

  [image: ]




  INGENIOUS PAIN




  Andrew Miller




  [image: ]




  

    www.sceptrebooks.co.uk

  




  

    RAYMOND CARVER: ‘Late Fragment’, from

  




  

    A NEW PATH TO THE WATERFALL.

  




  

    First published in Great Britain by Collins Harvill 1989.

  




  

    © Tess Gallagher 1989.

  




  

    Reproduced by permission of The Harvill Press and Grove/Atlantic, Inc.

  




  

    Copyright © 1997 by Andrew Miller

  




  

    First published in Great Britain in 1997 by Sceptre

  




  

    An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

  




  

    An Hachette Livre UK Company

  




  

    2

  




  

    The right of Andrew Miller to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

  




  

    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

  




  

    All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, purely coincidental.

  




  

    British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

  




  

    

      Miller, Andrew

    




    

      Ingenious pain

    




    

      1. English fiction – 20th century

    




    

      I. Title

    




    

      823.9′14 [F]

    




    

      Epub ISBN 978 1 848 94795 5

    




    

      Book ISBN 978 0 340 68208 1

    


  




  

    Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

  




  

    An Hachette Livre UK Company

  




  

    338 Euston Road

  




  

    London NWl 3BH

  




  

    www.hodder.co.uk

  




  

    To my Family

  




  

    

      And did you get what

    




    

      you wanted from this life, even so?

    




    

      I did.

    




    

      And what did you want?

    




    

      To call myself beloved, to feel myself

    




    

      beloved on the earth.

    




    

      Raymond Carver

    


  




  

    FIRST

  




  

    1772

  




  

    1On a hot, cloud-hemmed afternoon in August, three men cross a stable yard near the village of Cow in Devon. The grouping is oddly formal: the two younger men, like heralds or warders, solemnly precede their host, or, more fancifully, draw him on – his black-coated bulk, his red face – by the reins of an invisible harness. One of the guests carries in his hand a leather bag from which, as he walks to the stable door, there comes a muffled jangling.

  




  

    It is the older man who, after a pause, opens the door, standing back for the others to enter. They do so, slowly against the darkness. The stable has been swept clean. The smell of horses, of hay, of leather and dung, is mixed with the smell of burnt lavender. Despite the season there is no offensive odour from the corpse. The Reverend wonders if Mary knows the secrets of preserving flesh. In old days the gods kept dead heroes sweet until the funeral games were done, the pyres lit. There are ways, no doubt, still. Ointments, spells, certain prayers. She has been sitting on a milking stool by the table. She stands when they enter, a neat, squat figure, feathered with shadows. ‘Well,’ says the Reverend, ‘I said we should come. These gentlemen’ – he indicates the younger men – ‘are Dr Ross and Dr Burke. Doctors, Mary.’

  




  

    She looks past the Reverend, looking not at Burke and Ross but at the bag in Dr Ross’s hand.

  




  

    ‘Doctors,’ he says again, a hushed voice. He wants to call her ‘lass’, but though, measuring by her looks, she has less years than he has, she seems immeasurably older, and not simply older, but as if she belonged to a different age, a different order; a relative of rocks, venerable trees.

  




  

    She goes, not just quietly, but with no audible sound at all. Burke looks at Ross, mouths the word ‘witch’. They cross themselves discreetly, as if adjusting buttons on their waistcoats. Says Burke: ‘We should make a start or we shall be riding back in a storm. Have you a lamp there, Reverend?’

  




  

    There is a lamp, brought when the body was moved. The Reverend lights it from his tinder box – tac, tac; flint on steel – and passes it to Ross. Ross and Burke come up to the table where James is laid, his length in a woollen nightgown. His hair, almost white when he first came to the rectory, began, in the last year, to darken. Mary has washed it, rubbed it with pomade, brushed it and bound it with a black ribbon. He does not look like he is sleeping.

  




  

    ‘A handsome corpse,’ Burke says. ‘Oh yes, there are features all right.’

  




  

    Beneath James’s crossed hands lies a book in scuffed leather binding. Burke snatches it, views the spine, grins, passes it to the Reverend, who has already recognised it: Gulliver’s Travels. James borrowed it from the study only a week or two ago. Who placed it here? Sam? Mary? Sam shall have the book if he wants it. The boy should have something.

  




  

    Ross strips the body, drops the gown on to the floor. From the bag he takes a knife and passes it to Burke who looks along its edge and nods. Burke places a hand on James’s chin, and slashes the trunk from the top of the sternum to a point just above the pubic hair. He then cuts across below the ribs to make an inverted cross, bloody-edged, moist. He pauses to take a spectacles case from his waistcoat pocket, fixes the spectacles on to his face, blinking. He mutters something under his breath, takes hold of a flap of skin and fat and peels it away. He uses the knife to free it, to coax it from the matter below. His hands are muscled like a sailor’s. Ross holds the lamp aloft. He has a short stick he swooped up on their way over from the house. He uses it to prod at James’s guts.

  




  

    ‘Would you care for a more intimate view, Reverend? You can see little from there, I think.’

  




  

    The Reverend shuffles forward. Burke disgusts him.

  




  

    Dr Ross says: ‘The Reverend’s interest is in the invisible tenant of the house rather than in the house itself. Heh?’

  




  

    The Reverend Lestrade says: ‘Just so, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Now for the heart,’ Burke says.

  




  

    They begin to tear at the chest, working at the ribs with a handsaw, then using the knife to worry through the great vessels. The doctors are visibly excited, bright as eggs. There shall be a paper in this, societies addressed, circles of illuminati: ‘Some Thoughts, hm, upon the Case of the Late Jm Dyer. An Enquiry into . . . the Curious and Remarkable . . . who until his twenty-something year was insensible to . . . knew not . . . entirely without all sensation . . . feeling . . . knowledge of . . . pain. With proofs, illustrations, exhibits and so forth.’

