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Written with love for
 CLIVE and WENDY
 who now
 understand the story behind the story




INTRODUCTION


Greybeard is a novel about growing old, and about being old. Its every page is pregnant with the truth of that condition – that ageing is a ceaseless, decaying passage towards the impossible asymptote of our own death. But the fact that he is writing science fiction enables Aldiss to focus this human universal (it is hard, in fact, to think of a more universal human theme) with extraordinary clarity. For in his imagined world a nuclear accident has rendered humanity sterile: the old get older, but there are no more births, and no new generation rises behind them to fill their place. It is a bleakly brilliant conceit, and Aldiss works through its implication with a superbly restrained, almost Hardyesque rigour. In part this has to do with some beautifully observed, and beautifully handled, nature writing, the continuing fecundity of some (though not all) the wildlife contrasting bittersweetly with the sterile decay of humanity:




They came to a wide sheet of water, patched with small islands and banks of rushes. The lake was a sanctuary for wildlife; dippers, moorhens, and an abundance of duck moved over or above its surface. In the clear waters beneath their centreboard, many shoals of fish were visible. They were in no mood to appreciate the natural attractions. The weather had turned blustery, they did not know in which direction they should sail. Rain, galloping over the face of the water, sent them scurrying for shelter under the spare sail. As the showers grew heavier and the breeze failed, Greybeard and Charley rowed them to one of the islands, and there they made camp.


It was dry under the sail, and the weather turned milder, but a sense of depression settled on them as they watched shawls of water and cloud embrace the landscape. Greybeard husbanded a small fire into life, which set them all coughing, for the smoke would not disperse.





Aldiss has never written better, or more evocatively lyrical, than this. It creates a sense of the world as rounded, finely observed, pregnant with myriad beauties.


Greybeard is a potent elegy for the human condition. Like a later masterpiece Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, Greybeard understands that humans do not endure through the grimmest times alone. Greybeard depends upon his wife Martha to give him purpose, and reason for living; and he is himself aware that being a fairly unimaginative chap is an advantage, since it prevents him from a capsizing comprehension of the approaching and inevitable end. But unlike the powerful but rather bludgeoning bleakness of McCarthy’s novel, Aldiss’ is shot through at all points with a weird, plangent beauty.


It will also remind the reader of P.D. James’ derivative Children of Men, a book that committed nothing short of larceny upon Aldiss’ (much better) novel and then failed to make anything much of its swag. James’ take gets bogged down in religious allegory and political hi-jinks, forcing an artificial climax with some daft gunplay. The film adapted from this book – a much better work with very little in common with its source text – likewise pulled its key punch. In both cases there was a sense that a world in which parturition had come to an end could only be made comprehensible through hope: a pregnant woman, a new child, the dawn coming round again.


Aldiss is clearer-eyed. He tropes his existential theme as anticlimax, a figure that shapes many of the novel’s set-pieces. Greybeard himself works as a contemporary historian, recording events for a future in which there will be literally nobody to read. Martha is kidnapped by a sex-maniac, chloroformed and tied up in a bedroom; but she is not raped. The novel’s characters travel in the hope of reaching the sea, but we never get there. Even the novel’s grand premise – that there are no more children – is eventually revealed as off-the-point.


Not to be pretentious (and in fact this novel is one of the most grounded, least pretentious ever written) but the resonance of Greybeard derives from the mellow skill with which it explores a crucial existential dilemma. We will all die. Some of us console ourselves with the thought that we will live again after our death, in a heaven perhaps, or reborn as humans in this world. Such fantasies are widespread, and for good reason, but they lack the heft of reality – they are, in the strictest sense, escapist, as if death were only a prison from which the obedient or the wily might break through. In our bones we understand the blanker truth: there is no escape from death. So we turn instead to another consolation; we die, but our children will carry on, and our DNA will wriggle its threadworm way through other organisms. There is some relief in this thought, and from a longe durée perspective it’s kind of the point of our being here – humans are only one of the many ingenious methods DNA has lighted upon to make more DNA. But it would be a strangely aloof human being who could take personal satisfaction in that fact.


This is the genius of Aldiss’ treatment. The discovery that children are still being born in the world is treated not as a flame of hope or redemptive twist, but – with brilliantly pitched anticlimax – as something largely irrelevant to the passing generation, a sort of knight’s move. Greybeard and his wife are still on the way to death. Greybeard, fundamentally, is about seeing the world unencumbered either by fantasies of individual or species survival. That such a view is not merely depressing says something about Aldiss’ enormous skill as a writer, but also – perhaps – it suggests that an existence beyond hope might be beyond fear as well. The theme is not in escape, but only in the fortitude with which we encounter the inevitable. That is the strength given to mortals, after all.


