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To William and Violet Ismay




Part One


THE BIG HOUSE




One


Joseph’s eyes opened with a blink of fright. Only the first bird in the garden: a thrush. The nightmare slid out of his mind.


He swung his bare feet on to the floor and went to the attic window. On the ledge, in the lid of the cocoa tin, was a butt; a third of the cigarette. Lighting up, he smoked with careful pleasure; short, thrifty puffs.


Still the thrush whistled alone and the young man grew impatient of looking at the tones of grey: lawn, lake, mist and clouds, as heavy and dense as the fells he would see the following morning.


His bag was already packed, even though he had another day and night to endure before his holiday began. He had thought of nothing else for weeks. The bag was pushed well under the bed. It would not do for an intruder to see this eagerness. There were times when his eighteen years needed protection. The cigarette was drawn to its last millimetre, held to the hot skin of his lips by the tips of his nails. He squashed it between unhardened thumb and forefinger.


First the dawn light touched the bark of the silver birch trees, then the mist above the lake, the water itself – all the birds now singing – until he saw clearly this plump Midlands parkland, so gentle and secure. He both liked it and loathed it and could not fathom the contradiction.


To give himself something to do, he made his bed, dressed and splashed his face with cold water: no need to shave. Then, as a treat, he took out a whole cigarette and decided to smoke it through. The huge house was still silent; he would not be called for an hour.





She hid the cake awkwardly in her uniform. It bulged above her belt and she kept touching it as if pointing out her guilt.


But for her brother she would do anything. She repeated this to herself; the members of her family were her rosary.


Though she had been at the house for five years, May still sneaked through it. Huddled her neck into her lumpy shoulders, screwed up her eyes behind the putty-framed glasses – hesitated before every corner. The maids were in a different wing of the house and she had to come down and cross the main gallery: and though she had polished every inch of it, the place frightened her at this half-lit quiet hour. Yet she knew that if she did not see Joseph now, there would be no chance for the rest of the day.


The moment she entered his bedroom she envied him the place of his own. Never in her life had she had that. It took a physical act of swallowing to repress the envy.


‘Here then,’ she said, taking out the large segment of apple cake, ‘get this inside you.’


Joseph was lying on the bed. He had found an old newspaper and now pretended to be absorbed in it. Having scarcely acknowledged his sister’s entrance, embarrassed by the openness of her emotion, he played the lord and without lifting his eyes from the page, held out his hand.


May raised the cake as she walked towards him – she always needed to be reassured that he liked her; teasing made her furious. Joseph looked up just as she was about to slam the juicy segment on to his palm.


‘Thanks, May.’


She lowered it gently: his eyes had been kind.


‘You had a narrow escape, lad,’ she was pleased to say.


Tenderly she watched him raise it to his mouth – still standing sentry over him – and sighed with pleasure as he smiled.


‘Oh, May. One of your best. Just – grand – really.’ And his tongue cleaned his lips of juice.


‘I thought it was maybe a bit heavy.’


‘No – light as a leaf, May. Nobody can make pastry like you.’


‘Hm! Them apples were nothing special – are they sugared enough?’


‘Perfect.’ Then because he knew that she would be more pleased by a small, even unjustified criticism than by any praise, he added, ‘Maybe they are just a little bit sharp.’


‘Don’t be stupid,’ she replied, ‘they’re too sweet if they’re anything.’


‘They’re not too sweet.’


‘Give us a taste.’ She nibbled at the bitten cake. ‘Hm! That pastry is a bit heavy.’


She sat on the wooden chair and, as always, folded her arms, jerked back her head, and reflected.


‘My Christ, lad, thou even gits a chair.’


‘It was here when I came, May.’


‘There was damn all when I came. An’ there’ll be damn all when I go.’


‘Now, May – it isn’t my fault that you share a room.’



‘Share! Is that what you call it? Oh – you don’t know Lily hoighty-toighty Peters, my lad – she’d make her own mother feel a lodger.’


‘You’re older than she is, May, you were there first – you should stick up for yourself.’


‘Aha! But my face doesn’t fit, see. I mean – I won’t say it.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s your last day.’


‘I’ll be back, May.’


‘Oh – eat your cake and shut up!’


While he obeyed her she wrestled, visibly, with her temper. She loved her brother so much she could have hurt him for not recognising it. In every action of his she saw their Mother whom she had worshipped: Joseph had held her hand as she had died; an incomparable privilege.


‘It’s good then, is it?’ she shouted, suddenly.


He pointed to a full mouth and shook his head; her relief at this most gentle mockery was great and she rushed out of the chair and bounced on to him, he wriggling further down the bed as she called up half-invented memories of childhood to protract the game.


‘Now then,’ she warned, as Joseph escaped from under her and advanced, aping threats, ‘We’ve stopped.’


Later she said, ‘Trust you to get an afternoon off the day before your holiday!’