  




  

    The Reverend turns away, looks out at the yard where two birds peck grain from a cake of dung. Beyond, in the wall where he grows sweet-william, a green door leads into the garden. He associates the door with James; James coming through and examining the pears or simply standing in the yard, frowning as if he could not remember what he was about.

  




  

    Noises, like a boot stepping in mud, disturb him. Ross has got it in his hands, the broken muscle of James Dyer’s heart. He looks, thinks the Reverend, as if he might like to eat it, and only some very little shame is keeping him from it. Burke wipes his hands on a rag and takes a folded newspaper from his coat pocket. He opens the paper, spreading it over James’s thighs, then takes the heart from Ross and lays it in the paper. ‘If you have no objection, Reverend . . .’ He wraps the heart, stows it in the bag.

  




  

    ‘None, sir.’ Dead hearts are not sacred. Let them search it. And he remembers, as he remembers so often, that other searching, Mary standing above James in his chamber in the house on Millionaya, glancing round at the sound of the Reverend’s breathing as he stood, motionless in the doorway with the serving girl. Then, knowing he would not, could not interfere, Mary looking back at James, sleeping – drugged? – unbuttoning his shirt, uncovering his breast. The room was dark enough, one small candle by the window. And yet he did see something: her hand, seeming to wound James, yet leaving no mark, no more than had she dipped her hand through a skin of milk.

  




  

    ‘Reverend?’

  




  

    ‘Sir?’

  




  

    ‘You are missing some fine things. Here now is the gall bladder.’

  




  

    ‘I beg pardon. I was . . . recollecting. A memory of Dr Dyer. We were in Russia together.’

  




  

    ‘You have mentioned it, sir. Several times. It is very natural you should think of him, sir, though memory tends a man to sentiment and sentiment, admirable in one of your calling, is a luxury in ours. You must think of these remains not as your former . . . not as a man you once knew, but as the raw material of a legitimate philosophical investigation.’

  




  

    ‘A fleshly casket,’ chimes Ross, whose breath throws out, astonishing through all the other smells in the place, the unmistakable odour of port and onions, ‘containing conundrums.’

  




  

    The Reverend stares at them. They have shed their coats, rolled their sleeves and are gored up to their elbows, like figures in some absurd Senecan tragedy. Ross takes the knife from Burke and goes round to James’s head, cuts swiftly round the back by the hairline and, before the Reverend can guess his purpose, jerks the scalp away from the bones of the skull and lays it over the corpse’s face in an obscene, bloody pile. A hot, acidy liquid floods the Reverend’s throat. He swallows it and walks quickly out of the stable, across the yard and through the green door into the garden. He shuts the door behind him.

  




  

    Ahead, the land rises in a smooth sweep to the edge of ancient woods. Sheep are grazing there and a boy is walking by the cool fringe of the wood. In his present mood it appears to the Reverend a delightful lie, but he is grateful for it. It serves him like the little painted screens Italian priests are said to hold before the eyes of condemned men to hide the approaching scaffold. He wonders how it is they gulled him, Burke and Ross, yet they seemed credible, men with reputations, letters. And he too was curious to see if James’s body might be made to explain something of the mystery of his life. He had imagined something dry, respectful. Instead he has given his friend into the hands of butchers, lunatics. What if she were to see it? She is about the house, doing God knows what, for he has never been sure how she passes her time. The other servants, from fearing her, now take a pride in having her among them. She helps them with their pains. She has, for example, the ability to calm a headache by simply pressing on the sufferer’s face.

  




  

    The door sounds on its hinges. He looks round. Mary is there, standing under the weather-stone, holding out a wooden box. Her coming out just then, as if drawn by the scent of his thinking of her, disturbs him. Worse, he sees there is blood on his fingers and he clasps his hands behind his back, asking: ‘Is something the matter? Is there some trouble?’

  




  

    She unfastens the catch on the box and opens the lid. He says: ‘Ah, yes, the device.’ He would like it for himself. He, after all, brought it home from Petersburg with the rest of James’s dunnage when James disappeared. They thought he was dead.

  




  

    ‘It is yours now, Mary.’

  




  

    She looks at him a while, nods slowly, closes the box and goes back into the house.

  




  

    There is a faint noise of sawing. When it stops, the Reverend returns to the stable, praying that it will be over, that Burke and Ross can be sent on their road. He will not have them inside. They may take water in a bucket from one of the rain-butts and wash in the yard. James they must patch up as decently as they can – vandals! Killick will coffin him. Tomorrow at noon they will bury him. Clarke is perhaps digging the grave even now, a spot by the wall next to Makin’s orchard.

  




  

    ‘You have discovered something, gentlemen? Anything?’ He tries to infuse his voice with disdain but it emerges weakly. An edge of petulance.

  




  

    Burke looks up at him. A dozen flies are busy about the mouth of a bucket by the end of the table under James’s opened head.

  




  

    ‘Nothing,’ says Burke, ‘I could explain to one not acquainted with the art of anatomy.’

  




  

    ‘But the heat, and the vermin . . . He was of your own profession. Surely you have done?’

  




  

    Says Burke: ‘You are exciting yourself, my dear Reverend. Come now. This closeness oppresses you. You are not easy. It were better you retire, yes, and avail yourself of some agreeable eccoprotic. Rhubarb, say.’

  




  

    ‘Or pulp of colocynth,’ says Ross, openly amused.

  




  

    ‘Colocynth is good,’ says Burke. ‘Or a little of the root bark – euonymus atropurpureus. Should you have it by. A man of your physiognomy can never purge himself too frequently. You agree, Dr Ross?’

  




  

    ‘A very cleansing measure, Dr Burke. I’m sure poor Dyer would have advised it.’

  




  

    ‘We shall inform you of our findings.’

