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To my daughter Ella and to my son Joe




Author’s Foreword


One May day morning my wife Sue had been unable to sleep so she got up at the crack of dawn and went horse riding. She returned in an excited state and told me of a wonderful scene that she had witnessed. With the sun having just risen she was galloping across a field when four or five hares startled from cover. The extraordinary thing was that the hares didn’t run away from the galloping horse. They appeared to join in the gallop and ran alongside until at last they peeled away into the undergrowth. It was a magical experience and one which left a lasting impression.


Sometime later Sue had a nasty riding accident which left her needing surgery to mend a badly broken arm. Recovery was difficult and long-term. When Christmas came along I had a chance to buy a bronze statue of a racing hare by the artist Lucy Kinsella. It was more than I could afford but the story of the galloping hares was so strong and somehow so significant that I went ahead on impulse and bought it for Sue. From that moment on the Hare seemed to become a family totem, with the statue occupying pride of place on the mantelpiece in the living room. Anyway Sue went on to make a good recovery. 


As I wrote on my website, one day while walking through the English countryside (on another beautiful May morning) Suzanne and I were trying to deal with the question of avoiding parenthood by default. That is to say, unless you make a decision yourselves, time passes and the decision is made for you in the negative. “Let your yes be yes and your no be no,” Sue said; or something very like that. I was trying hard to think what I wanted. I genuinely didn’t know my own mind. As I passed through a field gate a giant hare started from the grass between my feet. From nowhere, it seemed, from between my legs. Instructor of Freya, spirit of fertility, the now familiar hare. I admit that I am so stupid and non-rational that I have to surrender to any clear message from Nature arriving with such supernatural force that even a person of reason and intelligence might feel obliged to take notice. Within a year my daughter Ella was born, and two years later, my son Joseph. There are some signs you just can’t ignore and I am so passionately grateful to the hare for putting me on the right path.


Later we saw an extraordinary painting by Angela Harding also of a hare (but this time much more abstract) featuring a little girl seemingly in conversation with a giant hare. This mysterious painting was partially inspirational for The Limits of Enchantment. The other inspiration was a local Easter ritual that takes place annually in the Midlands county of Leicestershire. The Hallaton hare pie scramble and bottle kicking to give it its full title is an ancient ritual with serious pagan overtones. Every Easter Monday a huge pie is baked by members of the community. Originally this pie contained hare meat although these days it is pork and beef. The pie is paraded through the village by a costumed figure and various bands, while villagers assemble on the church steps to receive the pie. The word “receive” suggests a genteel affair and it does commence in this fashion but in practice things can get out of hand and many in the crowd are pelted with the pie and gravy as they surge forward. It is considered good luck to catch some of the pie to eat.


Yes, the things we do of an afternoon in the dark heart of the English Midlands. 


Later, strong men from the villages of Hallaton and Medbourne compete in a no-holds-barred scramble to fight for ‘the bottle’ (which is really a small barrel) to carry it between goal posts three miles apart. The goal posts are separated by fields, hedgerows and streams. Injuries are common in this full bloodied and hotly competed event. No one knows how old this ritual is but it is known that the Christian clergy tried to stamp out the frightful pagan practice in the eighteenth century. On that occasion someone daubed the church wall with the slogan NO PIE NO PARSON! The local parson got the message as was intended. The Hare Pie and Bottle Kicking Scramble went ahead.


The hare of course is an ancient symbol of fertility. It is one of the few creatures on the planet that can conceive while it is already pregnant. It is a totem animal of the Goddess Oestre. Hare worship was common in Roman times and the Easter Monday festival at Hallaton appears to be a rump expression of an ancient pagan ritual; in the same way that chocolate Easter eggs and the Easter bunny are shadows of what was one time serious hare worship. 


So these are some of the background forces that inspired The Limits of Enchantment. I have long thought that if you roll back the concrete and iron that overlays the English industrial Midlands you will indeed get a glimpse of the dark heart of England. The Midlands is super-rich in folk lore, legend, ancient history, blood spilled and vibrant story. From Robin Hood to Lady Godiva; and from events like those at Hallaton to the ancient well dressings of Derbyshire: all within fifty miles of each other. Turn over a stone anywhere and myth and story exude from the ground. Meanwhile I wanted to write about a character whose life has barely been touched by the twentieth century and who lives according to a set of beliefs only barely obscured by this industrial overlay.


I originally set the novel in the 1920’s. Then it quickly occurred to me that I only had to go back to the 1960’s to find people living lives that had been virtually unchanged for over a hundred years. Even though the Russians and Americans were involved in a space race, plenty of people in England were still living with outside toilets. Mammy and her adopted daughter Fern were two such characters.


Mammy and Fern are midwives. They are also unlicensed and illegal abortionists. It wasn’t until 1966 that abortion was legalised in the United Kingdom. Before that girls and women relied on the services of people like Mammy to help them in a crisis. Those who weren’t so lucky to have someone like Mammy had to rely on dangerous or careless practitioners. Though the price Mammy and people like her had to pay was to be somewhat isolated and feared by her community.