‘It’s just the way it goes, May.’


‘Hm! And you have good weather.’


‘It could rain tomorrow.’


‘Anyway, you’ll have a better holiday than me.’ She paused, then with an attempt at malice which injured her more than it could ever have harmed anyone else, she added, ‘Our dear stepmother saw to it that I had a bad time.’


‘Now May – that’s just your imagination.’


‘Imagination be buggered – she made us sleep three in a bed!’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘She could’ve offered me the sofa. She’ll offer it to you – just watch.’


‘Now May . . .’


‘You’re too young,’ she retorted – and for the ten thousandth time went on to say, ‘You can’t remember what your own mother was like.’ Then her broad face puckered, became anxious. ‘That isn’t meant as a criticism, Joseph. Don’t think that.’


‘He had to marry somebody, May.’


‘Why?’


‘Well – somebody had to look after us all. We were split up long enough as it was.’


Again he gave her the cue she desired – could do no less – so plain was her longing.


‘I could have looked after you, all of you, I could.’


‘I know May. I know.’


‘Just because our father never liked me – no he didn’t, now – don’t shake your head – after that time when he went to bits –you won’t remember.’ The mystery gave her some comfort for however hard Joseph had pressed her to tell him about the time their father had ‘gone to bits’ – she had refused.


‘Well, speak as you find,’ said Joseph, firmly. ‘She’s always been good to me.’


‘Oh – I’m not saying anything against her,’ May hesitated, and found that the sentence she had spoken misrepresented her position. She made it plain and added, ‘Except that he should never have married her.’


‘You can’t say who he should have married.’


‘No.’


With another sudden change, May became sad and defenceless. As he glanced at her – overlapping that wooden chair, thick-bodied, fat even, padded with clothes – he was caught, as always, by the sweetness of her expression at these unaware times.


Near thirty now and made to be a wife and mother, May had never been asked.


‘Anyway,’ said Joseph, aggressively, ‘I’ll be glad to get that bloody Garrett out of my hair for a bit.’


Garrett was the butler, Joseph’s immediate boss.


‘What’s wrong with Garrett?’ May demanded, knowing full well, but needing to question as he so often questioned her.


‘If you can’t see that, you’re blind.’


‘Oh – am I?’ she answered, coolly. ‘Well if you’d open your eyes for a minute, you’d see how well off you are in this place. My Christ!’ her control never lasted long. ‘You haven’t been here ten minutes and you’ve a room of your own. Look at me! I’m no further than second cook and my prospects is nothing. I would leave this place if it wasn’t for you.’


‘I know, May: but Garrett’s such a slimy character.’


‘Ignore him. You’re doing very nicely.’ She approved of his success. ‘He’s Nobody.’


As Joseph still looked dissatisfied with her, she added: ‘It’s better than farm-work.’


‘I know, May. It was good of you to tell us about this place. I only got it because of you, I know that.’


‘I didn’t say it to get your thanks, Joseph.’


‘I know you didn’t.’


Looks soothed with words.


‘Never let it be thought that anybody’s doing you a favour by letting you work here, my lad. You do them a favour.’ She was solemn.


‘It’s only Garrett that gets on my nerves,’ her brother replied. May was to be trusted – especially with a secret. ‘I keep thinking I’ll end up like him, May.’


She breathed very deeply – glad to her heart’s core that he should have such confidence in her, tears already primed for the bed that night where she would weep at the recollection.


‘Never in this world,’ she answered, most tenderly. ‘He’ll never be anything but a bloody butler.’


‘Me neither if I stop here.’


‘Oh – you’ll go some day.’ Decisively said, then put aside. ‘Some day. But for the moment – think yourself lucky; there’s thousands with no work at all.’


‘I know I’m lucky,’ he groaned in exasperation. ‘You’re always telling me I’m lucky.’


‘Am I?’ she said, accused. ‘Just ignore him, Joseph. No wonder he gets mad with you – you’re really cheeky with him sometimes. You should be polite – even if he is an old – I won’t swear on your day off. Ignore him – just like I ignore cook.’


He had not the heart to point out that a score of times a day she was bruised for all to see by the sadistic little rap of that Irishwoman’s bog-bitter tongue.


‘But how can I ignore him? I hate him.’


‘That’s nothing,’ she said, disdainfully.


They sat for a few moments in silence and in May’s mind began the inevitable fantasy of what she would do to Mr Garrett who upset her brother so much.


‘It’s after six,’ said Joseph, taking the pocket-watch from the old chest of drawers.


‘My Christ, he has a watch as well,’ May muttered.


‘You bought it for me.’


‘I know.’ She sighed and left his room on tip-toe; as if she had been on an immoral visit.





It was the hour when the butler retired to his pantry. Throughout the house a sigh of relief came from the servants, a gentle hallelujah sounding down the corridors. Mr Garrett was charmed by the murmur: each whisper but a comma in the long sentence of his authority.