  




  

    A speck of light on Burke’s spectacles wavers in the air like an angry spark. The Reverend hesitates, then says: ‘I shall be in my study.’ He shuffles out, too fatigued to feel much shame.

  




  

    2The yard glimmers: starlight on the backs of the puddles left by the storm. The Reverend closes the stable door, crosses the yard. In the stable, Mary is sitting up with James. Burke and Ross left the body tolerably sealed and the Reverend, with Mr Killick, placed it in the box at dusk, nailing the lid. Killick, a good man, helped sluice and scrub the stable and scatter fresh straw and handfuls of dry herbs. By the time Mary appeared the air was breathable, the horror of the afternoon eradicated but for a few tea-brown stains on the table. They hid these beneath a cloth.

  




  

    Weary, yet at ease for the first time that day, the Reverend loiters in his garden. It is nothing more than a cottage garden, nothing one might boast of, yet it is one of the things of his life that he loves, solidly and without reserve. Of what else can he say so? His sister Dido perhaps, on most occasions other than when she harasses him to have the panelling changed for something more modern, or lectures him on his dress and habits, which it pleases her to liken to a poor country curate who keeps a drinking-shop.

  




  

    His patroness, Lady Hallam? She has aged. How vast her bosom has become, what a weight for her! But still the sweetest disposition, the sweetest intelligence. Worth every sonnet he scratched for her, all the hours poring over blotched sheets struggling to make the things scan, to force out a rhyme not utterly devoid of sense. Half a dozen might be good, that out of more than a hundred, two hundred. He must burn them, of course, next year or the year after, and certainly should his health fail. Intolerable they should be read by strangers – the fat vicar at Cow who wished to play bull with Lady H.

  




  

    He walks to his pond, claps his hands and a dozen ripples break over the surface, threads of light circling out to the banks. Good, clean-fleshed creatures. With Mrs Cole to sauce them one would look in vain for better food on a gold plate in any bishop’s palace. He must expect a summons to the palace in Exeter before long. A polite pressing to put Mary out. Her being there while James was alive was part of the Reverend’s charity towards the doctor. But such a woman, such a very irregular woman in the house of an unmarried servant of the Church . . .

  




  

    Leaning down, he dips his fingers in the water, intrigued by the dark bowl of his reflected head. A light moves in the parlour window. He stands and goes closer. The curtains are undrawn. Tabitha is lighting the candles in the sconces. A great, strong, heavy girl, a hoyden, not pretty, her face distinguished only by youth, health. The first month she was in the house she suffered with nightmares, pissed her bed and moped red-eyed about the house, dropping glasses, incapable of following the simplest orders. There was a difficult interview between the Reverend and his housekeeper, Mrs Cole, Mrs Cole threatening to go to her sister in Taunton if Tabitha remained in the house. She had repeated it several times – ‘Taunton, Reverend, Taunton’ – as if the town lay on the far side of the Bosphorus. But the nightmares passed, the girl became handy, and in the winters Tabitha and Mrs Cole share a bed, the housekeeper curled behind the girl like moss on a warm stone. It has crossed the Reverend’s mind he might enjoy that himself.

  




  

    He takes a last draught of night air, goes into the house, shoots the bolts and turns into the parlour. Tabitha, who has in her hands a tray of his second-best long-stemmed glasses, starts as if he were the devil, come to snack on her. It is a nervous habit that never fails to irritate him. They stare at each other a moment and then he remembers how very naturally she cried at James’s death. A generous heart.

  




  

    He says: ‘Are you going to your bed now, Tabitha? Are you tired?’

  




  

    ‘Middlin’, sir, but if you fancied a posset or what not. Gran’father allus had a posset before bed.’

  




  

    ‘Does he thrive still?’

  




  

    ‘No, sir.’ She smiles happily. ‘He fell in the fire one time an’ died of it. He were a cheerful make of man, though. Before, like.’

  




  

    The Reverend sees it: an old man in the fire, a pair of bandy legs, truly bandy, like the metal knacks for taking off the top of an egg. Like something out of Bosch. ‘I won’t have anything now, my dear. I shall sit up a while. Perhaps I shall read.’

  




  

    She curtseys; he notes her cleavage, fears again for his glasses. At the door she says: ‘An’ I can come to the burying tomorrow, mayn’t I? Mrs Cole said as I should ask.’

  




  

    ‘Surely. I should like to see you there. You were fond of him?’

  




  

    ‘Lor’, sir, I misses him already. Don’ you miss ’im, sir?’

  




  

    ‘Very much.’

  




  

    ‘I misses him.’ She pauses, wets her lips. ‘I were gonna ask you summat, only Mrs Cole said I should not.’

  




  

    ‘Well, you must ask it now.’

  




  

    ‘Whether it were a miracle when Dr James . . . I means, sir, Dr Dyer, when he saved that Negro?’

  




  

    ‘I fear, Tabitha, that this is not the age of miracles.’

  




  

    She gawps at him as if he has said something wildly important, shocking. ‘What were it, then, if weren’t a miracle?’

  




  

    ‘The doctor’s skill.’

  




  

    ‘’E calls ’imself Lazarus now, sir, the black fellow.’

  




  

    ‘What did he call himself before?’

  




  

    ‘John Amazement.’

  




  

    ‘I like that better.’

  




  

    Alone, he peels off his wig and scratches vigorously at his scalp. A moth, which he vaguely remembers having flown in the previous evening, begins to fly about one of the candles, then settles on the mirror. Its wings are coloured like wood grain and on each there are marks like staring eyes. Nature’s cunning.