Mammy has the knowledge of all the medicinal herbs that grow in the hedgerow. She is a witch although I never use that word once in the novel because of its ambivalent associations. In fact Mammy is a benevolent force. She is an outsider and her skills and knowledge make her a powerful threat to authority figures. People respect her but they are also afraid of her. Fern inherits all these powers but she has one foot in a much more modern society. The old ways are very strong in her. Her totem animal is the hare. She also comes to realise that, as an outsider, she has enemies in the community. Her fight is the fight of “the other” to establish her rightful place.


Although The Limits of Enchantment is set in the 1960s I hope that the novel has plenty to say about life in the twenty-first century.


Graham Joyce


June 2013
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Prologue


If I could tell you this in a single sitting then you might believe all of it, even the strangest part. Even the part about what I found in the hedgerow. If I could unwind this story in a single spool, or peel it like an apple the way Mammy would with her penknife in one unbroken coil, juice a-glistening on the blade, then you might bite in without objection.


But Mammy always said we have lost the art of Listening. She said we live in an age when everyone chatters and no one takes heed, and that, she said, is not a good time in which to live.


And while I offer you my story unbroken, like the apple peel, it hangs by a fibre at every turn of the knife. When you come to know the nature of the teller of this tale you may have good reason to doubt both. You may suspect the balance of my mind and you may condemn my position. You may start to disbelieve.


Perhaps I once was mad. Briefly. Perhaps that much is true. And this, in an age where we no longer have the patience to listen, may cause you to break off, to give up on me, to turn away. A young woman has so little of interest to offer, after all. A young woman of unsteady temper, even less.


What they did to Mammy they tried to do to me. They released the dogs. And when it comes to telling how it was done, I only ask this: when doubt wrinkles your brow; when incomprehension clouds your eyes; when distaste rests like a rank fog on your lips, then think how we few have held our tongues for so long. How we have choked back the truth. How we have burned in our hearts rather than risk the telling. And when you feel most far from me, then at that moment listen hard. Not to your thoughts, which will mislead you, nor to your heart, which will lie, but to the voice behind the voice, and trust the tale and not the teller.
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Mammy pressed her ear to Gwen’s distended pink pot and everyone in the room had to hush up. That was Gwen of course, ready to split like a fruit, and Mammy also of course, and Gwen’s friend Clarrie who stood with her arms folded and a ciggie between her lips and a stick of ash hanging over the bed, and me. And we all listened.


‘Make it easier if you told me, Mammy,’ Gwen said, but Mammy flapped an arm through the air, hush-up, and pressed her ear closer to the spot she’d shown me just north-north-west of Gwen’s navel.


Mammy straightened her back and turned away from Gwen. ‘Can’t tell.’


‘I know you can!’ Gwen protested, running her chafed hands over her own massive belly. ‘You’d a looked me in the eye. So now I know.’


‘She knows, right enough,’ Clarrie croaked without removing the ciggie from her mouth, and then a tiny cough made the stick of ash just miss the bed. ‘Old Mammy Cullen knows.’


Mammy did know, but wouldn’t let on. ‘Let’s see what nature give us and be glad,’ Mammy always said.


But Gwen wasn’t having that. ‘Oh Mammy, if I just knew I could relax and this one would be out and it’s not as if it will be any less loved either way.’


Gwen had four brawling and bawling red-cheeked boys and desperately wanted a little girl to put a bit o’ balance in the house. Mammy would listen and was usually right but she was not infallible so she never liked to say.


At last Clarrie took the cigarette out of her mouth. She expertly nipped the lighted end between a finger and a thumb callused from the canning factory and dropped the stub in her apron pocket. ‘Let the girl have a listen,’ she said.


My hand flew up, as it always did in these moments, to the three iron hairgrips pinning my hair at the temple. Gwen mouthed at me like a fish, go on. Mammy wrinkled her nose and motioned me towards Gwen’s swollen mound. I put my ear to the spot and listened hard. Then I got up and because the other two were hard at watching my lips I touched my left earlobe.


‘She thinks it’s a girl and I do, too,’ Mammy said, and Gwen started blubbing.


‘But she ain’t said a word!’ Clarrie protested.


Mammy was more interested in scolding Gwen. ‘Now look at you, filling up! And where you going to be if I’m wrong?’


‘You ain’t never wrong Mammy, they all say! Thank you, Mammy! Thank you so much! Oh I could die happy!’


‘Die? You ain’t going to die! And I’m offen wrong about it. Offen.’


‘She never said a bloody word!’ Clarrie complained again, lighting up another Craven A and looking at me.


No, but we had our own way of speaking, and just as I’d touched my left earlobe I’d looked at Mammy for a response because I knew we’d both heard trouble. Mammy wiped her forefingers together, just the once, to confirm the difficulty I’d picked up in the heartbeat. Flat. Trouble. Oh dear for everyone, and I’m going to stay calm now Fern, stay calm.


But Gwen was right in that she relaxed immediately and within half an hour after Mammy’s pronouncement that little baby girl was inching her way out. But where we all wanted to see her boxing the air with her tiny pink fists, something was wrong. The baby had the cord around her neck like a noose, and you could tell she was starved of oxygen. Mammy got her fingers between neck and cord and quickly freed her, but there was nothing.