Feet pointing like the hands of a clock at ten to two, he lorded it across the hall, savouring the juices which seeped into his mouth in anticipation of the glass of port and lump of Stilton. And there was young Tallentire standing by the pantry door as requested: Oh – the pleasure of settling a small score!


The unlocking of the door, like Garrett’s accent, manner and vocabulary, was immensely mannered and Joseph was almost unbearably irritated at the way in which the butler hauled up the keys from a pocket which reached from stomach almost to knees: they were pulled up so slowly, as if they were to unlock treasure, and then regarded and assessed individually, as if Garrett were on too high a level to make such simple distinctions and did not comprehend such base tools.


Inside, the butler sat on his stool and the pneumatic murmur was used to disguise a discreet belch: he had caught sight of the Stilton. Joseph leaned against the door, legs crossed, arms folded – well aware that this would annoy the old toad.


A trick that Garrett had learned from their employer – Colonel Sewell – was to wait, allow a pause. He noted Joseph’s attitude and it confirmed his secret decision, nevertheless, he would go through with the charade. Joseph was concentrating his gaze on the thick black elastic suspender which gripped the butler’s waxy calf like a tourniquet.


‘First things first,’ Garrett began, in the manner of Colonel Sewell – even letting his voice die away at the end of a phrase – ‘It isn’t your business to tell young William’ (the hall boy) ‘what to do. When you were him – not so very long ago – you listened to me – so does he.’


‘He likes cleaning the silver.’


‘That’s not the point.’


‘What is then?’


‘He does nothing without my say-so – see?’ The officer gave way to the boss.


‘What else d’you want me for?’


‘I haven’t finished with William yet.’ He paused. ‘You won’t rush me, Tallentire.’


Joseph shrugged and Garrett interpreted silence as surrender and began to enjoy himself. A glance behind the tins of polish reassured him as to the proximity of the stolen port and he eased himself in his seat, tugged at the knees of his trousers.


‘Remember what happened to the fella who was footman before you.’ The boss gave way to the tyrant. ‘He thought he could tell me what was what.’


The footman, dismissed for stealing port though denying all knowledge of it, had been a friend of Joseph’s and he blushed to remember how impotent he had been to prove his friend’s innocence.


‘That’s right,’ said Garrett, approving the rush of blood into the cheeks, ‘stick out your neck too far and – chop! – off goes your head. Not that you stand accused of the sort of thing he went in for . . .’


‘I never believed he did it,’ scarlet, over-dramatic, Joseph forced his sentence over the butler’s bullying tone.


‘It was proved.’


‘Not to my satisfaction.’


‘Your satisfaction, Tallentire, is neither here nor there.’ He began to imagine the cheese yielding to his teeth.


‘Is that all then?’


‘One more thing,’ the tyrant gave way to the philosopher: he could afford it now. ‘You’re too free with the Family.’ The Family which he himself served without question; or answer. ‘If you want to keep your place – keep it, savvy? You might think they’re friendly but they’re just playing you along. Step out of line and one day – chop!’ Neither gesture nor change of expression accompanied the word which fell from the bland face as smoothly as a guillotine from the blue sky. The warning was lost on him, Garrett noted. Chop.





As Joseph went for the bicycle – there were two old boneshakers in the shed and the servants were allowed to borrow them in exchange for maintaining them – he heard the splash of oars from the lake. Lady Sewell was teaching William how to row: it was an accomplishment with which she endowed all her hall boys. Joseph waited to see them when they came from behind the island and remembered his own lessons.


Near the farm where his father was now hired there was a small tarn and Joseph had pinched or borrowed a rowing boat many a night to go fishing. Yet he had been grateful to Lady Sewell for taking the trouble and too confused by her invitation to admit this competence. She had assumed he could not row and planted him down in the stern, herself taking the oars in a well-demonstrated grip – and off they had gone. She rowed skilfully – which added to his confusion, for though he could row well enough, he was not as graceful as she was. Indeed as she stroked the long blades through the still water he wondered if he did know how to row; properly. So he had kept his mouth shut and followed her instructions. These were so numerous and precise – particularly with regard to the wrist movements – that his embarrassment had flushed away all his confidence.


He had been learner enough that day – even pleased when told he had ‘not done at all badly for a first outing’.


It was a matter for smiling when someone else got the same treatment. ‘Shallower, William. Shallower!’ The light voice carried across the water and as the boat came into sight he went towards the bicycle shed, the uncomfortable suspicion following Garrett’s interview dislodged by his own, stronger recollections.





What he liked to do on his afternoon off was to find a quiet place, settle there and let what might come into his mind. He was rather ashamed of this, thinking that he ought to turn the fortune of the free hours to better advantage. And he had once gone to the nearby town – to the swimming baths, to the park, to the shops – as if he had to amass points for some score that was being kept somewhere. But always he had found himself day-dreaming and the drifting time had spread as the dutiful activities became more perfunctory. Now his method was to race down the drive as if some urgent appointment waited for him; continue that farce through the hamlet and beyond for about a quarter of a mile; then turn off down a lane, make for the river, find a favourite spot and lie down.