  




  

    From a cabinet he takes a decanter and glass, fills the glass with smuggled brandy, drains it with a single gulp. He sets the glass on the mantelpiece, takes up one of the candles there and goes out into the passage, guarding the light with his hand. His study, a small, tightly furnished room looking out from the other side of the house, has scents of ink, sweet tobacco, books. He sets the candle on the edge of his writing desk, his ‘escritoire’, as Dido has it. The surface is entirely hidden by papers. Letters formal and informal, bills: £1 18s to the wheelwright; a monstrous £10 for silver spoons from London. Of money in, only a note for ten shillings and sixpence from the parish officer for marrying a man in custody to a woman carrying his child. Beside these, some notes for a sermon, three goose-feather quills, a sand tray, a blade, a stoppered bottle of ink.

  




  

    He holds up the candle and runs its light over the backs of books, pausing at old favourites to tap softly on the spines. His tattered, grammar-school Homer, his father’s Collier edition of Marcus Aurelius. Pilgrim’s Progress, illustrated, bought in Bow Lane on his first trip to London. Ovid, deliciously louche, given him by a friend at the University who hanged himself the following year. Two volumes of Milton in stiff black leather, another gift, these from Lady Hallam on his first being appointed to his living, and valued by him more for the lovely swirls of her dedication than for anything of Milton’s. Voltaire’s Candide, bringing instantly to the Reverend’s mind the small, dark, intelligent face of Monsieur About. Fielding, Defoe. A much-unread volume of Allestree’s Whole Duty of Man. Tillotson’s sermons.

  




  

    Turning from the shelves, he opens a chest beside his desk and pulls from it a canvas sack, lodges the sack beneath his arm and hurries back to the parlour, just as the clock shudders through ten. He sets down the bag, strips off his coat and drops it over a chair. With his back to the empty grate, he finds himself, as usual, face to face with his father, the Reverend John Lestrade of Lune in Lancashire. A very middling sort of portrait, his father’s face a shiny, one-dimensional oval against a background of brown varnish, like the reflection of the moon in a muddy pond. They exchange their silent, nightly greeting.

  




  

    The Reverend endeavours to recall what he knows of James’s father. A farmer, of that he is reasonably certain, though whether great or small he does not know. Of the mother he knows, if possible, rather less. Some slim reference to her having died young. What did such reticence conceal? The elusiveness of a self-invented man? Some doubt, some niggle concerning his true progenitor? Ah, what questions he should like to put to that poor, cut-about head in the stable! Mary must know a great bundle of things. He has long considered setting down the Petersburg stuff. The rest might be uncovered, somehow.

  




  

    He eases himself down a little way, breaks wind into the fireplace. Immediately he experiences the pleasant urge to shit, which, after enjoying the sensation a while, he acts upon, dragging over his close-stool, a noble piece of furniture, solid as a pulpit, and setting it with its back to the candles. With a kind of flourish he debreeches himself, removes the padded seat and settles on the wooden O. The canvas sack is to hand; he leans and draws it up to his feet. The mouth of the sack is closed by a length of cord. He unties it, slips in his hand. The first thing he touches is a smaller bag, this also of oiled canvas, rolled like a small log. He draws it out and sets it on his hairless thighs.

  




  

    Unrolling it, the implements seem to wake as they catch the light. Knives, scissors, a handsaw, needles and other objects whose name and purpose he can only guess at and which might expressly have been made the better to terrify a patient. He draws out the longest of the knives, double-edged, sharp still as a sack of limes. This surely is the knife James used on the unfortunate postillion, though without it, its very adequate bite, they would have buried the fellow at the monastery. And this curved mirror about the size of a child’s palm he first saw the night of their arrival at the monastery when James used it, fixed to a candle, to sew up his own head. None of the implements has been used since then, though when James came to the house, when it seemed he had regained the better part of his senses, the Reverend offered them back. James had not wanted them.

  




  

    The Reverend rolls the bag neatly and sets it down. He dips again into the sack and withdraws a sheaf of documents, stashed willy-nilly from the last time he examined them. Indeed, he has been through the sack several times, but with James’s death the contents have assumed a new and important character. Tomorrow, when the body is in the ground, these will number among the very few proofs of James’s existence. The papers he now examines, holding each one up six inches from his face – his spectacles are in his coat pocket and he is loath to disturb the delicate business of making a stool – are mostly certificates, some of which, perhaps all, are forgeries.

  




  

    The first and prettiest purports to be from the Hôtel Dieu in Paris. Three black seals on it, a half-yard of ribbon and a frantic, indecipherable signature. The Reverend is tolerably sure that James never studied in France. Next, and more credible, is a certificate from St George’s hospital in London, stating that James Dyer attended classes in anatomy and materia medica.A third is from the Surgeon’s Hall, rating James as fit to serve as surgeon’s mate on a sixth-rate of His Majesty’s Navy. Dated 1756. James would have been barely more than a boy. There is a companion piece to this; the Reverend fishes it out of the sack. A snuff-box, ivory-topped, and inscribed on its base: A MUNRO ‘H.M.S. Aquilon’. He opens it, sniffs. Though empty so many years it yet retains a pungency which, rising through the Reverend’s nose to his brain, so stimulates it that Munro momentarily looms, hesitant and ectoplasmic in the shadows beside the window.

  




  

    He snaps it shut, drops it in the sack, farts tinnily into the enamelled pot. Another sheet; not a certificate but a reference, a most impressive one, for this signature is legible – John Hunter, that Alexander among surgeons, who finds James to be ‘most excellent in the treatment of Fractures simple and compound, the management of Contusions and Amputations and the proper use of Bandages’. It is, thinks the Reverend, as if the Archbishop of York were to write that he finds me particularly devout, an exemplary pastor of my flock.

  




  

    The last, a fine vellum though much beat up, is in French. A neat, even hand; its carefully flourished Fs and Ys are the work of a secretary at the Russian embassy. It is signed by the ambassador and stamped with the imperial birds. It is James’s letter of safe conduct, introducing him as ‘Un membre distingué de la fraternité de médecine anglaise’.