Given that it comes to many of us, and that most of us strenuously hope to reach it, it’s perhaps surprising how few great novels there are that actually confront the realities of old age. Most – like Cervantes’ seminal Don Quixote – are in fact fantasies of escape from decrepitude. Others, like Muriel Sparks’ Memento Mori, explore the consolations of mortality. But Aldiss’ novel takes a difference approach to either of these works. Greybeard is varied, beautifully observed and written, involving and profound without ever falling for the twin, related mendacities of ‘consolation’ and ‘escapism’. It has a good claim to being Aldiss’ most fully realised novel.


Adam Roberts




1


The River: Sparcot


A rifle was slung over his left shoulder by a leather strap. He moved silently along a path cut between coppiced sycamores as tall as he was. On the path ahead, a snake lay sunning itself. The day was warm for the time of year. He saw by its markings it was a harmless grass snake. It disappeared into the bushes at his approach. He had seen it there before.


As he came to the fish pond, a water rat jumped into the water with a smart plop. It always happened like that.


Greybeard worked his way round the bank of the pond among knots of elder which overhung the water. Crushing twigs in his progress, he smelt again the musty-sweet scent of their pith, a scent he had known since childhood. He looked down into the pond. The fish were as abundant as ever.


Everything was as before. The years ran through their cycles, but nothing changed.


He could see into the shallows where a chub waited under the bank among weeds. Or he could watch the surface of the water. There was reflected blue sky, patched with cloud. He stood where he was for a while, before recollecting himself. Then he could not remember what his thoughts had been.


Well, he muttered, half-aloud, all would be unbearable if it weren’t for her … Martha … And that thought was no new one.


He turned away, to where a crumbling brick wall stood, bearded with fern. Once the wall had marked the boundary of a private estate. Now there were no private estates, the wall indicated the limits of the village of Sparcot, and the limits of Greybeard’s patrol.


Sliding the rifle from his shoulder, he looked across the wall. His sense of danger was dulled by repetition. Twice a week for many a year, rain or shine, he had patrolled this flimsy border, had discovered snowdrops under the shelter of the wall, had seen the hedges thick with shining blackberries, had found the whole scene bright and barren under snow … Somewhere in the direction he was observing lay Grafton Lock, ruled by the fierce Gipsy Joan; but her tribe posed little threat. Men of the village said of Joan that she wore no knickers. He smiled to himself at the thought. Even to an ageing population, sex remained of perennial interest.


Then there was the possibility of another invasion by stoats, foraging along the river bank, such as had happened three times of recent years. But nothing moved on this peaceful day. Of animal life, he saw only a feral cat, motionless on a dead tree stump.


He waited to see the cat pounce, but it remained unmoving. He turned back at last. A slight haze lay over Sparcot and its grazing land. To his nostrils came the sardonic stone age smell of wood smoke.


All was as it had been. And would be again.


He knew not what the day of the week was called. But one thing was certain: in two days’ time, he would be on patrol again, treading the same paths, watching the same vistas. And waiting.


The days were closing in towards the time people still called Christmas.


Four stoats swam a brook. Climbing from the chill water, they worked their way through dead reed and up the bank. Their bodies were low to the ground, their necks outstretched, the young ones imitating their mother. Keeping to cover, they looked out hungrily at rabbits seeking food only a few feet beyond their noses.


Where the rabbits frisked was once wheatland, cropping regularly under a farmer’s care. Neglect had set in. Early one year, tractors had not arrived. Taking advantage of their opportunity, weeds had risen up, choking the cereal crops. Later, fire spread across the deserted farmland, burning down thistles and bindweed. Rabbits, preferring low growth, moved in to nibble the green shoots which thrust through the ash.


The shoots that survived this natural thinning process found themselves with ample space in which to grow. Many were now full-sized trees. In consequence, the numbers of rabbits had declined. Rabbits prefer open land. So grass had a chance to return to an old habitat. Now the grass, in its turn, was growing sparse under a spread of beech branches. The few rabbits ekeing out existence there were thin of flank.


They were also wary. When one rabbit saw the stoat eyes watching, it turned up its tail and bolted for cover. The other rabbits followed. The stoats were immediately on the move, brown flashes rippling across open space. The rabbits shot into their burrows. The stoats followed unhesitatingly. They could go anywhere. This world was theirs. In no time, their muzzles were bloody and they were feasting.


A day or two later, an old man was making a routine patrol of the same ground. He wore a coarse canvas shirt of red, green, and orange stripes which rendered him clearly visible in the tawny winter landscape.


Near the banks of the river, the wilderness had been cleared by corporate effort to allow space for cattle to graze. In the wilderness beyond, a pattern was still discernable to an educated eye. Large trees – to some of whose branches a raddled leaf still clung – marked the lines of what were hedges long ago. The trees enclosed entanglements of vegetation which had once been arable land. Brambles lacerated their way into the centre of the fields, in competition with elders, thorns, thistle and other sturdy growths.


Along the edge of one line of trees, a stockade had been thrown up, protecting an area of several acres which had the river on its longer side. It was by this stockade that the old man patrolled, whistling to himself as he went. His shirt, which furnished the only spash of colour in the landscape, was made from the canvas of an old deckchair.