The way he kept in touch with what was around him was by concentrating on one object and playing with it all afternoon. Sometimes tree branches; or when it was dull or cold he would huddle against a tree trunk, wrap himself round his knees and look across broken clouds; then he could look up and measure the gap between the clouds and the sky, seeing them now as parted in the blue, now suspended from it, now bringing the sky near, now emphasising its distance. And in the silence he called up his fantasies; allowing them a furtive liberty in that solitary place.


The fantasies would be of perfect lives: of rescue, adventure and victory in war, sport and love. Scenes barely related to any part of his experience in their content; coming mainly from comics, Hollywood, women’s magazines and the football pages of the Sundays: but fed by the impetus that is given when light appears after long darkness. The darkness was also his early life which he remembered only images; a crack in the wall, a gap between two houses, the wheel at the pit-head, a cliff of slag sheer against the sea. His mother had died when he was seven – he had been holding her hand, yet he had sunk all recollection of that. And his boyhood with his father as wilful as the Old Testament God, their means limited by utter dependence on an oppressive, broken-backed rural economy. But somewhere in there were moments when he had felt things could change – an awareness, a light, a recognition – when he had felt himself open to chance in a way his father was not, perhaps never had been. It was that which had enabled him to accommodate himself to being sent to the Sewells as Hall Boy. The notion of being a servant had been transformed into the idea of being a servant in disguise.


But when he thought about the work he did he squirmed. Despite being in no different a position from his father who was a hired farm labourer, the fact of working inside the house stripped off that essential appearance of independence which outdoor work gave his father. Besides, ‘work’ was too good a word for this cleaning of shoes, laying of tables and serving of food: yet it would be unthinkable to complain; it was too easy.


This afternoon he was too restless fully to enjoy the peace. The return home brought up so many questions. Had he been educated ‘properly’, he would say to himself, he would be able to identify the questions and answer them. As it was, they came as a harvest of sensations which he could not gather in. Occasionally he thought that he might ‘really’ take up reading and get to know a few things: he had unobtrusively borrowed books from Sewell’s library. It had not really worked. Once or twice he had found a story he liked; but the books of knowledge annoyed him by their density and his boredom. He fell back on intuition, cultivating an awareness of what the people around him were feeling; so that his most refined exercise was to measure exactly the ‘state’, almost the ‘atmosphere’, of others. With May, for example, this morning he had got everything right – including that pretence of ignoring her when she first came in: had he not been preoccupied she would have assumed that he had expected her to arrive (which he did) and this would have led her to conclude that she was being taken for granted, which would have distressed her a little.


As he knew, and he got up, stiffly, gave up the attempt to lull himself into day-dreams – abandoned the football matches, deserted the South Sea Islands, withdrew from the Film Stars – he knew now that Garrett intended to fire him and there was nothing he could do to prevent it.





Lady Sewell looked so unhappy that Joseph felt sorry for her, although his sympathy could understandably have been reserved for himself.


‘You see, Joseph, it’s one of those times when we all have to make sacrifices.’


The carpet was so deep you could have slept on it; the distance between Joseph and Lady Sewell was more than the length of every house the young man’s father had ever inhabited; the velvet curtain would have been considered ‘far too good to use’ by his stepmother – and folded away in a drawer for ever. The Sewells liked to think they were not rich, but that water-colour which Joseph had always liked would have sold for his year’s wages.


‘I’d hoped to postpone it – but just this afternoon Garrett said that it would be better to tell you before you went on your holiday. He said that – as it happened – you’d mentioned that you might be looking out for another place: nearer your family.’


‘I never said that,’ he answered. But she never attended to objections.


‘No? He said you’d implied it.’


‘I didn’t say anything about it. I don’t want another place.’


‘Joseph: I’m terribly sorry – and you’ve always been so cheerful and helpful – quite the most – vigorous footman we ever had – but’ and now, her duty clear, she was firm, ‘someone has to go – we must cut down. The whole country has to pull in its belt with all these men out of work – it’s dreadful. And I do agree with Garrett in this – it’s much better to tell you before you go away – I consider that was most thoughtful of him.’


‘Do you want me . . .’ He stopped. Then, rather sharply, he said, ‘You won’t want me back after this holiday, then?’


‘Well. It probably would be easier – for all of us, especially for you – if you used your holiday time to look for something. Colonel Sewell and I have talked it over most carefully – believe me, Joseph, most carefully – and we decided that we could do without a parlour-maid, an under-gardener and the footman – yourself.’ She smiled. ‘I must tell you that my husband made the observation that if anyone had to go it might as well be someone with your initiative as you would be much more likely to land on your feet than the others. Garrett’s been with us for years, of course; William is too young and Evans, as you might have heard, has an Unfortunate Past.’


