the types of feed on stock that would make a prizefighter bowk. Meant his lambs came out finished with extra helpings of meat, bone, and fat. You’d find his sheep wandering the wrong side of Bletter Pike, his rams sniffing your lasses, and he’d call it a compliment. Tell him to piss off and he’d tell you to take it up with your landlord.


None of it bothered me. If you can’t do what you want out here, there’s no place you can. As long as he left me alone, I’d do the same back.


It’d been a week since my dad’s flock had got executed. With no work to keep busy, I’d get sick of watching telly, and try sitting in the kitchen, sitting with my thoughts, and they made me sicker than the telly, so I switched the radio on. I wanted to hear someone talking. Put the news on like I didn’t know what it would say. Every bastard farm in Curdale had been culled and those up in Ullswater and in all of Eden and not a sheep or cow was left this side of the River Pishon. Every farm except one, that is. They were having problems at Caldhithe, had been for days. William Herne’s place. ‘What if I went to speak to him?’ I said to my dad while he buttered his toast. ‘To William.’


‘What for?’


‘Find out what’s going on. Get him to listen to sense if any’s on offer.’


‘When’s talking ever fixed owt?’


‘What good’s sitting here gonna do?’


‘Richest fellas I know get paid to sit on their arses all day. Must be something to it.’


I heard a cawing under the table. Lamb was there nipping at my britches. Teaching himself to walk, stottering about, with those eyes so black you’d think him blind. Picked him up and laid him across my lap. ‘I’ll bring him Rusty.’


‘What’s he want a bottle lamb for?’


‘A ram’s no good without a flock. And William’s the only fella left who’s got one.’


‘Not for long by sounds of it.’


‘I want that bastard to look at what he’s done to us.’


I stood up with Rusty tucked under my arm and searched for my keys.


‘Is that it?’ my dad said, looking small in his chair. ‘You off right now?’


‘I’m done waiting.’


Caldhithe was four miles on foot but driving took half an hour, through country roads that are one-way depending on the way you’re going. William’s farmhouse was at the lowest dip of the valley, so any direction you came from you sank deeper and deeper into it – the hills and roads you came from curling to cliffs in the rearview. More pheasants on the roads than cars that day. When I looked about me, there was something I couldn’t place. I was driving on a snakeback lane, walls tight on my sides as ever, windward slopes falling flat across my eyes. It was all there. Only a mountain was missing. That’s how it felt. Not an animal to be seen, y’know, not a sheep. I’d say it was all dead on the fells, but the smokestacks made it seem alive as I’d never known it.


There was one roadside entrance to Caldhithe and a trick of the land where no matter how far or close you were, you’d not see it till it near smacked you in the face. That day I couldn’t miss it for all the cars parked about. Three or four Rovers waiting wonky, one aback the other, and this army van blocking the lane, built as a cattlebox for squaddies. At the front was a police wagon, resting to the side, flashing the road white and blue. Soldiers were there, young lads with fresh shaved heads and polished shitkickers, sat up on bonnets looking wormy, passing about fags and sausage rolls. They’d not move to let me through.


I pulled up, facing them down, and they stared at me when I got out, eyes bored and bloody hungry. There was one familiar face. A copper stood over a map. Taller than the rest by more than a foot. Stood with his hands tucked into a flak jacket, hair past his ears and it was so orange you’d smell satsumas looking at him. Was known to us lot as Simply Red. For years, he’d been Big Red – a fat bastard. Pub kitchens opened late if he turned up, but his wife had got him on the Weight Watchers and it stuck, unlike his name. ‘What’s all this?’ I said to him, walking on the road.


‘Sorry, sir, access to this area’s restricted at the moment,’ he told me. ‘You’ll need to turn back and go Saddlesby way if you want to carry on.’


‘Don’t remember getting knighted. What’s this sir business?’


‘Look, Steve, it’s not a good time, can you go the other way?’


‘Not heading on, want to speak to the boss man himself.’


‘To William?’


‘If it were you I was after, I’d have called ahead.’


‘He asked you to come?’


‘Near enough did, aye.’ I looked at the fellas who were crowding about me with their hands at their belts. ‘What you lot waiting out here for?’


‘He won’t let us in.’


‘Have you tried the gate?’


‘He got tetchy when we went up yesterday. Was leaning on his rifle and said he’d take care of it.’


‘Not been cleaned up here yet?’


‘Not yet.’


‘So that’s it, you’re scared he’ll shoot all of you?’


‘You didn’t see him. We don’t take chances in situations like this. At least one of them is armed and that makes us outgunned as far as the law’s concerned.’ I stood looking at the farm’s slanting pastures. ‘What you doing here, Steve? Shouldn’t you be looking after Montgarth?’


‘Not much of it left.’


‘They got you lot, then?’


‘Aye.’


‘Can’t have taken long.’


‘Took them sixty years by my dad’s count.’


‘You’ve seen nothing compared to some of the others out here.’


‘So, you in with the MAFF lot?’ I asked. That’s what they called themselves then, the government fellas in charge of farms and fresh air. MAFF. Changed their name to DEFRA soon as everyone saw what they’d done up here.


‘I’m in with the police if that’s what you mean,’ Red told me. ‘It’s my job.’


‘Have I to sort William out for you?’


‘I can’t let you do that.’


‘But you’ll not stop me?’


