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For David, to the memory of Dobbie


Author’s Note: I have a Mum and Dad, and a brother. They do not appear in this novel.
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It was the pig that woke my grandfather on the morning Gran died. It was squealing outside in the garden. The noise didn’t wake him at once but crept into his sleep and brought on a dream. He dreamt he was back home in Glasgow, in the slaughterhouse where he first worked beside Gran. They were children then, barely into their teens, but in his dream they were already old, shrunken and wrinkled, twice the age of their parents. Grandad was trying to butcher a pig. He struck it repeatedly on the back of its skull with a mawl, but the animal was stubborn and refused to buckle beneath him. All the while it was squealing Gran was squatting by a tub of scalding hot water, ready to scrape it, quietly waiting. In the shadows behind her their parents were huddled together and whispering. Grandad began to pour sweat as freely as the blood which flowed from the pig, until he could hardly see what he was doing. ‘There’s nae strength in me, Agnes,’ he said. But Gran didn’t respond. She dipped her elbow in the water and smiled to the parents, who cooed and muttered admiringly. He continued to strike at the pig, crying now in frustration, still sweating, and when he woke his vest and pyjamas were soaking.

The room was sunk in near darkness, the curtains drawn tightly. He tried to gauge the time by the sunlight showing under the door, but he knew it was late. The pig did not normally squeal unless it was hungry. He didn’t realize at first about Gran. ‘The beast’s after her grub, Agnes,’ he said. But of course she didn’t reply.

It was unlike her not to wake first. Before my grandfather retired he used to start work at six every morning, but he never rose unless he was called. Whilst he slept on, Gran would climb from their bed and draw back the curtains. She stepped into her slippers and went down to the kitchen, already fastening her raincoat. As the kettle started to warm she would light her first cigarette and sit down by the stove. She tapped the ash into the palm of her hand, staring out through the window at the lights fading over the steelworks, the sun coming up behind them. And when her cigarette was finished and the water was ready she would tip her ash in the sink and fill a large teapot, then go out to the garden with a bucket of scraps for the pig. Much later she returned to coax Grandad awake with a cup of stewed tea.

Her routine did not alter when Grandad stopped working, nor when his leg was removed a few years after that. It was amputated just below the left knee and he was given a plastic replacement. The hospital provided a walking frame too, but his wound never properly healed and he was unable to stand for more than an hour each day. The false leg and frame soon became part of the furniture, dusted over as regularly as the sideboard and ornaments. I was born a few months after he had his operation, and in a different hospital, but Grandad always insisted I arrived on the same day in the ward next to his. He said the swap was a fair one.

Shortly after he came back to the house from the hospital Gran had their bed carried downstairs to the front room. She allowed him to sleep for an extra hour each morning but she continued to rise at just the same time. She was a small round woman and constantly busy. The pattern of her days was firmly established. It was the regularity of her daily existence which made me prefer their house to my own and when I was younger I often pleaded to be allowed to stay overnight. I slept on a lumpy mattress upstairs in the back bedroom, a part of the house they had almost abandoned. Their old bedroom remained empty, facing out to the front garden.

Grandad accepted losing his limb quite cheerfully, but neither of my grandparents would give up their cigarettes. It was the smoking, the surgeon had told them, that was responsible for his leg turning bad. Grandad would light a cigarette the moment he woke, and he lit one too as he lay listening to the pig squealing that morning. It made him cough, but it helped bring him round from his dream.

When his coughing finally subsided he turned over to touch Gran. ‘D’ye no hear the animal squawking, Agnes?’ he said, and felt around in the space where she ought to have been. The sheets were cool and unruffled. He pushed himself upright and saw her at once. She was sitting in her nightdress by the sideboard, in the chair where she would rest each evening to remove her stockings and shoes. Her arms hung stiffly at her sides. Even in the darkness there could be no doubt what was wrong, but he continued to talk to her. ‘What’s up, Agnes?’ he said, and stubbed out the cigarette. ‘Is the motor no running this morning?’