All this was said in a ‘public-speaking’ tone of voice which seemed to seek applause and in fact Joseph only just held himself back from saying ‘thank you’.


‘Now then,’ she said, briskly, ‘I will give you the highest references and wish you the best of luck.’ She held out a long arm and most clumsily Joseph touched her hand which grasped his fingers and squeezed them. ‘The Colonel will see you in the morning. And Evans will drive you to the station of course as usual. Good-bye, Joseph.’


He nodded, said nothing and went out.


He had no cigarettes.


Garrett’s quarters were away from the house, and by the time Joseph reached them he had lost his enthusiasm for a row. Besides, the curtains were drawn and the glow from the window was so cosy that the young man would have felt more like an intruder than an antagonist. And when he considered it, he wanted no more of Garrett.


As he walked around the lake for the eighth time, he heard the chimes from the village church – ten. It was a warm night, he would stay out. Instead of the cigarette, a piece of grass had to make do between his teeth. He remembered that his father had once had to smoke cleat leaves.


His mood surprised him, for he was not distressed or upset but rather excited, as if his dismissal was a pleasant and unexpected present. He was happy to be leaving the place. From the way in which Lady Sewell had said ‘the Colonel will see you in the morning’, he guessed that the old man would have one or two families for him to write to. At this moment he hoped not; he would like to be out of service altogether.


He had enjoyed it well enough, he told himself; and been good at it. That needed to be emphasised at this particular time. He had taken as accurate her complimentary remarks about his work; if there was a conceit in him it was this: that he could do any job he set himself to – as well, at least as well, as any man. And he repeated that to himself in the dark, blushing at the boast.


But now he was out of work. In the letters from home he had heard about the thousands unemployed, particularly in West Cumberland, and felt even more lucky and even more isolated than he usually did. One of them now, he was glad of it.


It was May who kept him out of the house, circling the lake as if unhappy. He did not know how he could cope with her; for she would be waiting for him in his room and he was moved that she would be so dismayed by his leaving. She would cry and, imagining her tears, his own began to press into his eyes. Somehow she would feel that she was being let down and he would feel as if he were leaving her deliberately. And it made him angry, finally, though he would never have confessed it: why should he have to face her when he wanted to savour all this alone?


What to give her? That was the difficulty. The only thing of any value he had which would serve was the chain he had bought for the watch she had given him. He would gladly have made a present of both watch and chain but that would have offended her. The chain – and a letter – saying how grateful he was to her – he would leave them on the hall-table where the morning’s post was laid out. The watch-chain would please her.


At eleven he left the lake; reluctantly, but he was afraid that May might panic and raise an alarm. Walking towards the black house his feet were springy on the turf, and he felt more alert than he had done for months. At the house he turned to look a last time at the lake, shivering under the half-moon. ‘Shallower, Joseph,’ she had said. ‘Much, much shallower.’




Part Two


WAITING




Two


The train stopped at Carlisle, from there he took another train to Thurston and from Thurston he walked the few miles to the village. There was a bus, twice a day, but he was unsure of its time of departure and preferred to be on his way.


His case was not heavy though it contained all he possessed. He went under the railway bridge and set off up Station Hill; like most of the smaller railway stations, Thurston’s was on the edge of the town and once he had climbed Station Hill, he was in the country. It was a cloudy day but brisk, and he walked quickly, his mackintosh flapping below his knees, the light wind freshening his face.


A few horses and carts passed him by and a black Austin Seven, racketing along the middle of the road – he nodded to them all and turned off into a lane which would take him through the fields to the village. Always as he walked his eyes went over to the fells which began about six miles away, and the outline of the hills made him feel cheerful. He whistled and kicked his way through the grass, feeling certainty as well as relief at having lost that job. The walk shook off the stiffness of the journey, the land was bare, leaves turning yellow and brown in hedges and trees, he had his pockets full of presents and everyone would be as pleased to see him as he to see them. He skirted the village itself for fear that he would meet someone who would pass him the gossip he wanted to listen to in his own home.


This cottage was the biggest that John, his father, had ever had. During those first few years following the death of his first wife John had never stayed at one place for longer than a term. The birth of children, the protestations of his second wife, the bother of being re-hired and moving and re-settling – none of this had stopped his wandering. But now he had settled.


The place stood two or three hundred yards away from the village, over the railway bridge (the station had been closed down the previous year) in the lane which led to the small mere. A large, most plain building, it had been erected as the house for a farm never completed. It had no running water, no gas, an outside lavatory and forever rising damp.


Although Joseph had scaled that scraggy beech tree in the yard to hide from the schoolmaster after he had led half the school away to follow the otter hunt; set off to school, work and play from the place, climbed on to its roof, jumped from a window, scrubbed its steps and cleared the gutters, it was not the house he thought of as he looked at it but his father.