  




  

    Now there is only the little book. The book that promised so much when he saw it first and which now taunts him more than ever. Surely it is some manner of diary? Yet the entire book is written in a code or shorthand that the Reverend, despite some attempts, cannot make out. Even the diagrams are cryptic; impossible to say if they are maps or visual notes for a surgical procedure, or nothing at all, merely lines without the least significance. The single legible word comes on the very last page – ‘Liza’. An old love? Did he have old loves? Liza. That too must remain a mystery. Drowsily, the Reverend wonders if his own life will appear like this, a book in a language no one can understand. He thinks: Who shall sit by the fire for me, puzzling it out?

  




  

    His evacuation is not progressing well. The matter, though noisily presaged, will not emerge. The effort of it wearies him and he fears a strain. It would not do to end like unlamented George Secundus. Sleep crowds him; he closes his eyes. The faces of Burke and Ross briefly form like faces in a tobacco cloud. Other faces follow: Mary, Tabitha, Dido; not James. The clock taps out the progress of the night. He wonders: What shall I say tomorrow, what shall I say, what shall I say . . .?

  




  

    From his uncurling fist, from the smooth, uncertain surface of his thighs, the papers of James Dyer tumble to the floor. The moth scorches its wings; the Reverend gently snores. From the stable, just loud enough to pierce the open window of Dido’s room, where Dido stands, streaming tears, comes a voice, a song, husky and monotonous, utterly foreign, impenetrably sad.

  




  

    SECOND

  




  

    1771

  




  

    1Three times a year the Reverend Lestrade and his sister have themselves bled. It is a ritual, like making the strawberry beds in October, or the increasingly tedious visits to Bath in May, which serve to punctuate the year and which, to omit, would occasion a distinct unease. ‘Bleeding’, so the Reverend’s father often declared – and so now, in his turn, the Reverend also declares, more for the pleasure of echoing his father than out of any deep conviction – ‘is very good for men and horses. And right good for pragmatic, mithering women.’

  




  

    Dr Thorne is their usual operator, an able man, but this year, his horse having stumbled in a rabbit hole and thrown him, he cannot come.

  




  

    ‘Why not James Dyer, then?’ asks Dido, closing her book and holding out her hands to the evening fire.

  




  

    The Reverend taps his teeth with the stem of his pipe. ‘No, sister, I do not think it is well advised.’

  




  

    ‘Sure he has seen blood before.’

  




  

    ‘Surely,’ says the Reverend, ‘and enough perhaps.’

  




  

    ‘If we cannot have Thorne and you are afraid to ask Dr Dyer – living as he does upon the fat of our hospitality – I shall open a vein myself. Or if I cannot, I may call on Tabitha.’

  




  

    With an air of studied innocence, the Reverend asks: ‘Has Dr Dyer outstayed your welcome, sister?’

  




  

    ‘Indeed he has not. No, not so. You mistake me as ever, Julius. It is very vexing. It is because you vex me so that I must be bled.’

  




  

    ‘How do I vex you, sister?’

  




  

    ‘By crossing me in everything I wish for.’

  




  

    ‘Like the spoons?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, fiddlededee the spoons. Yes, the spoons. And now this.’

  




  

    ‘You might ask him yourself perhaps.’

  




  

    ‘I might. And I might walk up to Caxton’s place and drink a bottle of his rum.’ Dido stands, her dresses rustling like live things.

  




  

    ‘Good night to you, brother.’

  




  

    ‘Ay, good night to you, sister.’

  




  

    She goes out of the parlour, very upright. It is, thinks the Reverend, a good twenty years since he bested her in an argument.

  




  

    The moon, in its last quarter, rises at ten thirty. The Reverend sleeps, dreams of his garden, wakes and dresses, praying on his knees by his window, open-eyed, staring into the golden bowl of a November morning. Bacon and cabbage for breakfast, hot punch, then a pipe of Virginia tobacco in his study, going over Sunday’s sermon. He hears the dogs. The sound thrills him, like the sound of bells. He opens the study window, leans out. George Pace, his manservant, is there with the dogs, and Mr Astick over from Totleigh for the morning’s sport, sipping from his flask and talking dogs with Pace.

  




  

    ‘Morning to you, Astick. Rare morning, eh?’

  




  

    ‘Shall there be mornings like this in heaven, Reverend?’

  




  

    ‘Assuredly. The dogs are sharp set, George?’

  




  

    ‘Larky, but they shall settle.’

  




  

    The dogs are dancing in their sleek coats, gently biting one another’s throats. The Reverend rejoices, feels himself to be twenty.

  




  

    ‘I must speak a few words with the Doctor. Then I am yours.’

  




  

    He finds James in his room, dressing. ‘Forgive me breaking in upon you at such an hour.’

  




  

    James says: ‘I heard the dogs. They are merry.’

  




  

    ‘They were created for mornings such as this. I am come on an errand and that is to beg a favour of you. You know it is our custom to have Dr Thorne bleed us the day of the tithe supper; well, poor fellow, he has took a fall from his horse and clacked his head and cannot come and the nub of it is will you oblige us? For myself I am content to miss, but my sister . . .’

  




  

    There is a brief silence while James buttons the legs of his breeches. Below the window the dogs set up a sudden clamour. The Reverend fidgets and steps backwards to the door. ‘No matter, no matter at all.’

  




  

    James says: ‘Nay. We must not disappoint your sister.’ They grin at each other. ‘I wish you joy of your sport.’

  




  

    ‘You would not care to join us?’

  




  

    ‘I’m a poor sportsman and I’ve an unaccountable fondness for hares. And this leg’ – he pats his right knee – ‘would hold you up.’

  




  

    ‘As you like, then. I shall see you at dinner.’ The Reverend hurries off, takes the steps two at a time. From his room James hears the party move off, the barking of the dogs scraping and scraping at the sky, ever more faintly.