He heaved himself from the bed slowly, feeling the damp in his clothes, the cold on his chest. His good leg creaked under his weight and he had to gasp for his breath. He paused after the effort, holding onto the arms of his wheelchair, all the time watching Gran. When his breathing had steadied he twisted his body into the seat and lifted the brakes, rolled himself to the curtains. In the daylight he could see her more clearly. She might have been asleep the way she was seated. He approached warily, and whispered her name. ‘What’s up?’ he asked her. Her mouth hung slightly open as if about to reply. She seemed to be returning his gaze, her eyelids partially closed, patiently watching him. He touched her chin with his thumb and shivered at the touch. ‘It’s nae wonder you’re cold, Agnes,’ he said. Her nightdress lay open, displaying her ribcage. In places the skin was as white as the cloth, but elsewhere there were blotches, like someone who had spent too long by a fire. He drew the neck of her nightdress together, fastened the buttons, then he dragged a blanket from the bed and draped her beneath it.

There was no telephone in their house because Gran wouldn’t have one, she didn’t like them. The clock on the sideboard showed five to eight, an hour after the milkman usually called. It was half a mile to their nearest neighbour, a mile and a half to the edge of the town. Grandad decided to wait for the newsboy. He dressed himself with fumbling hands and fished in his pocket for loose change. He would ask the boy when he came to cycle to a call box and dial 999; he would offer the coins for his trouble. Grandad always had money. Whenever I called he would give me a handful, quietly, almost secretively, whilst Gran was in the kitchen brewing tea. And later, when I got up to leave, Gran would follow me to the back door with her purse, just in case he’d forgotten. ‘Did he give you your wages, son?’ she would ask me. They always called it my wages and they wouldn’t let me refuse.

Their bedroom downstairs had once been the front parlour, with a door that opened onto the garden, now seldom used, the lock too stiff for Grandad to open. He turned and wheeled through the smaller back room and the conservatory, into the kitchen and out to the yard, around the side of the house. The air was thick and warm and he felt the first drops of rain on his arms. At the top of the garden the pig pushed her snout over the rim of her pen and watched him approaching. She sniffed at the air and pricked up her ears, snorted and squealed excitedly. As he drew near he offered his palm and spoke to her softly. ‘Empty-handed, pet,’ he said. The pig butted his fingers and dropped out of sight, snuffling around the floor of her sty. Grandad stared along the rough track that led to the main road. He tapped the coins on the wheel of his chair. In the distance he could hear the first rush of traffic along the dual carriageway, an ambulance receding towards the estates of the new town.
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One afternoon, three years before Gran died, I came home from school to find my parents wrestling on the staircase. I was twelve years old. My father had been drinking and the house smelled of beer. He was slumped on top of my mother a few steps beneath the top landing, struggling to pin down her arms. His trousers were slipping and I noticed a rash across the small of his back. Mum was wearing only her dressing gown and her hair was unpinned, grey and dishevelled. I remembered she was unwell and had taken the day off from work. As she shifted beneath him her dressing gown fell open.

I did not try to separate them, but watched in silence from the foot of the stairs. They were remote and unconnected with me, two strangers, and I thought about walking away, perhaps to visit my sister. But I was unable to move. I leant my head on the wall. Some children were shouting in the square at the front of our house. They were chasing a football, their footsteps resounding over the concrete, echoing from the buildings around us. I knew who they were from their voices and I imagined myself playing with them, my mother indoors in the kitchen, Dad returning from work. Then their ball rattled our window and for a moment everything was quiet.

I lifted my head and saw that my mother was crying. She was no longer struggling and her face was turned towards mine. I became conscious of her voice saying my name, quietly at first, and then louder, until she was sobbing. Dad loosened his grip on her wrists and pushed himself upright. His neck and temples were red, glistening with sweat, and as he tried to focus his eyes I reached for the door. His voice pursued me as I ran from the house. I could hear it still as I walked along the side of the dual carriageway to my grandparents’ house.

Gran did not seem surprised to see me. When I appeared at the top of her garden she was digging the allotment, wearing a cloth cap that had once belonged to my grandfather. Her wellington boots were muddy and turned down at the top, exposing the veins on her legs. As she stood her fork in the soil she called for me to go inside, then started to follow. Grandad was sitting in his armchair in the back room. He looked up with widening eyes and held out his hand. Two plumes of smoke curled from his nose. His palm was moist and warm. ‘Sit yourself down, son,’ he said. ‘Just in time for the news.’ He did not ask why I had come, and neither of them mentioned my parents, though several times Gran looked at me closely. Later in the evening, when the television was on, she made some sandwiches and stood over my shoulder whilst I ate them. We listened to Grandad as he described the afternoon’s horse racing, the names of the jockeys and favourites. Then I helped prepare some food for the pig.