In the branches above his head, rooks perching there did not bother to fly off at his approach.


Since the village was close, the barrier of vegetation was punctuated by narrow paths trodden into the undergrowth. These paths led to latrines, holes dug in the ground and sheltered from the weather by roofs of wood or plastic. Such were the sanitary arrangements of Sparcot.


The village itself lay on the river in the midst of its clearing. It had been built, or rather had accumulated in the course of centuries, in the shape of a capital H, the crossbar being formed by a stone bridge which spanned the river. Though the bridge still threw its humpbacked span sturdily across water, it led only to a ruinous street, still known as Oxford Road or Oxfroad, and a dense thicket where the villagers gathered firewood, or attempted the gymnastics of antique passion.


Of the two roads forming the legs of the H, the one nearest the river, known as the High Street, had been designed originally as a quiet community street fringed by humble dwellings and a public house. One leg of this thoroughfare led to an ancient watermill, where lived Big Jim Mole, the boss of Sparcot. The other road, on the other side of the river, subject to spring floods, had once been a main road, leading to towns and cities, the very names of which were forgotten. Even before the line of houses petered out, in came the vegetation, stern and invasive as an army. The last house of all had been devoured by the weight of a rampant ivy.


All the houses in Sparcot bore the stigmata of neglect. Many were ruined. Some ruins were still inhabited. One hundred and twelve people lived here. None had been born in the village.


Where roads joined on the higher bank of the river stood a stone building which had served originally as a post office. These days, no post survived, no mail was ever delivered, nobody wrote letters. The upper windows of this building commanded a view of the bridge and river in one direction and the cultivated land in the other. Here was the village guard room. Since all the earlier frivolities which Sparcot had once enjoyed – video, bingo, car boot sales, church fetes – had become part of history, this room functioned as the centre of village life. And, since Big Jim Mole insisted that a guard be continually kept, it was occupied now.


There were three people sitting or lying in the old barren room. A venerable woman, past her eightieth year, sat by a wood stove, humming to herself and nodding her head. She held out thin hands to the stove, on which stew was warming in a tin platter.


Of the two men keeping her company in the room, one was extremely ancient, although his eye was bright. Towin Thomas lay on a paliasse on the floor, staring up at the ceiling as if trying to puzzle out the meaning of the cracks there. His face, sharp as a stoat’s beneath its stubble, wore an irritable look. Old Betty’s humming jarred his nerves.


Only the third occupant of the guard room was properly alert. He was cleaning the rifle with the leather strap, running a piece of rag on a string through the barrel and then squinting up it to see that the rifling was perfectly clean. Greybeard was a well-built man in his middle fifties, without a paunch but not so starveling as his companions. He sat in a creaking chair by the window, occasionally glancing alertly out through the panes.


‘Sam’s coming,’ he said. He had sighted the patrol with the colourful shirt approaching the guard house.


At his christening, Greybeard had been given the name Algy Timberlane, but it had become rather lost, like much else, as years went by. The nickname had gathered strength and stuck, even in a world of greybeards. Timberlane sported a thick hirsute growth which reached almost to his navel, where it had been cut sharply across.


His high and almost bald head lent emphasis to the beard, and its texture, barred as it was with stripes of black hair sprouting from the jawline, made it particularly noticeable in a society which afforded few forms of personal adornment.


When Greybeard spoke, Betty ceased her humming without giving any other sign she had heard. Thomas sat up on his paliasse, putting one hand on the cudgel that lay by his side; it was his constant companion. He screwed up his eyes in order to read the time from his wristwatch. This souvenir of a vanished world was Towin Thomas’s most cherished possession, although it had not worked in a decade. A windup clock on a shelf gave him more reliable information.


‘Sam’s early coming off guard, twenty minutes early,’ he said. ‘Old sciver. Worked up an appetite for lunch strolling around out there. You better watch that hash of yours, Betty – I’m the only one I’m wanting to get indigestion off that grub, girl.’


Betty shook her head. It was as much a nervous tic as a negation of anything that the man with the cudgel might have said. She kept her hands to the fire, not looking around.


Towin Thomas picked up his cudgel and rose stiffly to his feet, helping himself up against the table. He joined Greybeard at the window, peering through the dirty pane and rubbing it with his sleeve.


‘That’s Sam Bulstow all right. You can’t mistake that shirt.’


Sam Bulstow walked down the littered street. Rubble, broken tiles and litter, lay on the pavements; dock and fennel – mortified by winter – sprouted from shattered gratings. Sam Bulstow walked in the middle of the road. There had been no traffic but pedestrians for several years now. He turned in when he reached the post office, and the watchers heard his footsteps on the boards of the room below them.


Without excitement, they listened to the whole performance of his getting upstairs: the groans of the bare treads, the squeak of a horny palm on the hand rail as it helped tug its owner upward, the rasp and heave of lungs challenged by every step.