‘She’s flat,’ I said to Mammy in an underbreath, not wanting Gwen to hear.


But Clarrie sensed something and stepped round to look. Taking her ciggie from between her lips she blurted, ‘But she’s so blue!’


‘Blue?’ said Gwen.


‘Stand aside and shut it,’ Mammy said sharply to Clarrie. The baby was all out now, but limp. Mammy flicked its feet hard. Then she slapped it. ‘Sucker,’ she said to me, but softly. I rummaged in Mammy’s bag and I found the fine-bore length of rubber tube and handed it to her.


‘Is it all right? Tell me it’s all right, Mammy,’ Gwen was saying, so I attended to her bleeding with swabs, more to distract her so that Mammy could do whatever she could. Mammy laid the baby down and stuck the tube down its throat and sucked hard. She spat into a bowl. Mammy slapped again, but the blue thing was still flat. Lifeless. Nothing.


There was no hiding it. Clarrie had gone silent now, and Gwen was paralysed and I felt the flush of fear travel between us, and we all looked to Mammy. But Mammy seemed to be listening hard, and not at the baby but at the window. Her head was cocked slightly.


‘Bucket of cold water, Fern, quick as you can. Use the rainwater barrel. Cold.’


I didn’t need telling twice. I raced downstairs, grabbed the nearest bowl to hand and filled it with icy water from the rainwater tub outside and brought it back to the room. I knew what Mammy wanted, but Clarrie said, ‘They don’t do that any more. It’ll ketch pneumonia.’


Mammy ignored Clarrie and plunged the baby into the cold water. She held it under and brought it up again. Then she plunged it under again. ‘Linseed meal Clarrie, go and get me some, sharpish. And you Fern, gold dust.’


Clarrie was gone for the linseed but before I left the room I heard a tiny cough, like the spluttering of the water pump when you primed it. The baby coughed. It made a tiny gasp. ‘Don’t dawdle now Fern.’


I had to go down to Gwen’s pantry and rummage about for mustard seed, which Mammy called ‘gold dust’. I ground up the seed in a mortar and pestle I found in the kitchen. Before I’d finished Clarrie – who lived in the next house – was back with her linseed meal. I took it from her and I made the wet poultice and then took it back up to the room.


Gwen had the baby with her now, wrapped tight in a towel. Mammy inspected my poultice, took the baby back from Gwen and unwrapped the towel. She smeared the yellow poultice all over the baby’s back, then wrapped her in the towel again before handing her back to her mother. ‘She’ll not get pneumonia,’ Mammy said pointedly, looking hard at Clarrie.


‘Oh Mammy!’ Gwen said. ‘It’s the little girl I wanted. Will she be all right?’


Well even though the danger had passed, Mammy would never say anything would be all right because she told me nature was imperfect; but she was wise enough to know she had to behave now as if it would be. ‘Write her down,’ Mammy said to me. ‘Write down her time and her weight. Write down as Gwen has had a healthy little girl.’


Mammy’s precision in these things was her one concession to the bureaucrats who exiled her from her true calling. Though she herself couldn’t read or write, and claimed to see no point in the practice, she was proud that I could. It was her way of showing to the other women that we, too, could keep records if records there must be. So I took out my notebook and I wrote: To Gwen Harding, daughter, eight pounds nine ounces, sixteen minutes past four p.m., 4th February 1966. And as an extra flourish of my own I wrote Full moon baby.


Gwen was lost in the moment of new motherhood. Her friend Clarrie was happy again, too. She puffed away at the fresh ciggie wedged between her teeth, manufacturing a new stick of ash. ‘They say as you’re always right Mammy. And you was right about that lickle gal, too.’


I had tipped off Mammy, when I touched my left ear, that I heard it was a girl. That had confirmed it for Mammy enough to take a chance and tell Gwen, and I was pleased because after dozens and dozens of these I was getting nearly as good as Mammy, who’d taught me not to go by how they were carrying but by the heartbeat, because a girl will beat slower than a boy and after a while you can tell them apart long before you get to look what’s between their legs. Though we hadn’t known what you can never know, that in this case the slow heartbeat was caused by another thing altogether. But they – that is, Gwen and Clarrie and all the rest of them – never knew how we did it because it was just one of the many things we few kept to ourselves.


And we mostly did keep to ourselves. Which was why I was so surprised the next day.


Blowing up for a gale it was, rough February weather, though fine enough for washing, and the corner of a pegged-out sheet flapped at me, like having a bite at my leg, so I snapped back at it and put it in its place. You don’t let them talk at you, those flapping sheets. My tiny Hitachi transistor radio softly broadcast the pirate station Radio Caroline from the doorstep. Though the batteries were a price just to keep it going, I liked it on while I worked and sang along where I could. Not that Mammy liked the pop tunes. Not at all. Rubbish she called it. Rubbish and rot.


But I was singing away when there was a rustle behind a cotton sheet, and a dark shape, and I stopped singing and took a step back. I suddenly wished that Mammy were there. Then the sheet was snatched away to reveal a face, deadpan yet humorous under a head of soft copper-coloured curls. It was Arthur McCann, so tall he slouched in his black leather motorcycle jacket. His drainpipe jeans were so blue I wondered how he got them so.