Whenever he came back to Cumberland he remembered his father so intensely that the images came at him like hail, settling finally to freeze him in admiration – he thought of his working in the mines and living through the pit-accident which should have killed him; the envy of his time spent with Joseph’s ‘real’ mother; and the awe of his strength which would never leave him. Since his childhood, Joseph had been his father’s subject: hauled from house to house by him as the man’s restlessness had taken its course, worked from the age of eight, disciplined with hand and belt from the age of sense and allowed only flight as an expression of protest. Then, if he could keep running for long enough, his father’s temper would break into laughter and they would be more friendly than at any other time, the boy tacking across the field slowly, his wariness diminishing the more he grew sure of his father’s affection, even a hand on his shoulder.


Most times he did exactly as he was told. As once when John had taken a foal away from its mare. He’d given the mare to Joseph to hold, warning him that she might be ‘frisky’. As John began to take away the foal – pulling it into his arms and easing it from under its mother – the mare had begun to throw her head, squeal, buck and try to snap at the small boy who was frightened almost out of his wits but not quite, for still, as he was jerked up and down, his feet clearing the ground, there was the awareness to hear John shout – ‘HOLD! Hold on!’ And he did.


For two or three years of his boyhood he had always sidled past his father, his right arm crooked in front of his face, ready to parry the expected blow. Yet the ferocity of some of the beatings did not kill his love. And now as he waited behind the dyke, he shut his eyes and immediately was soaked in scenes in which the man spun all around him. Nights when John would get out the concertina and they would clear the stone-flagged kitchen, send out the younger children as runners to announce that ‘there’s gonna be a dance at oor house – to-neet!’ The girls would be frantic to make sandwiches and raid the loft for cooking apples that would be baked and stuffed as a treat. Between the women’s preparations and their bossing, Joseph would weave himself as his father’s representative; setting this right, finding that, as handy and finicky as his stepmother – the laughter and the interest warming the kitchen until it seemed to have a score of lamps and not just the two. And when people came! Oh, when the place was full! The Lancers, Three Drops of Brandy, Quadrilles they did! Everybody shouting with that ring of honest happiness he had never heard since – to do with relief from work and poverty and worry and frustration, burning all in one flame of communal pleasure: and conducting it all, playing there, his blue eyes slits of fun, his father.


Joseph saw Mary in the yard. She was running over the yard, her small wooden clogs banging on the flattened earth, the hen she was after tippling drunkenly as it raced away. His eyes prickled with tears seeing her: it was always so when he came home, though never when he left. And this was another reason for his careful approach. He liked to get the tears over before he met anyone.


He had come by the field on the other side of the lane. Only upstairs windows looked over it and so he was safe. He could see into the yard by standing on the small bank on which the thinning hedge was set. He had caught the early train in the knowledge that it would enable him to reach home just before the children came back from school – and he waited for them, still watching Mary, the smallest.


He ducked when his stepmother came out to make sure that the little girl was safe, and, a few minutes later, almost gave his position away to run out and comfort her when she began to cry; but the crying stopped, as inexplicably as it had begun. A meagre trail of smoke came from one of the chimney pots: he heard the open-engined report of a rare tractor a few fields away, herons from the mere, a few crows – but most of all the sound of his breath pushing against the silence.


The school-bell had gone – and soon he saw them coming across the field. None of them his full brothers or sisters: of those, Sarah and Alice were married and away, Harry had been killed at the very end of the Great War and May of course was in service. Yet Joseph could not have loved them more. Frank was first, running ahead; he was to leave school at Christmas. Now he was racing to get on and finished with the jobs their father would have laid down for him to do. Donald, four or five years younger, was trotting well behind him but obviously drawn along by his elder brother; he would inherit the jobs soon enough. Finally, Anne and Robert who had just started school, climbing the stile with immense care, trailing to the cottage with such diminutive weariness of carriage as made a small caricature of the homeward plod of labourers coming from the fields. He watched them all into the house, then picked up his suitcase and went across there himself. Tea was on the table and so he could have a place from the instant of his arrival.


For his stepmother there was a package of scented soap, for his father (who would come in two or three hours later) twenty Gold Flake; wonderfully complicated knives for Frank and Donald, games in cardboard boxes for Anne and Robert, and for Mary a doll which shut its eyes and sighed when you laid it down. As he handed out the presents (total cost, over two pounds: four months of hard saving) he fought against the pleasure in giving which threatened to take over all his feelings: not to enjoy the distribution of the presents would have been impossible but there always came a point where he felt that he was showing-off, in some way flaunting his virtue and his luck in front of the others. So he switched the conversation immediately and refused even to look at the gifts – all still spread over the table – afraid that the merest glance would be the occasion for another attack of gratitude.


‘And what’s Frank going to do?’ he asked. Both his stepmother, Frank and himself accepted that the subject could be discussed as if he were out of the room.