Finally, Sam appeared in the guard room. The gaudy stripes of his shirt threw up some of their color onto the white stubble of his jaws. He stood for a while staring in at them, resting on the frame of the door to regain his breath.


‘You’re early if it’s dinner you’re after,’ Betty said, without bothering to turn her head. Nobody paid her any attention, and she nodded her old rats’ tails to herself in disapproval.


Sam just stood where he was, showing his yellow and brown teeth in a pant. ‘The Scotsmen are getting near,’ he said.


Betty turned her neck stiffly to look at Greybeard. Towin Thomas arranged his crafty old wolf ’s visage over the top of his cudgel and looked at Sam with his eyes screwed up.


‘Maybe they’re after your job, Sammy, man,’ he said.


‘Who gave you that bit of information, Sam?’ Greybeard asked.


Sam came slowly into the room, sneaking a sharp look at the clock as he did so, and poured himself a drink of water from a battered can standing in a corner. He gulped the water and sank down onto a wooden stool, stretching his fibrous hands out to the fire and generally taking his time before replying.


‘There was a packman skirting the northern barricade just now. Told me he was heading for Faringdon. Said the Scotsmen had reached Banbury.’


‘Where is this packman?’ Greybeard asked, hardly raising his voice, and appearing to look out of the window.


‘He’s gone on now, Greybeard. Said he was going to Faringdon.’


‘Passed by Sparcot without calling here to sell us anything? Not very likely.’


‘I’m only telling you what he said. I’m not responsible for him. I just reckon old Boss Mole ought to know the Scotsmen are coming, that’s all.’ Sam’s voice relapsed into the irritable whine they all used at times.


Betty turned back to her stove. She said, ‘Everyone who comes here brings rumors. If it isn’t the Scots, it’s herds of savage animals. Rumors, rumors … It’s as bad as the last war, when they kept telling us there was going to be an invasion. I reckoned at the time they only done it to scare us, but I was scared just the same.’


Sam cut off her muttering. ‘Rumors or not, I’m telling you what the man said. I thought I ought to come up here and report it. Did I do right or didn’t I?’


‘Where had this fellow come from?’ Greybeard asked.


‘He hadn’t come from anywhere. He was going to Faringdon.’ He smiled his sly-doggy smile at his joke, and picked up a reflected smile from Towin.


‘Did he say where he had been?’ Greybeard asked patiently.


‘He said he had been coming from up river. Said there was a lot of stoats heading this way.’


‘Eh, that’s another rumor we’ve heard before,’ Betty said to herself, nodding her head.


‘You keep your trap shut, you old cow,’ Sam said, without rancor.


Greybeard took hold of his rifle by the barrel and moved into the middle of the room until he stood looking down at Sam.


‘Is that all you have to report, Sam?’


‘Scotsmen, stoats – what more do you want from one patrol? I didn’t see any elephants, if you were wondering.’ He cracked his grin again, looking again for Towin Thomas’s approval.


‘You aren’t bright enough to know an elephant if you saw it, Sam, you old flea pit,’ Towin said.


Ignoring this exchange, Greybeard said, ‘Okay, Sam, back you go on patrol. There’s another twenty minutes before you are relieved.’


‘What, go back out there just for another lousy twenty minutes? Not on your flaming nelly, Greybeard! I’ve had it for this afternoon and I’m sitting right here on this stool. Let it ride for twenty minutes. Nobody’s going to run away with Sparcot, whatever Jim Mole may think.’


‘You know the dangers as well as I do.’


‘You know you’ll never get any sense out of me, not while I’ve got this bad back. These blinking guard duties come around too often for my liking.’


Betty and Towin kept silent. The latter cast a glance at his broken wristwatch. Both he and Betty, like everyone else in the village, had had the necessity for continuous guard drummed into them often enough, but they kept their eyes tracing the seamed lines on the board floor, knowing the effort involved in thrusting old legs an extra time up and down stairs and an extra time around the perimeter.


The advantage lay with Sam, as he sensed. Facing Greybeard more boldly, he said, ‘Why don’t you take over for twenty minutes if you’re so keen on defending the dump? You’re a young man – it’ll do you good to have a stretch.’


Greybeard tucked the leather sling of the rifle over his left shoulder and turned to Towin, who stopped gnawing the top of his cudgel to look up.


‘Strike the alarm gong if you want me in a hurry, and not otherwise. Remind old Betty it’s not a dinner gong.’


The woman cackled as he moved toward the door, buttoning his baggy jacket. ‘Your grub’s just on ready, Algy. Why not stay and eat it?’ she asked.


Greybeard slammed the door without answering. They listened to his heavy tread descending the stairs.


‘You don’t reckon he took offense, do you? He wouldn’t report me to old Mole, would he?’ Sam asked anxiously. The others mumbled neutrally and hugged their lean ribs; they did not want to be involved in any trouble.