I turned my back on him and carried on pegging out. ‘You frit me. I was going to grab that garden fork.’


‘Take a joke, Fern. No harm meant.’ I remembered Arthur from school. His eyes were as blue as his jeans, and he blinked at me with delicate eyelashes. I checked the three iron grips holding my hair back, and from there my hand went to the hole in the elbow of my cardigan. ‘You’ll catch it if Mammy finds you here. She’ll be back from the village any time now.’


Arthur stepped from behind the sheet, and it flapped in the stiff breeze. ‘Can’t keep hiding behind Mammy Cullen, Fern.’ He inched closer. I could smell beer on the wind. ‘Got to give some bloke a chance.’


Arthur was a tough from the neighbouring village of Hallaton. That’s a mad place. There are things I could tell you about that village. I had a wooden clothes-peg clenched between my teeth. ‘Chance? What chance?’


I reached up for the clothes-line knowing my waist, hips and buttocks were all displayed for him. Though my back was turned I could feel his ghost arms wanting to settle on my hips. Hussy, Mammy would call me, but I bent over my washing basket, flapped another sheet, stretched again as Arthur breathed over my shoulder. I sensed the moment when he was going to step nearer, so I blocked it by turning. ‘I don’t want a Hallaton barmy. Anyway you’re almost the same age as me, Arthur. I want an older man.’


‘What do you want an older man for? I’m in me prime, I am.’


‘You’re twenty-one. That’s not your prime. That’s a boy. I want a man who can teach me things.’ I knew what he would say back to that, and Mammy would call that teasing, no mistake.


‘I could teach you a thing or two.’ Arthur scratched his chin and blinked his white lashes.


I spun my back on him again, pegging out. Do I want him to touch me? I remember thinking. Do I?


‘Youch!’ went Arthur.


I turned quickly to see Arthur grasping the ham of his leg, up near the buttock. Behind him stood Mammy Cullen with her ash-stick raised, threatening him with another blow. ‘Who said you could come in my garden?’ Mammy roared, squinting at the boy with her slate-grey eyes. ‘Who said as you could?’


‘We was just talking!’


‘Courting! You was courting!’ I could see Mammy’s huge bosoms heaving inside her coat. Her fat jowls manufactured a comical twitch but her tobacco-leaf brown eyes were a-boil. ‘And you don’t court a gal by sneaking up when her back is turned! We can do without that sort of courting. And you don’t court without my say so!’


‘We was just talking, Mammy! No need to take a stick to me!’


‘I’ll fetch you another blow my lad. And you wasn’t talking, you Hallaton barmy! You was reaching out your hand and I saw you from the gate there.’


He rubbed the ham of his leg, but he was laughing. It hadn’t stung him at all, and we all understood it. Though I knew from when I was a girl that Mammy didn’t usually let fly with her stick with half-measures. This was a game, lucky for Arthur, but she could turn. ‘Give a young bloke a break, Mammy.’


‘What!’ Mammy roared. ‘You come in my house and garden and I’ll break my stick over you!’


‘Mammy!’ I shouted, laughing too. She was too handy with that ash-stick, and I didn’t want this to go any further.


Arthur was nimble and strong, and he grabbed the stick off her and vaulted the garden gate. Mammy was old but she could shift, and she was after him. ‘Bye Fern!’ he shouted, taunting, leaving the stick by the gate. He leaped on his motorbike and kicked it into life. Mammy picked up a clod of earth and let fly at him, but he was long gone, the drone of his bike already diminishing. ‘Get out of my garden you Hallaton ginger-arse, and don’t come back!’


After she’d retrieved her stick, Mammy sat down on her garden bench, getting her breath back. I said nothing and finished the job of pegging out the washing. When I was done I sat beside Mammy on the garden bench. We stared ahead in silence. After a while Mammy’s shoulders began to tremble. I stayed tight-lipped. Then Mammy snorted. ‘Ginger-arse,’ she guffawed, and I shrieked. ‘Hallaton barmy!’ I said, and Mammy’s broad shoulders quaked. ‘Ginger Hallaton barmy hare-chaser!’ she said, and then she hooted and slapped down her own knee as if it was rising of its own volition, and I howled with her and I was glad we lived far enough from the village so that no one would hear us.


You couldn’t help it. Not really. Not when you thought about it.


Old Mammy Cullen was not my natural mother, but had taken me on after my own mother had died. So Mammy had told me, I had arrived as a mistake to a woman whose other children were already mature; and they in turn had no interest in taking on a child whose father was, in any event, not the same as their own. I never met my half-brother and two half-sisters. Mammy Cullen had lost a child of her own long, long before and that left a hole in her life that yawned and howled until Mammy, already a long way into her fifties, saw a need to fill it again. That was in 1946. With the war just over Mammy had slipped the event past all registration. As I understand it, there was no authority at hand that considered it of enough significance to record the deed. It was a time when finding a warm hearth for a child barely weaned was more pressing than writing names in some leather-bound ledger.