  




  

    He washes his face in a basin of shocking cold water, smooths his hair and examines his hands. One small scar on the left stands out like a tiny raw nipple, seeps a fluid. Of the other scars, fifteen or twenty on either hand, there is nothing to complain of beside a tiresome itching. Nothing to be unpleased about.

  




  

    He takes up his razor, holds it out and examines the blade. There is, at first, a quite perceptible movement, a trembling at the tip, but it settles and grows acceptably steady. He shaves in front of his small, cranky mirror. The stubble of his beard is darker than his hair, a more vigorous growth altogether, as if welling from a more wholesome part of himself, some part more atune with his two and thirty years than the weathered mask of his face, the grey hair of his head. He smiles at his reflection. The first true day of spring comes in the heart of winter. Who is to say I shall not grow entirely well again?

  




  

    He pulls on the supple dog-skin gloves with which he protects his hands, and goes in search of food, walking into the kitchen where Mrs Cole and Tabitha and Mary and a girl by name of Winifred Dade are preparing the tithe supper.

  




  

    ‘Lor’ but we are boarded!’ cries Mrs Cole, seeing James. She leaves off her pie-making to fetch him cold meat out of the meat safe. ‘Shall you have some nice eggs, Doctor, what Winny brought from home?’

  




  

    ‘A little of the mock goose and a shive of bread will be a feast, I thank you, Mrs Cole. Morning to you, Tabitha, Winny, Mary.’ The girls, red-faced from the heat of the fire, look at each other stupidly and bite their lips. James does not see. He is regarding Mary who is sat at the great table, slicing onions.

  




  

    ‘The onions do not make you cry?’ He makes no dumb show to explain himself, such as the others do. Though he has never heard her speak a word of English, he knows how perfectly she understands him, both when he speaks and when he is silent. Now she answers him by cutting two neat pearly rings from the onion, fetching them up delicately with the knife and depositing them by the meat on his plate. Quietly, he thanks her.

  




  

    He eats, content among the scuttle of the women. If he sits quietly they will forget him and he can view them in their female world, see them almost as if he were another woman among them. It moves in him faint, powerful memories of his mother and sisters and the maidservant, a singer of nonsense songs, whose name he has completely mislaid. He revels in their skills. What excellent surgeons these women would make! And might not he make a passable cook? He would like to ask if he might join them, cut vegetables or mix the sweet mess of a pudding, but that would disturb them and the girls would lose their concentration.

  




  

    When he has done, he slips out of the kitchen, a small pot of warm water in his hand, and enters the garden. He pauses, listening for any sound of the coursing and thinks perhaps he hears it, a faint echo of savage barking. By the side of the parsonage is the Reverend’s glasshouse. It is a small construction, too low to stand quite upright in, full of pots, tubs, the reek of geraniums. Here he has appropriated a corner for his experiments, and is pleased to find his cannabis plants, their soil lagged with straw, surviving the cold nights. He checks his sponges on their slatted shelf, brushes away the beginnings of a cobweb and takes one of the smaller sponges, slipping it into his pocket. The sponges are his joy, the ripest success – though heaven knows, a very imperfect one – of his investigations into analgesics. He began it six months back, writing to Jack Cazotte in Dover, whose name he had remembered out of the air, having once had dealings with him during the days of his practice in Bath. Three weeks after writing, the first neat aromatic package arrived, the first of many containing herbs, seeds and compounds, together with Cazotte’s advice, and pages copied out in Cazotte’s neat hand from learned books such as James had no access to. Thus, from Pliny, James learnt of the properties of the mandragora root, how it might be steeped in wine and how it was often used in former times, mercifully or cynically, to lighten the agony of prisoners under torture. With vinegar and Asian myrrh – and curiously inflamed emotions – he concocted the potion offered to Christ on the cross; offered and refused. The recipe for the sponges came from a manuscript of the Conquerors’ time: each sponge soused in a brew of opium, fresh hyoseyamine, unripened blackberries, lettuce seed, juice of hemlock, mandragora and ivy. Permeated with their precious cargo, they are dried in the sun, ready to be rehydrated upon use.

  




  

    No one, other than Mary, knows the nature of these experiments. She discovered him with her nose, coming into his room one evening, sniffing the air and very slightly raising her eyebrows as if to say, ‘Is this all you have learnt?’ The Reverend and his sister are devilish curious but ask no questions. He is grateful to them.

  




  

    From the glasshouse he goes to the barn. The doors of the barn are open. Urbane Davis is sitting on a log eating a fist of cheese. He has been threshing oats and the air is still mazy with the chaff.

  




  

    ‘Morning, Davis.’

  




  

    ‘Morn’n, Dr Dyer.’ Davis raises his cheese in salute.

  




  

    ‘I trust you have not been terrifying Sissy with your flail.’

  




  

    ‘Nar. I ’ad a squinny at ’er jus’ now. Very tranquil she were.’

  




  

    ‘I am glad of it. I am on my way to pay her a visit.’

  




  

    ‘Sissy? Sissy?’ At the end of the gallery, a snug dry spot about the height of a man below the barn roof-beams, there is a movement in the shadows, a fragile mewing, half alarmed, half beseeching. The creature is used to him now, appreciates his footfall, and is anyway too weak to flee him.

  




  

    She was found in the second week of September; a ginger female cat, panting in a kind of nest she had made for herself in the interior of the Reverend’s honeysuckle bush. Sam spied her first and told James, who lay in the grass beside the bush until his arm was numb, talking sotto voce while the animal stared at him, steadily, wonderingly. It was a farm cat, a wary old pugilist, not used to petting. With patience and titbits from the kitchen he insinuated himself. After three days, he could lift it out, a surprisingly light parcel, as if it were a smaller cat crawled into the pelt of a greater one. He took it to the barn, laid it in a box of rags and straw and examined it by lantern. The examination had revealed a tumour about the liver. She was old and dying in pain.