Greybeard walked slowly along the middle of the street, avoiding the puddles still left from a rainstorm two days ago. Most of Sparcot’s drains and gutters were blocked, but the reluctance of the water to run away was due mainly to the marshiness of the land. Somewhere upstream debris was blocking the river, causing it to overflow its banks. He must speak to Mole; they must get up an expedition to look into the trouble. But Mole was growing increasingly cantankerous, and his policy of isolationism would be against any move out of the village.


Greybeard chose to walk by the river, to continue around the perimeter of the stockade afterward. He brushed through an encroaching elder’s stark spikes, smelling as he did so a melancholysweet smell of the river and the things that moldered by it.


Several of the houses that backed onto the river had been devoured by fire before he and his fellows came to live here. Vegetation grew sturdily inside and out their shells. On a back gate lying crookedly in long grass, faded lettering proclaimed the name of the nearest shell: THAMESIDE.


Farther on the houses were undamaged by fire and inhabited. Greybeard’s own house was here. He looked at the windows, but caught no sight of his wife, Martha; she would be sitting quietly by the fire with a blanket around her shoulders, staring into the grate and seeing – what? Suddenly an immense impatience pierced Greybeard. These houses were a poor old huddle of buildings, nestling together like a bunch of ravens with broken wings. Most of them lacked chimneys or guttering; each year they hunched their shoulders higher as the rooftrees sagged. And in general the people fitted in well enough with this air of decay. He did not; nor did he want his Martha to do so.


Deliberately, he slowed his thoughts. Anger was useless. He made a virtue of not being angry. But he longed for a freedom beyond the flyblown safety of Sparcot.


Beyond the houses were Toby’s trading post – a newer building that, and in better shape than most – and the barns, ungraceful structures that commemorated the lack of skill with which they had been built. Beyond the barns lay the fields, turned up in weals to greet the frosts of winter; shards of water glittered between furrows. Beyond the fields grew the thickets marking the eastern end of Sparcot. Beyond Sparcot lay the immense mysterious territory that was the Thames Valley.


Just beyond the province of the village an old brick bridge with a collapsed arch menaced the river, its remains suggesting the horns of a ram growing together in old age. Greybeard contemplated it and the fierce little weir just beyond it – for that way lay whatever went by the name of freedom these days – and then turned away to patrol the living stockade.


With the rifle comfortably under one crooked arm, he made his promenade. He could see across to the other side of the clearing; it was deserted, except for two men walking distantly among cattle, and a stooped figure in the cabbage patch. He had the world almost to himself – and year by year he would have it more to himself.


He snapped down the shutter of his mind on that thought, and began to concentrate on what Sam Bulstow had reported. It was probably an invention to gain him twenty minutes off patrol duty. The rumor about the Scots sounded unlikely, though no more so than other tales that travelers had brought them – that a Chinese army was marching on London, or that gnomes and elves and men with badger faces had been seen dancing in the woods. Scope for error and ignorance seemed to grow season by season. It would be good to know what was really happening …


Less unlikely than the legend of marching Scots was Sam’s tale of a strange packman. Densely though the thickets grew, there were ways through them and men who traveled those ways, though the isolated village of Sparcot saw little but the traffic that moved painfully up and down the Thames. Well, they must maintain their watch. Even in these more peaceful days – ‘the apathy that bringeth perfect peace,’ thought Greybeard, wondering what he was quoting – villages that kept no guard could be raided and ruined for the sake of their food stocks, or just for madness. So they believed.


Now he walked among tethered cows, grazing individually around the ragged radius of their halters. They were the new strain, small, sturdy, plump, and full of peace. And young! Tender creatures, surveying Greybeard from moist eyes, creatures that belonged to man but had no share of his decrepitude, creatures that kept the grass short right up to the ragged bramblebushes.


He saw that one of the animals near the brambles was pulling at its tether. It tossed its head, rolled its eyes, and lowed. Greybeard quickened his pace.


There seemed to be nothing to disturb the cow except a dead rabbit lying by the brambles. As he drew nearer, Greybeard surveyed the rabbit. It was freshly killed. And though it was completely dead, he thought it had moved. He stood almost over it, alert for something wrong, a faint prickle of unease creeping up his backbone.


Certainly the rabbit was dead, killed neatly by the back of the neck. Its neck and anus were bloody, its purple eye glazed.


Yet it moved. Its side heaved.


Shock – an involuntary superstitious dread – coursed through Greybeard. He took a step backward, sliding the rifle down into his hands. At the same time, the rabbit heaved again and its killer exposed itself to view.


Backing swiftly out of the rabbit’s carcass came a stoat, doubling up its body in its haste to be clear. Its brown coat was enriched with rabbit blood, the tiny savage muzzle it lifted to Greybeard smeared with crimson. He shot it dead before it could move.


The cows plunged and kicked. Like clockwork toys, the figures among the Brussels-sprout stumps straightened their backs. Birds wheeled up from the rooftops. The gong sounded from the guard room, as Greybeard had instructed it should. A knot of people congregated outside the barns, hobbling together as if they might pool their rheumy eye-sight.