‘I brung you in from the hospital,’ she told me, and I never questioned it.


Mammy had a hole to fill and Mammy took me in. That’s all it was. She loved me and treated me no better and no worse than if I had been her own. Which was to fight to make a warm house, with enough food on the table and clean clothes; and just one or two remembered thrashings with the ash-stick; and love that came in the form of as much time as could ever be lavished on a child.


Mammy listened, Mammy answered, Mammy interpreted the universe for me. She had a habit of briefly rolling her eyes before offering her report on the world, always carefully explaining where that version might touch her neighbours’ and where it might not. And since the day of my first period she had been plain with me what it was all for, and had fought to save me from the boys who appeared at the garden gate. Arthur McCann wasn’t the first to be chased away by Mammy Cullen. Though again I thought Mammy had been too interfering, and said so.


‘I can look after myself, Mammy.’


‘I know that. But one of them will come along and you’ll fall on your back for him. I can’t hold them off for ever. It’s against nature. You’ll just fall over.’


‘No I shan’t.’


‘You shall. Don’t matter how tough you think you are. He’ll stand there and he’ll find a cotton loose in your apron and he’ll pull it and pull it and you’ll let him and the next thing you know you’ll be shivering and on your back in the grass, and you’ll love it and think yourself clever for what’s done. That’s how it works. Just don’t get yourself knocked up. And I’ve shown you how.’


She had shown me, too. But then Mammy had the skill of reckoning in a way that left me for dead. Take away the upper of the eleven-to-eighteen rule from the number of days in the shortest o’ your last six bleeds and take away the lower from the number of days of the longest of your prior six bleeds. If your last bleeds were twenty-six to thirty-one days in length, keep your man away with a stick between the eighth day (which is twenty-six take away eighteen, ain’t it?) until day twenty (which be thirty-one take away eleven, ain’t it?) on month seven. There. And you should be safe enough. Though you might also use your bit of sponge and vinegar.


‘Arthur’s got no bad in him.’


‘I know that, too. But what will you do when I’m gone?’


‘You’ve got plenty of juice left.’


‘You say that, but I was in the village paying the damned electricity bill this morning and I had a jolt all up my spine and through my chest. Turned me over, it did.’


‘Electricity?’


‘No you soft lump. Old age. I’m seventy-seven years old and I know when I’m being called.’


I stood up, and turned away. I didn’t want her to see the tears squeezing. But you could hide nothing from Mammy. Nothing. Never ever ever.


‘You’ll be all right, my little chaffinch,’ she said.


For a while there wasn’t a breath of wind in the air. Then a breeze got exercised from nowhere, whipping the sheets high on the washing line, snapping them at us viciously. We both listened to it for a moment.


‘You shall have to be,’ Mammy said.
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I heard the rain before I felt it as together Mammy and I turned off the road and took a path across the fields. It was a mid-February morning and it was cold to be up at the crack of dawn like that. Mammy pulled her old-fashioned shawl around her head and I had a transparent plastic fold-away headscarf to wear until it gave over. The fine spray of rain had the leaves winking on the evergreens. We walked in silence, and my shoes were polished by the wet grass. We’d been out gathering. Riding the rolls, Mammy called it, because the land undulated like a great green ocean, and we could get swallowed up and forgotten in the troughs of its waves.


Although my eyes were trained on the country path before me, my mind was elsewhere. Even Mammy walking three steps behind me must have heard my brain clacking like an abacus.


‘Out with it,’ said Mammy.


‘Oh,’ I sighed. ‘Only what I’ve told you before. Only that I don’t believe half of it.’


‘That’s between you and your head. Anyway, you’re too much in the head. It makes no difference what you think.’


That was Mammy’s way. It made no difference what anyone thought. She had an idea that they did what they must, and behaved as they must, and that everything in the world of words had no true bearing on the world as it actually was. She believed that people often spoke against their true nature, said one thing and did another, claimed to be this when really they were that, and tricked themselves to the point where they didn’t know whether they were the hare or the hound.


She was against talking, Mammy was. ‘What little you know, keep to yourself.’


We’d done gathering so we returned through the woods and round the outcrop of rock, where the woad grew thick and tall, beyond Keywell. The way up was very steep, and Mammy had to lean on my arm, puffing and blowing and cursing her arthritis. But as we made the bend in our quiet lane Mammy tapped my leg with her ash-stick and whispered, ‘Hey up! Strangers!’


There were not usually many people about at that time of the morning, other than those on their way to work somewhere. So it was a surprise to see a battered old transit van parked not a hundred yards from our cottage, its bonnet yawning open. An odd couple squatted on the grass verge, smoking cigarettes and looking on vacantly while another man hid his face in the guts of the engine, grunting and fiddling with wires.


No fashion-plate myself, it did seem to me they were oddly dressed. A rum crew. The woman wore a long skirt mud-stained at the hem, and a cheesecloth blouse under an army coat with brass buttons. She played with her long, unkempt hair and smiled at her predicament. Her partner, rolling himself a cigarette, wore a battered leather coat and a white shirt with no collar, which you never saw any more. His skin was unusually tanned for that time of the year, and I could see his nose had been broken and reset. His hair was long, well over his collar, like a woman’s, but he wore a felt hat with a broad brim. Of course no one wore hats any more, either. Around his neck was a bell on a chain, just as you might have expected to see on a favoured cow.