‘Your father wants him to go into farm-work.’


‘That’s no surprise.’


‘I would like him to stay on at school,’ said Avril. She nodded to Joseph as if to show that she shared his memory of a similar wish being expressed on his account. ‘But that’s impossible,’ she continued briskly. ‘He didn’t pass for the grammar school, like you, and the only place he could go would be Workington. Your uncle Seth said that he could lodge in with him – but,’ she paused, ‘well; we need the money. There’s no shame in it,’ she added. ‘You see your father had to take a cut when he was made groom. But I made him take it. He was working too hard just labouring: he will drive himself, your father, and sometimes he’d faint. We didn’t write to bother you. It was that thing in the pit, you know: it’s more serious than he’ll allow. The doctor said he could live to be a hundred if he stopped knocking himself out with work – but if he kept on . . .’ she hesitated. ‘I made an apple cake,’ she said, smiling, ‘just for your tea – and I’ve left it in the scullery – Donald – go and bring it – and don’t pick at it.’


‘Where would he be hired?’ Joseph asked.


‘Mr Dawson told your father he could take another boy on. He could still live here, then.’


Joseph felt a rush of jealousy. He had not been so cared for. Though he had passed for the grammar school he had not been allowed to go. At fourteen he had been hired to the best bidder. But he forced the feeling away – long ago he had accepted that while she was always fair to him (though not to his sisters) his stepmother could not but favour those children she had borne herself. She had been good to him though, he knew that, and he had no difficulty in calling her ‘mother’.


‘And what do you want yourself?’ Joseph asked of Frank.


‘Aa divvin’t know.’ Frank blushed and twisted violently in this undesired limelight.


‘He’s interested in motor cars,’ said his mother.


‘Aa would like t’ be a mechanic,’ Frank rushed out, hopelessly proclaiming his ambition. ‘Aa would like to work in a garidge.’


‘Your father went to see Harry Stamper – but he can’t take anybody else on,’ said Avril, ‘and there’s nobody else he knows that has a garage.’


‘What about George Moore in Thurston?’


‘Your father doesn’t know him,’ said Avril, with such emphasis as implied that George Moore was beyond all knowing.


‘Our Alice courted Edward. I can always ask him.’


‘Can thou?’ interjected Frank. ‘Can thou just go up and axe him like that?’


‘Anybody can ask him,’ said Joseph, moderatingly.


‘Not me,’ said Frank. ‘Aa couldn’t axe nobody nothing, nivver.’ And he stuffed some bread into his mouth to stifle all further confessions.


As Joseph had once done, so Frank was approaching his fourteenth birthday as a ravine which, if leapt badly, could result in the near-fatal accident of ‘getting a wrong start’. In a few days following that birthday, he would have a man’s work laid on him. From about the age of six, he had been training for it, doing more and more work around the house and garden, helping his father, spending his holidays on the farm, the summer evenings haytiming, his autumn weekends potato picking. It was as if the severity with which the children were brought up and the insistence that was put on their working, far from being a harsh expression of affection, was the most considerate way in which such parents could arm their children for what would follow. And the boy was watched for his work, his ability at it, his constancy and interest, watched and talked of as someone about to go out to battle so that the men would say, ‘He’s about ready for work now’, ‘He’s shooting up a bit, he’ll be all right now’, ‘He wants nothing at home, now, let him get to work’, and, most commonly of all: ‘Can he work yet?’


Avril, like many of the mothers, accepted this until those few months before the actual transfer took place. Then she tugged against it, counted the savings she had, regretted all sorts of missed opportunities, resented the lack of other opportunities, vowed that he would be the last to go in such a way, turned this way and that to rescue him, failed and watched him go – over the top.


After tea the children scattered. Remembering May, Joseph refused the offer of the sofa and went up to the room he would share with two of his brothers. There were some books on the window sill – five volumes of the ‘Today and Tomorrow’ series which he had won over a number of years as school prizes: in all of them a great future was promised, with everything in every way daily getting better and better. He had not liked them much and now used them as a prop for his feet, to keep his shoes off the bedding, as he lay back and smoked a butt.


Had he not carried in him the news of his lost job, he would have basked around the fields in the plenty of his homecoming. But now he wanted to be alone before the revelation. Already he felt that he had cheated them all by holding it back: it must be said before night.


As he lay there he was washed by a misery which seemed to rise from nowhere. He had long heard May and his stepmother talk of his father’s ‘moods’ – and experienced the effects of the foul ones directly. Somehow he had never thought that he too would be enslaved by them. John had had such a hard life compared with his own, and even when his father had once told him that he had been unable to rid himself of this possessing blankness since a young man, he had found reasons for it which did not apply to himself. Yet here, with his family around him, a soft bed, a cigarette, nothing to do, he was swept over, drowned in a despair which was neither pity for himself nor a lament for others but a meaningless thing, opaque to any analysis he could bring to bear on it, an irresistible closing up of the pores of his mind, his body and his senses which submerged him and left him powerless.