‘Blast their eyes, there’s nothing to panic about,’ Greybeard growled. But he knew the involuntary shot had been a mistake; he should have clubbed the stoat to death with the butt of his rifle. The sound of firing always woke alarm.


A party of active sixty-year-olds assembled and began to march toward him, swinging cudgels of various descriptions. Through his irritation he had to admit that it was a prompt stand-to. There was plenty of life about the place yet.


‘It’s all right!’ he called, waving his arms above his head as he went to meet them. ‘All right! I was attacked by a solitary stoat, that’s all. You can go back.’


Charley Samuels was there, a big man with a sallow color; he had his tame fox, Isaac, with him on a leash. Charley lived next door to the Timberlanes, and had been increasingly dependent on them since his wife’s death the previous spring.


He came in front of the other men and aligned himself with Greybeard.


‘Next spring, we’ll have a drive to collect more fox cubs and tame them,’ he said. ‘They’ll help keep down any stoats that venture onto our land. We’re getting more rats, too, sheltering in the old buildings. I reckon the stoats are driving ’em to seek shelter in human habitation. The foxes will take care of the rats too, won’t they, Isaac, boy?’


Still angry with himself, Greybeard made off along the perimeter again. Charley fell in beside him, sympathetically saying nothing. The fox walked between them, dainty with its brush held low.


The rest of the party stood about indecisively in midfield. Some quieted the cattle or stared at the scattered pieces of stoat; some went back toward the houses, whence others came out to join them in gossip. Their dark figures with white polls stood out against the background of fractured brick.


‘They’re half disappointed there was not some sort of excitement brewing,’ Charley said. A peak of his springy hair stood out over his forehead. Once it had been the color of wheat; it had achieved whiteness so many seasons ago that its owner had come to look on white as its proper and predestined hue, and the wheaty tint had passed into his skin.


Charley’s hair never dangled into his eyes, although it looked as if it would after a vigorous shake of the head. Vigorous shaking was not Charley’s habit; his quality was of stone rather than fire, and in his bearing was evidence of how the years had tested his endurance. It was precisely an air of having withstood many ordeals that these two sturdy elders – in superficial appearance so unlike – had in common.


‘Though people don’t like trouble, they enjoy a distraction,’ Charley said. ‘Funny – that shot you fired started my gums aching.’


‘It deafened me,’ Greybeard admitted. ‘I wonder if it roused the old men of the mill?’


He noticed that Charley glanced toward the mill to see if Mole or his henchman, Major Trouter, was coming to investigate.


Catching Greybeard’s glance, Charley grinned rather foolishly and said, by way of something to say, ‘Here comes old Jeff Pitt to see what all the fuss is.’


They had reached a small stream that wound its way across the cleared land. On its banks stood the stumps of some beeches that the villagers had cut down. From among these, the shaggy old figure of Pitt came. Over one shoulder he carried a stick from which hung the body of an animal. Though several of the villagers ventured some distance afield, Pitt was the only one who roved the wilds on his own. Sparcot was no prison for him. He was a morose and solitary man; he had no friends; and even in the society of the slightly mad, his reputation was for being mad. Certainly his face, as full of whorls as willow bark, was no reassurance of sanity; and his little eyes moved restlessly about, like a pair of fish trapped inside his skull.


‘Did someone get shot then?’ he asked. When Greybeard told him what had happened, Pitt grunted, as if convinced the truth was being concealed from him.


‘With you firing away, you’ll have the gnomes and wild things paying us attention,’ he said.


‘I’ll deal with them when they appear.’


‘The gnomes are coming, aren’t they?’ Pitt muttered; Greybeard’s words had scarcely registered on him. He turned to gaze at the cold and leafless woods. ‘They’ll be here before so long, to take the place of children, you mark my words.’


‘There are no gnomes around here, Jeff, or they’d have caught you long ago,’ Charley said. ‘What have you got on your stick?’


Eyeing Charley to judge his reaction, Pitt lowered the stick from his shoulder and displayed a fine dog otter, its body two feet long.


‘He’s a beauty, isn’t he? Seen a lot of ’em about just lately. You can spot ’em more easily in the winter. Or perhaps they are just growing more plentiful in these parts.’


‘Everything that can still multiply is doing so,’ Greybeard said harshly.


‘I’ll sell you the next one I catch, Greybeard. I haven’t forgotten what happened before we came to Sparcot. You can have the next one I catch. I’ve got my snares set along under the bank.’


‘You’re a regular old poacher, Jeff,’ Charley said. ‘Unlike the rest of us, you’ve never had to change your job.’


‘What do you mean? Me never had to change my job? You’re daft, Charley Samuels! I spent most of my life in a stinking machine-tool factory before the revolution and all that. Not that I wasn’t always keen on nature – but I never reckoned I’d get it at such close quarters, as you might say.’


‘You’re a real old man of the woods now, anyhow.’