I let go a little gasp. I didn’t know whether they were a travelling circus or early-morning visitors from the fairy-folk.


‘Beatniks,’ Mammy whispered.


Perhaps the man had extraordinary hearing, because he looked up from constructing his cigarette. ‘Greetings,’ he said, twinkling his eyes first at Mammy, then at me.


‘Grrn,’ said Mammy. She had this noise she made, halfway between a greeting and a growl, leaving you at liberty to take it either way.


I said nothing. I haven’t been far but I can’t be doing with mockery and I didn’t like the look of him. ‘Greetings’ indeed! Unshaved, dishevelled, the leather of his coat scuffed and distressed in patches. Just as I was thinking you can keep your greetings, the man jumped up theatrically to let us pass by on the grass verge. He smiled at me and ran his tongue lasciviously along the gummed edge of his cigarette paper.


The man with his head in the car engine looked up at us. ‘Ain’t got a spare distributor cap, have you?’ he shouted.


I didn’t really know what a distributor cap was. I didn’t know what a beatnik was, either. A gypsy with an electric guitar was how I saw it at the time. I put my nose in the air and we passed by.


Listening behind me I heard one of them say, ‘I think that was a no.’


The gate to our cottage whined on its hinge. I always said why don’t we put a drop of oil on that gate but Mammy said it let her know when someone was coming, so that’s how it stayed. But that morning Mammy mentioned that she’d seen a jenny wren busy in the hedge. ‘Mark it?’ she said. ‘We shall have visitors.’


And we did. A gentle rap on the open door heralded the first of two male visitors before the week was out, both uninvited. I was busy cleaning the hearth, and I looked up to see a dark-haired gentleman in hiking boots. He had knee-length socks secured outside his trousers, but I didn’t giggle. He held his sporting trilby aloft in an attitude of exaggerated politeness, and a silver-topped cane in his other hand. An emerald green feather was tucked into the hatband of the trilby. ‘Good morning!’ he cried cheerily. ‘Forgive me for disturbing you on such a day as this.’


The man smiled excessively: something that always unnerves me. And neither was I accustomed to the extreme formality. His accent was BBC radio, and his politeness signalled not warmth but social superiority masked by extreme cordiality. I got to my feet and stood wiping my dusty hands on my apron.


‘Might I come in?’ he asked.


‘Not until you’ve told me what you’re after.’ For all his airs, it’s still bad manners to leave someone guessing about your business. I stooped to pick up the ash-pan from the grate and stepped towards him, to make him jump. He did too: leapt back as I swept past him before emptying the ash on to the garden soil. Some of the ash swirled in a naughty breeze and a fleck went in his eye.


After rubbing his eye he placed his hat and stick across his heart and held up the palm of his free hand in a placating gesture. ‘I do apologise. I was looking for a Mrs Megan Cullen. I thought perhaps you might be her daughter. Though I never expected to find one so charming.’


I had to stop a smile at that. I went back indoors and fitted the ash-pan back in the grate with a rattle. Does this soft-soap really work on people in the city? ‘But I haven’t been charming,’ I said.


He smiled again. ‘I see I’m no match for you.’


‘Are you going to say what you want?’


He blinked at me. Perhaps the speck of ash in his eye was still troubling him. ‘My name is Bennett. I’ve driven quite a way. From the university, in fact. Cambridge. That’s my car over there. I’ve come in the hope of interviewing Mrs Cullen.’


‘Interviewing? You want to interview Mammy?’


‘Formal term. More of a chat really. Make a few notes, that sort of thing.’


‘Mammy’s out at market.’


Bennett scratched his head. ‘Really? Do you know when she might be back? Of course I could simply sit in my car until she returns.’


I softened a little, thinking I should invite him to wait inside. He seemed harmless enough. But before I’d decided a shadow moved behind him.


‘Mammy’s already back,’ she announced. ‘And who be you?’ Mammy brushed past the man, affecting disinterest, but keeping her good ear cocked as he repeated what he’d told me.


‘Get that kettle boiling,’ she said to me, ‘and don’t you know it’s bad manners to keep a visitor standing on the threshold?’


‘You’ve always said—’


‘Never mind that.’ She turned to our visitor. ‘Well are you coming in or not? Find a seat, no not that one, that’s my place. Over there, that’s it.’ She hung up her coat behind the door and settled into her chair beside the fire. ‘I like to keep my eye on the door.’


‘Indeed, Mrs Cullen,’ the man said, at once amused and chastened. ‘Indeed you would.’


‘Who told you to come and speak with me?’


Bennett fumbled in his pocket for a business card. ‘This gentleman,’ he said, handing it over.


‘That’s no good, as I can’t read. Give it to the girl.’


I took the card. ‘“Dr Montague Butts,”’ I read aloud. ‘“Trinity College, University of Cambridge.”’


‘Means nothing to me,’ Mammy said. But I saw her cross her legs at the ankle and knew she was lying.