I returned each afternoon that week, taking a route from school that avoided my home, out to the edge of the town and along a road bordered by hedges and yellowing trees. Gran made sure I was fed and found things for me to do until it began to grow dark, by which time I knew my father would have gone to his pub. I walked home slowly and lingered outside our back door before I went in, counting to a hundred. The house was usually in darkness, my mother in bed. She still wasn’t going to work. My brother was away in the army.

When I arrived at my grandparents’ house on the Friday I found Dad’s car parked at the top of the rise. For a moment I hesitated, and approached the cottage warily, half-expecting he would appear from the side of the house, wanting to know why I wasn’t at home. I avoided his eyes as I came through the door. He was sitting beside Mum in the back room, hunched forwards and nodding his head. Gran was telling him something but stopped when she saw me. I sat on the edge of the sofa beside Mum and she placed her hand on my knee. She smiled thinly, began to tell Gran a story about someone she had met in the doctor’s reception. Dad held a cigarette between his forefinger and thumb, but didn’t smoke it. Occasionally he tapped some ash in a saucer by his feet and coughed quietly. He rubbed at his eyes. Like my mother he looked very tired. I wondered when they would say something to me, but no one asked any questions about school and no mention was made of my absence at teatimes.

Finally my grandfather said, ‘Did you see the pig on your way in, son?’ He had not spoken until then and his voice was almost a whisper. I shook my head. The others had stopped talking and I sensed they were waiting for something. The clock on the mantelpiece struck half past five. ‘Come on then,’ he said, ‘we’ll go take a wee look.’ I kicked the brakes from his wheelchair and pushed it towards him. He gripped the armrests to steady himself before standing.

Seagulls circled above us. When the steelworks had closed the previous year a tip had been started near the far edge of Gran’s garden, where the land fell away to a railway cutting. The quarries and earth piles beyond were fenced off and newly signposted, owned now by a leisure company. I took a deep breath and stepped onto the lawn. The air was cool and smelled of damp soil. I was glad we’d come out of the house. Grandad lit a fresh cigarette and nodded towards Dad’s car. ‘Not often we see that up here these days.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It looks strange.’

‘Aye, son,’ he said. ‘So it does.’ He flicked his match to the lawn and drew in some smoke, then he said, ‘They’ve a few things to get off their chests, Danny. Your mum and dad.’ I gave a small nod and faced away to the quarries. ‘We’d best leave them to it, eh? Let your gran sort it.’

In the distance a group of men were walking by a ridge of blue earth, carrying shovels. I watched them descend out of sight, and then asked, ‘Why did you want to look at the pig?’

‘She’s pregnant!’ he said. ‘Did your gran no tell ye?’

‘No.’

‘The farmer’s boy fetched her this morning.’ He loosened the brakes on his chair. ‘Brought her back before dinnertime. Come on, we’ll see how she’s doing.’

The pig lay on her belly in the angle of two walls, eying us calmly. Her home was an Anderson shelter, packed inside with bales of straw, facing out to a long concrete run. An apple tree gave shade from the sunshine in summer, dropped fruit into her sty in the autumn. On one side of the pen was a dry stone wall which stretched the length of the garden. The other three sides were breezeblock, built behind the railway sleepers that still remained of the original walls. A deflated football hung down from a chain in one corner. Two sheets of corrugated plastic sheltered her feeding trough and the old sink she drank from, both of them cemented to the ground. She lay quite still, her ears pricked as Grandad talked about the other pigs they had kept and the best way of breeding them, how it used to be in the old days. He liked to tell stories. As he spoke he leant forwards, moving his hands in the air to describe things, his face constantly changing. I listened to every word, but my eyes watched the house, expecting my parents. He explained about boars and how they were made into hogs. ‘Because they’re awfy bad-tempered beasts,’ he said. ‘It’s nae wonder they get castrated. Your gran would never keep one, no for breeding anyway. And at one time ye couldnae sell the meat off a boar either, because folk objected to the smell. It was like piss, awfy pissy smell.’ He made a sour expression and tossed away the stub of his cigarette. ‘We used tae castrate them ourselves, Danny. Your gran and I. She had the steadier hand so it was my job tae hold them, keep the wee buggers docile. Dab of spirit beforehand, ye know, disinfectant. Then your gran would pinch up the first ball, make a wee cut, and squeeze it out. She cut the cords very carefully because ye didnae want blood everywhere, no in the kitchen. Because we had to do it in the kitchen d’ye see, son, away from the mother. Then your gran would take the balls to Mrs McIntyre down the road there, in a wee bowl. She fed them tae her dogs. Her man was a Scot too, and a fixer. He helped me put up this sty – he told me he came by the sleepers at the Corporation, in the yards. But he came by every bloody thing at the Corporation!’ Grandad laughed, wiped some spittle from his lips with the back of his hand. ‘Died of cancer in the end,’ he said.