  




  

    What, then, to do? Only three alternatives: leave it die; kill it; treat it. Of these only the latter two struck him as acceptable. He had, after all, already interfered in the creature’s existence and having done so had acquired a responsibility beyond merely abandoning the thing. As for killing it, a death swiftly dispensed was the surest relief, and George Pace was a very able killer of things, cosy with the dark gods. Good sharp blows were his stock-in-trade.

  




  

    Yet should a cat’s life be less sweet to it than a man’s; sweet even in sickness, even in extremis, nay, more sweet then than ever? And if the pain may be abated, sensibly abated, if he possessed the probable means, was it not the best way? Was he not required to do it? Or is the creature only the unwitting subject of his experimentation? He does not like that thought. He shies from it.

  




  

    Slipping the sponge from his pocket, he tears a piece and dips it into the warm water of the teapot. ‘Now then, Sissy, this is what you like.’ The animal’s suffering has instructed it, and when he places the swollen sponge to its face, it sniffs and chews at it, rubbing the juice on to the sensitive skin of nostrils and gums; pathetic, comical actions. The tumour eats the cat from inside. The dose is increased daily. Each time James comes to the barn now he anticipates finding her dead. It occurs to him that the cat may be willing itself alive principally to consume the drugs. He strokes the dull coat, watches her subside into placid imbecility.

  




  

    Below, Urbane Davis has taken up his flail, rhythmically striking, humming to himself a hymn. What is it? ‘Come O thou traveller unknown.’ James takes up his things, descends the ladder, holds a glove across his face not to breathe in the dust.

  




  

    2The Reverend, his sister, Mr Astick and James eat dinner at a table in the parlour where tonight the Reverend will entertain the gentlemen farmers. The others will eat in the kitchen, according to custom. The main dining room, unused since Michaelmas, needs a two-day fire in winter to heat it through and is unnecessarily large for the one party, inappropriately fine for the other.

  




  

    ‘Another wedge of this good fat mutton, Mr Astick?’ The Reverend has thrived on his morning’s sport. It has brought him two large hares. James has seen their mauled corpses in the kitchen.

  




  

    ‘Nell – that’s the silver bitch, Doctor – was like a leopard today. Mad with it she was. Could hardly walk coming home. Trembling and lolling her tongue.’

  




  

    ‘Let me charge your glass, Doctor,’ says Dido, sitting at James’s side.

  




  

    ‘Now don’t you disguise the doctor in drink, Dido,’ says the Reverend, himself somewhat disguised from the punch before dinner. ‘We are under his knife this afternoon.’

  




  

    ‘I understand, Doctor,’ says Mr Astick, ‘that surgeons are like to drink as much as their patients before an operation. Equal courage being needed on both sides.’

  




  

    ‘I have known it,’ says James, pushing a piece of meat about his plate.

  




  

    ‘Dr Dyer wasn’t one of those,’ says the Reverend.

  




  

    ‘I meant’, says Mr Astick, ‘that it must take as much bottom to perform an operation as to undergo one. Is that not so?’

  




  

    James says: ‘I have witnessed a very reputable surgeon in a great hospital heave before going into the theatre. I have seen a thousand-pound-a-year man run out in the midst of operating.’

  




  

    ‘Pray you, gentlemen,’ says Dido, tapping her fork on the table. ‘We have not ate our pudding yet.’

  




  

    ‘Very true, my dear,’ says the Reverend, ‘and I have been impatient for one of Mrs Cole’s puddings ever since breakfast. Ha ha!’

  




  

    ‘You shall dig your grave with your teeth, brother.’

  




  

    ‘As you won’t eat, sister, I must eat for two. When will you want us, Doctor?’

  




  

    ‘When it is convenient to yourselves.’

  




  

    ‘Then I shall rob you at Loo first and you shall have it back in blood later,’ the Reverend says.

  




  

    Even Dido laughs at this. A strange excited laugh.

  




  

    3He is in the parlour, reading, when Tabitha is sent to fetch him. He has read the same passage out of Roderick Random four or five times – Roderick making up to the decrepit Miss Sparkle – but has taken in neither the comedy nor the cruelty of the scene. He has been thinking what excuses he might make, even now, and listening to the rumble of the Reverend’s footfall in the room overhead. On the card table by the fire, laid by the cards of his last, losing hand, is a neat tortoiseshell case containing the lancets. It belongs to the Reverend, belonged to his father before him. James does not know what became of his own set. In someone else’s pocket now.

  




  

    Tabitha enters the parlour. ‘Miss Lestrade is ready for you to go to ’er now.’

  




  

    ‘Miss Lestrade?’

  




  

    ‘In ’er room, sir.’ She points vaguely upwards.

  




  

    He asks: ‘What have you there?’

  




  

    She walks over and hands it to him: a tin-glazed, earthenware bowl. ‘Reverend said to give it you.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, Tabitha.’

  




  

    James takes the bowl, the tortoiseshell case, and mounts the stairs, turning left and stopping to knock lightly at the first door on the right.

  




  

    Dido Lestrade is sat by the table at the window of her room. She has changed her dress since dinner and wears now a gown of pale primrose and a quilted white petticoat. Her face is illumined by the afternoon light, a painter’s light. She is, James believes, near the same age as himself. Her eyes are good, very human, but she has plucked her eyebrows to damnation.