Bennett blushed. ‘Indeed? But he assured me he’d met you on at least one occasion, you see. That he’d been here to this very cottage. How irregular!’ I made to return the card but he pushed it into my hand, so when his back was turned I threw it on the fire, where it flared in an instant.


I poured tea and handed a cup to the visitor. Though I gave him a chipped cup.


‘I’d better explain myself then,’ Bennett said.


‘You’d better,’ Mammy said.


Bennett held his cane and his hat in one hand as he leaned forward and described how Butts and himself were folklorists. More of a hobby than their true academic discipline, he explained, but one about which they were assiduous. That was his word: assiduous. He and Butts went about the country collecting what he called oral tradition and writing it down. He was looking, he said, for folk songs, folk tales, superstitions, hedgerow medicine … anything that might be of interest.


Mammy stroked her chin. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘I’m not much of a singer myself. Let me think.’


Sometimes I marvelled at Mammy. I had to bite my lip.


‘No,’ Mammy said at last. ‘No, I’ve never been a great one for singing. Fern here might be better. She can hold a tune. Not that I have much time for these pop tunes and long-haired beatniks.’


‘Pop tunes are precisely what we don’t want,’ Bennett said, ‘and as a former army chap you’ll see I prefer a short-back-and-sides.’


‘Away you go,’ Mammy said to me.


So I got to my feet and gave him ‘The Coventry Ploughboy’, and treated him to a version that had thirty-two verses and a two-line refrain. Throughout the rendition Bennett tapped his foot mildly, pretended to look enchanted beyond all understanding by my singing, and almost prevented his smile from locking, but didn’t quite. When I was done he put his hat and cane on the floor and offered genteel applause.


‘She’s got plenty like that,’ Mammy said. ‘And she’s bookish. That girl has read a hundred books. More than a hundred.’


‘Splendid,’ Bennett said. He took a notebook from his pocket and withdrew a tiny pencil from inside its spine. ‘And would you have anything in the way of hedgerow medicines?’


‘Give Mr Bennett a bottle o’ that elderberry wine, Fern. Go on, fetch it out of the pantry.’


‘That’s too generous Mrs Cullen, I couldn’t possibly accept it.’


‘No, you shall have it. And you shall call me Mammy as everyone else does round here. Go on, you call me Mammy. Go on now!’


I passed him a bottle of cloudy elderberry wine. It was good, but we had too much of the stuff.


‘Why if you insist, Mammy. There’s a great modern interest, you see, in hedgerow medicine.’


‘That’s more like it. Hedgerow medicine? Let me see. I do know this elderberry wine is very good for keeping you regular. Do you have any problems not being regular?’


‘No, I don’t say I—’


‘Or that Mr Butts at Cambridge? Is he regular?’


‘Well I can’t speak for—’


‘Now I’ve never rubbed my back agin a college wall like you have done, but you take a tot o’ my elderberry each evening and you shall be regular. And that friend of yours, Mr Butts, he shall be regular too.’


‘I’m sure he’ll be very pleased.’


‘Write it down in your little book, then.’


‘Mrs Cullen?’


I had to turn away and stuff a corner of my apron in my mouth while he wasn’t looking.


‘Make a note. Hedgerow medicine. Write down ‘‘Elderberry Wine. One tot per evening keeps your bowels regular.’’ ’


Bennett made a note. Then he closed his book and leaned forward confidentially. ‘Mrs Cullen … Mammy … can we speak more generally, about hedgerow medicine?’


But Mammy was already hauling herself out of her chair. She screwed up her face and pushed the heels of her hands into the small of her back. ‘I’ve to lie down now. It’s the arthritis, it gives me such pains if I sit a while. Fern, you look after our visitor, now.’ Mammy parted the curtain across the staircase at the back of the room and hauled her bulk up the creaking wooden steps.


Bennett looked sadly in my direction. ‘I don’t suppose you have anything to tell me about hedgerow medicine?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘but I know another tune you may enjoy.’ And I got to my feet again and parted my lips in song.
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I heard voices on the radio – American voices – talking about the first docking in orbit by a spaceship called Gemini 8. The astronauts would come back safely, they said, and the Russians were actually going to land a ship on the lunar surface. The speaker claimed that a man would walk on the moon before the end of the decade. Three years to go. It fascinated me that they could do these things. Mammy observed me listening hard, and opened her mouth to comment. She said all these things they were firing off into space were changing the weather, and for the worse.


But before she could say it again she turned her good ear towards the window. ‘Hark! Was that the gate? Go and look, Fern.’


Mammy thought she’d heard the gate hinge squeaking, but when I went to the window to look out there was nobody there. I thought perhaps she was expecting the postman, though you would just as likely see an astronaut coming up our path unless it was to deliver a bill. Mammy was anxious because money was short. She spoke of big trouble unless we had a good summer.


Mammy garnered from various sources; too many she said, always bemoaning the fact that unlike other folk we didn’t have one steady source of income. The midwifery was irregular and Mammy was dependent on payment at the discretion of the women we attended. There was no fixed fee, nor could there be: Mammy didn’t have a certificate.