‘Think I don’t know you’re laughing at me? I’m no fool, Charley, whatever you may think to yourself. But I reckon it’s terrible the way us town people have been turned into sort of half-baked country bumpkins, don’t you? What’s there left to life? All of us in rags and tatters, full of worms and the toothache! Where’s it all going to end, eh, I’d like to know? Where’s it all going to end?’ He turned to scrutinize the woods again.


‘We’re doing okay,’ Greybeard said. It was his invariable answer to the invariable question. Charley also had his invariable answer.


‘It’s the Lord’s plan, Jeff, and you don’t do any good by worrying over it. We cannot say what He has in mind for us.’


‘After all He’s done to us this last fifty years,’ Jeff said, ‘I’m surprised you’re still on speaking terms with Him.’


‘It will end according to His will,’ Charley said.


Pitt gathered up all the wrinkles of his face, spat, and passed on with his dead otter.


Where could it all end, Greybeard asked himself, except in humiliation and despair? He did not ask the question aloud. Though he liked Charley’s optimism, he had no more patience than old Pitt with the too-easy answers of the belief that nourished that optimism.


They walked on. Charley began to discuss the various accounts of people who claimed to have seen gnomes and little men, in the woods, or on rooftops, or licking the teats of the cows. Greybeard answered automatically; old Pitt’s fruitless question remained with him. Where was it all going to end? The question, like a bit of gristle in the mouth, was difficult to get rid of; yet increasingly he found himself chewing on it.


When they had walked right around the perimeter, they came again to the Thames at the western boundary, where it entered their land. They stopped and stared at the water.


Tugging, fretting, it moved about a countless number of obstacles on its course – oh yes, which it took as it has ever done! – to the sea. Even the assuaging power of water could not silence Greybeard’s mind.


‘How old are you, Charley?’ he asked.


‘I’ve given up counting the years. Don’t look so glum! What’s suddenly worrying you? You’re a cheerful man, Greybeard; don’t start fretting about the future. Look at that water – it’ll get where it wants to go, but it isn’t worrying.’


‘I don’t find any comfort in your analogy.’


‘Don’t you, now? Well, then, you should do.’


Greybeard thought how tiresome and colorless Charley was, but he answered patiently. ‘You’re a sensible man, Charley. Surely we must think ahead? This is getting to be a pensioner’s planet. You can see the danger signs as well as I can. There are no young men and women anymore. The number of us capable of maintaining even the present low standard of living is declining year by year. We—’


‘We can’t do anything about it. Get that firmly into your mind and you’ll feel better about the whole situation. The idea that man can do anything useful about his fate is an old idea. What do I mean? Yes, a fossil. It’s something from another period … We can’t do anything. We just get carried along, like the water in this river.’


‘You read a lot of things into the river,’ Greybeard said, half laughing. He kicked a stone into the water. A scuttling and a plop followed as some small creature – possibly a water rat, for they were on the increase again – dived for safety.


They stood silent, Charley’s shoulders a little bent. When he spoke again, it was to quote poetry.




‘ “The woods decay, the woods decay and fall


The vapors weep their burthen to the ground,


Man comes and tills the field and lies beneath …” ’





Between the heavy prosaic man reciting Tennyson and the woods leaning across the river lay an incongruity. Laboriously, Greybeard said, ‘For a cheerful man, you know some depressing poetry.’


‘That was what my father brought me up on. I’ve told you about that moldy little shop of his …’ One of the characteristics of age was that all avenues of talk led backward in time.


‘I’ll leave you to get on with your patrol,’ Charley said, but Greybeard clutched his arm. He had caught a noise upstream distinct from the sound of the water.


He moved forward to the water’s edge and looked. Something was coming downstream, though overhanging foliage obscured details. Breaking into a trot, Greybeard made for the stone bridge, with Charley following at a fast walk behind him.


From the crown of the bridge they had a clear view upstream. A cumbersome boat was dipping into view only some eighty yards away. By its curved bow, he guessed it had once been a powered craft. Now it was being rowed and poled along by a number of whiteheads, while a sail hung slackly from the mast. Greybeard pulled his elder whistle from an inner pocket and blew on it two long blasts. He nodded to Charley and hurried over to the water mill, where Big Jim Mole lived.


Mole was already opening the door as Greybeard arrived. The years had yet to drain off all his natural ferocity. He was a stocky man with a fierce piggy face and a tangle of grey hair protruding from his ears as well as his skull. He seemed to survey Greybeard with nostrils as well as eyes.


‘What’s the racket about, Greybeard?’ he asked.


Greybeard told him. Mole came out smartly, buttoning his ancient army greatcoat. Behind him came Major Trouter, a small man who limped badly and helped himself along with a stick. As he emerged into the grey daylight, he began to shout orders in his high squeaking voice. People were still hanging about after the false alarm. They began to fall in promptly, if raggedly, women as well as men, into a prearranged pattern of defense.