‘He’s got someone watching us,’ he said, pointing up to the farm. ‘Up on the wall there, been waiting for hours.’ I squinted till I saw a dark figure sat scarecrow at the edge of the field.


‘No doubt he’ll watch me walk up, then.’


I went to my car and leaned over the lamb with my coat spread, stuffed it arse-first into my pocket lining, twisting it close about my belly like some hernia. Crooked my arm about him from the outside and kept low as I walked past the squaddies, keeping on the grass verge.


At the gate to the farm, there was this estate car parked up the other side. Wedged against the wooden slats so you’d not get the bastard open. Had a lock on the steering wheel and a paper sign in the windscreen. Gone for petrol. Zipped my coat tight and launched myself over onehanded, dented the bonnet with my knees and slid on my wet boots, clawed with my right hand to slow my fall but fell all the same. Heard laughing from the road. There were wheel lines run in the ground, trailing from the road to the farmhouse, and I followed them keeping my eyes on the fella atop the wall.


The lowland field I made my way through was empty and so were all the ones branching off it. There was all this scratched-off wool, drifting, clumping into balls that grew as they rolled. I couldn’t see the mountains. The sky aback the house was a bone smoke, getting greyer and darker as it rose. Closer I got, the more the air thickened up from a distant burning, and owt sat still had a layer of ash on it. The farm buildings were resting on a roll of hill with something moving over them. Men shouting, running with dogs, and boxing in a line of sheep that kept coming on. Hundreds of them made single file from a dale below – Herdwicks and Swaledales and fat fleece Roughfells left plodding at the back.


I got through that one field and was into the next, where I was facing the fella on the wall. Not such a big lad the nearer I got. Smoke pulled back on the wind and I could see it was William’s son, Danny Herne. He was worn out, soot about his face, wearing a man’s shirt rolled back to let his hands free and a collar pulled up to his chin, his hair cut back, chopped wild, to keep it out his eyes. He was looking at me through binoculars on a string about his neck, a dainty pair you might see at a horserace. He started speaking into his walkie-talkie when I got to the ridge he was guarding. ‘Who’re you?’ Danny called down.


‘A farmer,’ I told him. ‘Steve Elliman.’


‘Where you from?’


I pointed to over the hill. To Montgarth. ‘They think you’re wanting to shoot them down there,’ I said.


‘Can think what they want.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Nowt,’ he said. ‘Watching. I’m on lookout and you’re the first person who’s showed up in hours.’ Then he remembered what being a lookout meant. ‘What you doing here?’


‘Need a word with your dad.’


‘You’re not the only one.’


‘What’s going on?’


‘We’re burning our sick sheep like we’re supposed to.’


‘Just the sick ones?’


‘My dad says we’re doing all that’s asked of us.’


‘You don’t want their help getting it done?’


‘We’re not signing owt. Our bloody sheep and we’ll look after them ourselves.’


‘How’re you going to do that?’


He looked away and didn’t answer me. Had a long stick across his lap that he rested his arms on as he thought. Got on his walkie and kept catching my eye till he was done chatting. He held the thing out for me then. ‘He wants to talk to you.’


I walked up and took it off him. ‘Who does?’


‘The man on the other end.’


Put my ear to it. Sounded like somebody was rubbing gravel across the speaker and William’s voice cut through. ‘What you want, Steve?’


‘I need to set things straight.’


‘You not see we’re busy?’


‘It’s about this.’


‘About this? Well, there’s not much that needs saying. We’re not letting them go. Heard what they did at your place and that might suit you. Far as I can tell, just about owt does at Montgarth.’


‘Not this.’


‘Not this?’


‘How’re you planning to stop them?’ I looked about the fields trying to spot him. ‘It’ll not be long before they’re more scared of what you’re doing than they are of you.’


‘We’re sending the strong ones out to the fells,’ he told me with no shame in it. ‘Then we’ll take care of the rest ourselves.’


‘Not much good hiding them if you’re telling people you’re doing it.’


‘Not people, just you.’


‘What you telling me for?’


‘Because you’re going to help.’


‘Am I now?’


‘If you want to talk to me, you’ll help.’


‘What if I want to talk to the small army camped on the road?’


‘Then I’ll know. And you can be sure of this, Steve. When I set things straight, I don’t do any talking.’ The gravel sound got louder again. ‘Put Danny back on,’ he told me. Did as I was told and heard the lad saying alright before he got down from the wall.


‘You can help us or not,’ Danny said to me. ‘But if my dad says this needs doing, then it’s getting done.’


He was barely a teenager then, and I stood there as the lad collected his things. Followed his lead to the farmhouse, and he held the gate open for me into the yard. It was a big place where William lived. Two long barns, a wideset drylot, old horse shed, outdoor shitter full of tools, tanks of oil and molasses and water, one working tractor in the garage, a long row of tillers, mowers, tedders, and spreaders. Each building was set wall to wall in a square about the yard to leave as much pasture free as possible. No way in but the two gates. The farmhouse rose tallest. It’d been built by William’s grandad with limestone and slate he’d taken from two flooded cottages. It felt homemade. There was concrete in patches over the ground, ripped up and washed out, gaps filled in with stomped gravel, and that’s how he kept the place. No glass in the windows except those in the house the family slept in, roof tiles sitting under slabs of corrugated iron, and algae on everything, up the sides of the barn and over the slurry spinner, letting the buildings go free range. ‘This way,’ Danny said to me. ‘We’re keeping them in here.’
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