When my mother and father finally emerged from the house it had begun to turn cold. The sky was darkening overhead and they were wearing their coats. Gran followed behind with a blanket. She draped it over my grandfather’s legs and wheeled him back to the house, stopping briefly to wave when Dad started the car. He drove home in silence and my mother stared out of the window. But they did not seem angry, just thoughtful. I pressed my face to the glass and watched the cars shoot by in the other direction. ‘The pig’s up the spout again,’ I told them.

The following weekend my grandmother asked me, ‘Is your father still using his pub, Danny?’ She was sitting by the fireplace with her knitting, and didn’t look up. Grandad and I were watching a football match, Manchester United and Leeds.

‘Not this week,’ I said.

She paused and counted some stitches, whispering under her breath. A little while after she said, ‘He’ll be doing some gardening then?’

I thought for a moment. ‘He’s says he’s making a patio,’ I told her.

‘And is he?’

‘I suppose so,’ I said.

‘A patio, Joe,’ she said to my grandfather.

Grandad looked at her seriously, and then started to laugh. He turned his face to the television. ‘Dinnae put the flags out yet,’ he said.
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Although my father stopped drinking that summer, and stayed at home most evenings, he made slow progress on his patio. Three months and three weeks after he bought the cement the pig gave birth to a litter of five, the last that Gran would allow her. The piglets were tiny and sickly and none of them lived to be sold. The pig herself became poorly, lay quietly on her bedding for days, hardly eating or drinking. We did not expect her to live, but Gran spent hours calmly waiting, offering food and mixing up medicines, until finally the animal came round. In other years my grandmother had replaced the sows before they were old, and most were reared solely for eating, but this one she decided to keep as her last. She said she wanted the dung for her garden. My grandfather seemed pleased and teased her she was turning soft, but Gran had refused to admit it. She never spoke to the pig kindly or quietly again, and always grumbled about the work that it caused her.

Whilst the pig was still farrowing, and the patio half-laid, my father got a job on the night shift of a cosmetics factory. Mum was employed there during the day, packing toiletries into boxes for supermarkets. Dad sat alone in a room reading magazines. He was a security guard. It was the first time he had worked since the steelworks had made him redundant, and although he was given a uniform – a green cap and a jacket – he had to supply his own trousers. Each evening before leaving he sat in our kitchen and polished his shoes, listening to the radio, a cigarette burning on the edge of the worktop beside him. He slept through most of the day, and he said he had no time for the garden. For three years the patio remained half-finished. A full sack of cement was propped up outside the back door, two piles of paving slabs sat alongside the dustbin. Gradually we learnt to ignore them; neither of my parents were gardeners, and they only used the back door for the bins or the clothes line.

When the policewoman brought the news about Gran my father had just gone to bed from his shift. It was my brother Richard who answered the door. He was dressed in only his underpants and his face was pale and unshaven. He waved for me to sit down. He was holding a beer can, a cigarette between two fingers. I supposed he was expecting a friend – they often called in the mornings, and stopped by only briefly, never coming inside – but I did not expect the voice on the doorstep to be female. Although sometimes my brother would tell me about the women he knew, he did not give them names and they were never invited to come to our house. As he led the policewoman into the living room I felt a moment of relief that she wasn’t a girlfriend, and said ‘Hello,’ waiting to hear what she would tell him. But she pulled off her cap and stood with her back to the window, not speaking, clearly waiting for Richard. It was raining outside and her uniform was damp. As I looked to my brother he narrowed an eye and peered into his can before drinking. ‘You’d better go and wake Dad,’ he told. me. ‘Your grannie’s kicked the bucket.’