The population of Sparcot was a many-coated beast. The individuals that comprised it had sewn themselves into a wide variety of clothes and of rags that passed for clothes. Coats of carpet and skirts of curtain material were to be seen. Some of the men wore waistcoats cobbled from fox skins, clumsily cured; some of the women wore torn army greatcoats. Despite this variety, the general effect was colorless, and nobody stood out particularly against the neutral landscape. A universal distribution of sunken cheeks and grey hairs added to the impression of a sad uniformity.


Many an old mouth coughed out the winter’s air. Many a back was bent, many a leg dragged. Sparcot was a citadel for the ailments: arthritis, lumbago, rheumatism, cataract, pneumonia, influenza, sciatica, dizziness. Chests, livers, backs, heads, caused much complaint, and the talk in an evening was mostly of the weather and toothache. For all that, the villagers responded spryly to the sound of the whistle.


Greybeard observed this with approval, even while wondering how necessary it was; he had helped Trouter organize the defense system before an increasing estrangement with Mole and Trouter had caused him to take a less prominent part in affairs.


The two long whistle blasts signified a threat by water. Though most travelers nowadays were peaceable (and paid toll before they passed under Sparcot Bridge), few of the villagers had forgotten the day, five or six years ago, when they had been threatened by a solitary river pirate armed with a flame-thrower. Flamethrowers seemed to be growing scarcer. Like petrol, machine guns, and ammunition, they were the produce of another century, and the relics of a vanished world. But anything arriving by water was the subject for a general stand-to.


Accordingly, a strongly armed party of villagers – many of them carried homemade bows and arrows – was gathered along the riverside by the time the strange boat came up. They crouched behind a low and broken wall, ready to attack or defend, a little extra excitement shaking through their veins.


The approaching boat traveled sideways to the stream. It was manned by as unruly a set of landlubbers as ever cast anchor. The oarsmen seemed as much concerned with keeping the boat from capsizing as with making progress forward; as it was, they appeared to be having little luck in either endeavor.


This lack of skill was due not only to the difficulty inherent in rowing a fifty-year-old, thirty-foot-long cruiser with a rotten hull, or to the presence aboard of fully a dozen people with their possessions. In the cockpit of the cruiser, struggling under the grip of four men, was a rebellious pack reindeer.


Although the beast had been pollarded – as the custom was since one of the last authoritarian governments had introduced the animal into the country some twenty years ago – it was strong enough to cause considerable damage; and reindeer were more valuable than men. They could be used for milking and meat production when cattle were scarce, and they made good transport animals; whereas men could only grow older.


Despite this distraction, one of the navigators, acting as lookout and standing in the bow of the boat, sighted the massed forces of Sparcot and called out a warning. She was a tall, dark woman, lean and hard, her dyed black hair knotted down under a scarf. When she called to the rowers, the promptness with which they rested on their oars showed how glad they were to do so. Someone squatting behind one of the baggages of clothing piled on deck passed the dark woman a white flag. She thrust it aloft and called out to the waiting villagers over the water.


‘What’s she yelling about?’ John Meller asked. He was an old soldier who had once been a sort of batman to Mole, until the latter threw him out in exasperation as useless. Nearly ninety, Meller was as thin as a staff and as deaf as a stone, though his one remaining eye was still sharp.


The woman’s voice came again, confident though it asked a favor. ‘Let us come by in peace. We have no wish to harm you and no need to stop. Let us by, villagers!’


Greybeard bawled her message into Meller’s ear. The whitehead shook his scruffy skull and grinned to show he had not heard. ‘Kill the men and rape the women! I’ll take the dark-haired hussy in the front.’


Mole and Trouter came forward, shouting orders. They had evidently decided they were under no serious threat from the boat.


‘We must stop them and inspect them,’ Mole said. ‘Get the pole out. Move there, you men! Let’s have a parley with this shower and see who they are and what they want. They must have something we need.’


During this activity, Towin Thomas had come up beside Greybeard and Charley Samuels. In his efforts to see the boat clearly, he knotted his face into a grimace. He dug Greybeard in the ribs with a patched elbow.


‘Hey, Greybeard, that reindeer wouldn’t come amiss for the heavy work, would it?’ he said, sucking the end of his cudgel reflectively. ‘We could use it behind the plow, couldn’t we?’


‘We’ve no right to take it from them.’


‘You’re not getting religious ideas about that reindeer, are you? You’re letting old Charley’s line of talk get you down.’


‘I never listen to a thing either Charley or you say,’ Greybeard said.


A long pole that had done duty carrying telephone wires in the days when a telephone system existed was slid out across the water until its tip rested between two stones on the farther bank. The river narrowed here toward the ruined bridge farther downstream. This spot had afforded the villagers a useful revenue for years; their levies on rivergoing craft supplemented their less enthusiastic attempts at husbandry. It was the one inspired idea of Big Jim Mole’s otherwise dull and oppressive reign. To reinforce the threat of the pole, the Sparcot men now showed themselves in strength along the bank. Mole ran forward brandishing a sword, calling for the strangers to heave to.

OEBPS/images/9780575097551.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_pub.jpg