The sound of his father’s voice pulled him out of it. He had lain there for two hours. He went down the stairs hesitantly, always over-wrought at seeing his father after a long absence – and as usual covering this beneath an appearance of cocky cheerfulness.


He opened the kitchen door and for a second looked full at the older man before going across to shake his hand. Now fifty-one, John Tallentire was as lean and stiff-backed as ever he had been. His clothes hung baggily on him, the thick wide trousers dropping over the boots, the buttoned waistcoat, collarless shirt and scarf, jacket with full pockets swinging against the thighs like weights balancing his precise walk, cap shoved back from his brow. His face had been cut up in the pit accident and the left cheek was divided in two by a scar, but the scar was deep in the skin and the effect was to bunch the upper cheek, making it rosier, merry under the blue eyes. There was another long scar just below the hairline on his forehead – hidden by cap or hair – and a dry pucker of skin at the right corner of his mouth twisted his lips when he smiled – but again the harm was masked by its consequences, for that twist made his slightest smile irresistible and you could not but smile back at him. The real damage had been done to the base of his skull and his back which was crossed with thin blue welts as if he had been lashed with a cat of nine tails tipped with coal. When he saw Joseph he nodded and held up the new packet of Gold Flake which his thick fingers were fumbling with – and offered his son a cigarette as soon as they had shaken hands.


‘Good to see thee, lad,’ said John. ‘Ay. Good to see thee.’


‘Good to see thee an’ all,’ Joseph replied.


‘He’s grown, mother!’ John shouted, though Avril was but two paces away. ‘Ay,’ he repeated more gently to Joseph. Thou’s just about filled out, Aa would say.’


‘He might shoot up some more,’ said Avril, loyal to Joseph’s possibilities.


‘Nay,’ John contradicted her. ‘Come on, back to back, lad. Back to back. See thou keeps thee ’eels on’t carpet. Theer.’


‘Take your cap off, dad,’ said Avril.


‘A cap’s no advantage. Squint a bit on my side woman.’


‘I’ll get the poker.’


She laid it across their two heads.


‘Exactly the same,’ she said.


‘What did I say?’ said John. ‘He’s filled out and finished.’


‘He might be taller than you yet.’


‘Nivver!’


‘Well,’ Avril smiled as she looked from one to the other: they were very much alike. ‘He’s a real Tallentire, anyway.’


John laughed and took his son’s shoulder to lead him into the garden. ‘A real Tallentire.’ To Joseph the remark gave a thrill: no one but Avril ever said it and she did it to please his father, Joseph thought. Yet the idea of being a ‘real Tallentire’ appealed to his romantic imagination: not that it was an appeal which had much of a hearing. The only other Tallentires he knew were his uncles Seth and Isaac and his aunt Sarah; little consistency there. Joseph’s real pleasure was that the remark contained the implication that he was like his father: which suited him well.


After watching Frank working in the garden, with Donald at his brother’s heels like an acolyte – John crooked his finger mysteriously and led his son to a hut he had put up halfway down the next field.


‘Pigs,’ he said grandly. ‘Two. What dis te think o’ that?’


They watched the pigs scour the bare ground and Joseph, like his father, regarded the fat, oinking beasts with great pride.


Then, as he had hoped, his father began to tell him of the Shows he had been to that summer with the horses. He talked of each horse individually, of its moods and temper, how he dressed it, how calmed it, how led it, how managed it, the cups they had won, those they had missed, the journeys in the horsebox, ‘me snuggled on a bale of straw, Joseph, and oot at yon end like a scarecrow. I always took me best suit to lead them in. Some said it was daft – wearing a good suit like that. But what the hell – I’ve hed her since I got married and she does no service anywheer’s else. And mother can still git her squared up for a funeral or whativver. Your mother was just the same as me for that. If thou’s got summat to wear – wear it, she would say. And I parcel it up again as soon as I’m through.’


The fact that these shows put hours on his day, doubling some of them for very little extra – and then only if the horses won – was nothing compared with the pleasure John took in them. Joseph could see the horses in his imagination, tall, powerful silk-maned greys with polished hooves and finely combed hair draping them like tassels, thick gleaming coats and plaited tails, flowers sometimes in the manes and straw in the tails – beautiful horses that could pull a plough a long day and trot as delicately as ponies. He knew, too, John’s care for them – could see the older man working to make them shine, working hard as he always did as if in endless combat with himself not only to see that every job was well done but also to prove to his constant though invisible foe that application alone, though a minor quality, could also draw towards perfection.


While this talk went on, Joseph’s pleasure was increasingly spoiled by the knowledge that he would have to tell that he was out of work. After a time it again appeared to him to be cheating not to tell, as if it meant he was getting all his father’s confidences on false pretences.
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