He did not come with us in the car to fetch Mum, and my father drove very carefully, as he always did. At the junction to the main road he glanced in his mirror and said, ‘Seems a bit early for Richard to be drinking.’ I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Not really,’ I said. We passed some people standing at a bus shelter, an old man posting a letter. Two boys from my school emerged from a side street, walking quickly and laughing. They were called Spider and Stan and their names were sprayed all around the estate. As I turned to watch them Dad switched on the radio and we caught the end of a weather report. The weatherman sounded cheerful. Dad turned the sound low, and said, ‘He’s putting on a lot of weight anyway.’

Ten minutes later we arrived at the gates of the industrial estate. A guard waved from inside a brick hut and my father tooted his horn, accelerated down the wide driveway. There were no other people in sight, just cars and lorries and white factory buildings, a few flags on their roofs. My grandmother had died, but nothing was different from usual. In the car park Dad turned off the engine and lit up a cigarette. ‘Won’t be long,’ he said. ‘Let your mum have the front seat.’

I watched as he walked away. His head was bowed against the rain and the bottoms of his trousers were flapping. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry and it was a while before he reappeared. Mum came out before him, holding a white bonnet to her head. She was still dressed in her factory apron, white pumps on her feet, and as she drew closer I tried to make out if she looked worried or upset, but her face was obscured by the rain. When she climbed into the car she pulled off her bonnet and quickly examined herself in the mirror, then she took one of Dad’s cigarettes. She turned to face me, pressing her mouth to a smile, and I saw that her fingers were trembling.

‘Grandad found her,’ I said.

She looked to my father and asked, ‘Did they say what it was?’

‘A stroke.’

Mum made a sighing noise. She gazed up at the clouds. ‘Raining as well,’ she said.

‘Soon pass,’ said my father. And he turned the keys in his ignition.

Before we reached my grandparents’ house Mum finished one cigarette and started another. She stubbed out the second as we turned onto the track that led up to the cottage. An ambulance was moving off, coming towards us, and Dad reversed back to the main road to allow it to pass, lifting his thumb to the driver. He kept one hand on his gearstick and advanced smoothly when the ambulance had gone by. Mum bowed her head, took a sudden deep breath, fixing her eyes on the windscreen. ‘Okay?’ said my father, and she nodded. I watched the ambulance departing and tried to imagine my grandmother inside it. But the woman I pictured could have been anybody and I looked instead to the house, the empty allotment, a police car parked at the top of the rise. As we pulled up to the gate Dad nodded at the police car and said, ‘Best behaviour now, Danny.’ He winked as he opened his door.

Outside the pig was circling in her sty. She jumped at the wall when she saw us and Dad made a clucking noise with his tongue, pausing to scratch at the back of her ear. I stopped to watch him, my hands in my pockets. I wanted to tell him something about her, something Gran might have said, but I couldn’t think of anything he wouldn’t already know. Mum called to us from the side of the house and we followed her round. She waited by the back door, and rapped twice on the wood as she ushered us through. ‘There’s no need to knock,’ I told her.

Although they had several kinds of heater, electric and paraffin, my grandparents still kept a coal fire in their back room. They sat in armchairs on either side of the mantelpiece, Grandad’s wheelchair sometimes empty between them. A small sofa was pushed back against the longest wall and the television stood on a trolley beside it. As we entered the room the first person I saw was the policeman, rising stiffly from my grandmother’s armchair. Grandad looked round with a dazzled expression, as though for a moment unsure who we were. Then he said hoarsely, ‘Come in. Agnes is no long away.’ His hair was standing on end, grey stubble covered the roll of his chin. When Mum sat down on the edge of the sofa the policeman indicated for my father to follow him outside, but Dad said, ‘I think it’s the wife you want,’ and stood to one side. He looked at Mum and said, ‘Jean?’

I went to Gran’s chair, facing Grandad, but it seemed larger than usual, less comfortable, and I moved instead to the wheelchair. The room was smoke-filled and dark, and whilst Mum was outside in the conservatory we sat without speaking. I listened to the rain on the window. Grandad rubbed his hands slowly, one over the other, gazing down at the fireplace. The hearth was cold and brushed clean and the fire wouldn’t be lit until the summer was over.

When Mum returned alone to the room my father took out his cigarettes and nudged her to take one, pointing with the packet at Grandad. She sat on the arm of my grandfather’s chair and rested one hand on his shoulder. ‘Dad?’ she said softly, and offered the cigarette. Her tone was unsure and he looked at her vaguely. Then his chest heaved and I saw he was crying.