There was a shadow at the back of her practice that had passed up all chance of proper qualification. Anyway the National Health Service offered a free and localised service to all pregnant mothers. The days of the jobbing midwife were long over and Mammy knew that only her strong local reputation kept her in any of that work at all. It was a tragedy because she loved it, and in that field she had no peer. She had the touch. She had the know. She just wasn’t allowed to use it enough.


We kept scrawny chickens in the back yard, selling eggs and the occasional fowl for little more than it cost to feed. We bottled jams from the fruit of our tiny orchard and the berries of the heath. We stunk out the house making florescences and we sold those; and our fingers were swollen and numbed on needles when we took in sewing. We baked, for weddings and parties and the like, though for some reason we were being asked less and less. Sometimes we took in washing, though Mammy hated that more than anything. And even though our outgoings were parsimonious in the extreme, it was all never enough.


The reason Mammy had been struck off the register was because sometimes she would do work for girls who were at the end of their tether. That was Mammy. Though she never let anyone go without a lecture, she never said no to a desperate girl.


Meanwhile there was some gossip Mammy had gleaned concerning the hippies, or beatniks as Mammy persisted in calling them, who had moved into the tumbledown Croker’s Farm. Some of these hippies we’d already encountered fixing their van by the side of the road.


No one in the village was much impressed by them. They didn’t work and by all accounts they were a bunch of soap-dodgers. But they couldn’t be moved because the property had been inherited by one amongst their number. The Stokes estate (which also owned our cottage, and Mammy felt that Lord Stokes – or his Estate Manager – was always looking for small excuses to turn us out) had tried to acquire the land. But the new owner had held out, and invited his fellow soap-dodgers to stay at the farm with him.


When Mammy had finished treating me to her views on beatniks and other scourges on the countryside, our conversation turned to whether we might help one Jane Louth. Before we had decided what to do, I left the table and nipped across the yard to the outhouse. I opened the toilet door and what I saw there made me scream. I slammed the door shut.


Mammy came running out with her stick to see what the commotion was.


‘You know those hippies you was just talking about?’ I said.


‘What of it?’


‘One of ’em is in our shit-house.’


Mammy faltered, her huge bosom heaving again. Then she stepped forward and nudged open the outhouse door with her stick, as if there were a fat rat or snake inside. Sure enough, the young man we’d seen with the broken-down van was perched on the toilet seat. His trousers were round his ankles and he wore dark glasses that made him look like an insect, though I recognised him from his broken nose.


So this was our second male visitor, though of course he wasn’t as formal as that chap from Cambridge University. ‘What you doing in there?’ Mammy said, still holding the door ajar with her stick.


He smacked his lips, once. ‘I’ll give you three guesses,’ said the hippie, ‘and if you can’t come up with the answer between you, then you’re both thick.’


‘I’ll call the police on you, I will.’


‘What you gonna tell ’em? I stole a bucket of shit?’


He did look a sight in his sunglasses, debagged, pale as a ghost and his hair stuck to his face. He was sweating heavily.


‘You’ve no right,’ Mammy said. ‘Going in places as don’t belong to you.’


Now he took his dark glasses off and looked Mammy in the eye. ‘I’d love to debate this. Any chance I can finish my business first?’


Mammy let the door swing shut. We stood off a bit and waited. After a few minutes the man came out. ‘How do you flush it?’


‘You fill the bucket from the pump,’ Mammy said. ‘Don’t you know anything at all?’


‘You’re living in the Dark Age.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘if you’re coming all superior you can shit in the street.’


He cast me a look as old as time. Sweat trickling from his brow, he swung the bucket under the pump and cranked the handle. Then he took the bucket back inside the outhouse and flushed the toilet. He let the empty bucket clang on the cobbled yard. ‘I’m living at Croker’s Farm.’


‘I know.’ Mammy folded her arms. She was suddenly enjoying this.


‘We all got sick. I was walking by your house and I was caught short. I should have asked but I was in a hurry.’


‘He’s sweating, Mammy,’ I said.


‘I can see that. Have you been drinking from the spring up there?’


‘We have.’


‘It’s contaminated by old slurry. You should have asked someone about it.’


‘Can it be put right?’


‘Not unless you dig a big trench to take off the slurry and let the spring clear. In the meantime you shall have to fetch and carry your water, just as we always used to.’


The man sniffed. ‘Can we use your pump then? To fetch water?’


Mammy stuck out a judicious bottom lip. ‘You can. Long as you understand it ain’t right to barge into no one’s home unasked.’


He took out his tobacco and began rolling a cigarette and he did that same thing of looking at me while he licked the gummed paper. ‘Cool.’


Mammy blinked. I don’t think anyone had ever cooled her before. ‘Fern, go and get him some o’ that riot. You planning to stay up there at Croker’s?’


‘I own it. Well, we all do. We’re going to farm it.’


‘Ha! You’ve got your work cut out,’ Mammy said.


When I returned to give him a bag with a mixture of dried herbs, he looked at it a bit suspicious. ‘Just make a tea o’ that. Don’t let it stew too long. It’s meadowsweet and sage and other things if anyone wants to know. It’ll stiffen your guts for you.’
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