Afterwards I fetched his whisky from the bedroom and we waited to hear what had happened. Grandad held his glass to his chest and continued to gaze at the fireplace. Mum’s hand rubbed at his shoulder. She was sitting close by him, looking down at the floor. Their faces were in shadow. Rain drummed on the roof of the conservatory and from the top of the garden I could hear the pig squealing.

Finally I said, ‘Did the pig get her breakfast today, Grandad?’

He raised his eyes to look at me. ‘What was that, son?’

‘Has the pig been fed yet?’

‘The pig?’ He was frowning. ‘Can ye hear her still?’

‘Outside,’ I said.

‘Aye, son. Aye.’ He nodded, and slowly he brought his glass to his lips. ‘She woke me this morning ye know, squawking and squealing. She hasnae had a bite since yesterday teatime. Your gran fed her something, the back of six o’clock.’ Mum shifted uneasily on the arm of his chair, and Grandad said, ‘Because they’ve bellies like ours ye know, son. They like their grub.’

‘I know,’ I said.

My father sipped at his whisky and leant forwards. He rolled the glass in his palms. ‘She’ll be some age now, Joe, the pig?’

Grandad knitted his brows. ‘She’ll be for the slaughterhouse anyway,’ he said. ‘I cannae mind her. No now. I cannae look after myself.’

‘You’ll be all right,’ Mum said, and she rose to empty his ashtray in the fireplace. She switched on the main light and refilled his glass, then looked around for Dad’s cigarettes.

I said, ‘What if I looked after her, Grandad?’

‘Aye, son,’ he said. ‘You can see to her. There’s a coat in the kitchen there, on the back of the door, keep the rain off.’

‘All the time, I mean.’

Grandad nodded again, but he didn’t appear to have heard me. As he sipped at his drink his eyes lost their focus, and my father said quietly, ‘It’s a lot to take on, Danny.’

‘Too much,’ said my mother, and struck a match to her cigarette.
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Despite the pig, it was quiet where my grandparents lived. Their house faced out to fields and quarries, the new estates of the town in the distance. Where the steelworks had once stood at the rear of the house, now there was nothing, a vast open space littered with rubble and rusting machine parts. Theirs had been the last in a terrace of similar cottages which stretched down as far as the main road. Each house had its own name, carved on a plaque just over the door. My grandparents’ cottage was called Kelvin, which was a river in Glasgow, close to where they lived before they came down to England. It stood alone now, shored up on one side by a scaffold of timber. The others were demolished when the people died or moved out, their long gardens overtaken by nettles.

My grandmother’s garden was four times as wide as the neighbouring plots and divided in two by a pathway. She kept a lawn and some flowering shrubs in front of the house – rosebushes mostly; a japonica, magnolia, and several others I didn’t know the names of. At the side of the house was her allotment, where sometimes she allowed me to dig over the soil or help spread manure from the pig pen. She was proud of the vegetables she grew and thought hard about what to plant where. The best specimens I usually carried home to my mother, wrapped up in newspaper. Most of the rest went back as feed for the pig.

The garden now was thick with green, and the rain had eased to a drizzle. In the farthest corner of the allotment two apple trees were beginning to fruit. Carrots and turnips and onions showed clearly through the damp soil. As I came around the side of the building I rattled the swill bucket and saw the pig’s face appear above the sty wall, twitching and silent. I was wearing my grandmother’s raincoat and wellingtons, and when I copied her call the pig swung out of sight. A thread of saliva trailed behind her. She was grunting wildly when I reached her.

With a heave I balanced the pail on the rim of one wall and tilted it carefully. It was heavy and awkward to pour and much of the swill spattered onto the ground at the side of the trough. The pig began gorging before the last of the mixture had fallen. In minutes her trough had been emptied. She cleaned up around it, snuffling and burping, then drank from a puddle and returned to her shelter. I stared across to the quarries. Far away in the distance I could see the Enterprise Zone, a cluster of tiny white factories and conifer trees. It looked like a planner’s scale model and I couldn’t imagine that people would work there. Not long after the construction began I had pointed it out to my grandmother. She was thinning some leeks and as she rose from her knees she placed a hand on the small of her back. She peered in the direction of my finger, then shook her head angrily. ‘Can’t see them,’ she said. ‘Too far away.’
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