  




  

    He has never been in the room before. He is aware that it is on display for him and that he should admire it. He glances round, notes the Chelsea porcelain, the peacock-feather fans, the petit-point screen, the lacquered commode, the bed-hanging of Indian cotton, decorated with the Tree of Life. Endless frills and knickery-knackery; all in a room older than the church, a chamber better suited to blocks of solid, rustic furniture, the sort of stuff, sepulchral and stinking precisely of time, that stands about the rest of the house. Here is Dido’s protest, her discreet rebellion: a Bath boudoir in the belly of North Devon. It moves him, and in some obscure way he would like to comfort her. He is aware that there is a gesture somewhere in the lexicon of such things that would convey his sentiments exactly, but he cannot find it. He says, more gruffly than he meant: ‘You have a cloth for your arm?’

  




  

    She has it ready on the table, a silk scarf, thickly dyed. Her gown is short-sleeved, but James draws it further up before he ties the scarf. He is aware of being physically closer to her than he has ever been. Aware of her scent, the texture of her skin. The blue and white at the crook of her elbow is affecting. ‘Not too tight?’ he asks.

  




  

    She is looking away from him, shakes her head. He takes the case from out of his waistcoat pocket, pulls off the lid, chooses one of the little blades, draws it out, drops it, fumbles for it on the Turkey carpet, retrieves it, clears his throat, takes her arm – cool beneath his grip – spies out a vein, positions the bowl, pricks the vein and watches the blood slope off her arm into the bowl. When he has collected, he guesses, six ounces, he presses his thumb over the wound, removes the scarf, breathes. A ball of wool serves as a plug. She folds her arm and holds it across her breast, like flowers or a sickly pet. ‘I’m sure Dr Thorne takes twice that,’ she says, looking into the bowl.

  




  

    ‘It is more use to you in than out.’

  




  

    ‘My father thought bleeding the greatest boon for pragmatic women.’

  




  

    ‘And was your mother like that?’

  




  

    ‘She was thought to be. As, in turn, I am too.’

  




  

    ‘I have never thought of you so,’ says James, very nearly scrupulous.

  




  

    ‘I believe you have not.’

  




  

    ‘How do you feel?’

  




  

    ‘Pure well, thank you.’

  




  

    ‘I shall be with your brother should you need me.’

  




  

    The Reverend is gazing out of his window; a view over the garden, the rising fields, the woods. He greets James without turning. He is in sombre mood, suddenly sober after the sport, the good cheer of the morning. Out with the dogs, the first hour, he felt he was revisiting his youth, his body a robust, powerful implement, pleasing to use, and even in the thrill of the chase, his mind had retained a delicious coolness, a brightness he strained for uselessly on other occasions . . . Well, he must be grateful for it, for his hour.

  




  

    James, to whom the Reverend, in a fit of confidence, once confessed that he versified – though not all the port in Christendom could have induced him to say what kind of verse, still less to whom it was addressed – now asks, by way of having something to say, and subtly impressed by the Reverend’s aura of melancholy, if he is turning lines in his head. The Reverend, pricked by embarrassment, answers hastily: ‘No, indeed. Not that. The Muse deserts me like everything else – hair, teeth, breath. No, I was thinking of . . . of putting some wheat and turnips in the little field. What do you think of it? Did you not say one time that you grew up upon the land? I’m sure you did.’

  




  

    ‘I made no study of it. My knowledge of turnips is that I like them roasted if I like them at all.’

  




  

    The Reverend says: ‘I wish I knew a little more. I mean of what is good to do. I should like to set an example. They laugh up their sleeves at me, you know, the farmers. They’ll be at it tonight, you wait. Will you sup in the parlour?’

  




  

    ‘I thought rather I would play king of the kitchen. We had some fine singing there last year.’

  




  

    ‘Whatever you wish.’

  




  

    It is to be with Mary, of course, but the offer has been made. It is a pity, muses the Reverend, starting to grin, that James does not show more interest in Dido. They would make an interesting pair, but the little foreign woman has him, great, deep cables connecting them. Never seen them touch, though. Are they carnal?

  




  

    He peers into the bowl in James’s hand. ‘I see you’ve done her, then. My sister.’

  




  

    ‘I had meant to empty it,’ says James, flushing. ‘I cannot imagine how I failed to do so. Forgive me.’

  




  

    ‘Peace, Doctor. After all, it is the same stuff as animates me – though mine is a less watery soup than hers. Now, sir, I’d be grateful to you if you would open a vessel here.’ He taps his right temple. ‘Thorne’s done it before now and I feel it would relieve me. Greatly.’

  




  

    James stares at him, looking for a sign to know if he is quite serious. He says: ‘The blood circulates about the entire body. To take it from one place is to take it from another.’

  




  

    ‘That, I grant you, may be the theory, yet I experience a surfeit, a plethora, quite local to the head.’

  




  

    ‘It would be dangerous. Unnecessarily so.’

  




  

    ‘Nay, man, not to one of your accomplishments.’

  




  

    ‘You confuse me . . . with my former self.’

  




  

    ‘Come, come now. I’ll sit here still as a wall.’ To prove it he takes up position upon a stool, as stiff and unmoving as if he were sitting for his likeness. Thinks James: I shall refuse. Then: why should I not do it? I could have done it before in a blindfold. The devil take us both. I shall do it.

  




  

    He lays a large handkerchief upon the Reverend’s shoulder, selects a lancet and leans close to the side of the Reverend’s head, examining the skin beneath the stubbled, grey-blond hair. Free for an instant from all hesitation, he lodges the tip of the lancet, feels the involuntary flinch, absorbs it, digs deeper. He is aware of the noise of rapid breathing; imagines it to be the Reverend’s, then realises that it is his own. A trail of blood snails over the Reverend’s jowls. The Reverend speaks through his teeth: ‘Deeper, Doctor, deeper.’

  




  

    And something goes wrong; wrong as in a dream where the steady flow of images erupts without warning into something elemental and hideous that sends the sleeper fleeing out of sleep. A spasm – as though his hand had been touched with electricity; a spastic contraction of the muscles, God knows. Instantly, the whole side of the Reverend’s face is a sheet of blood. The lancet falls, also the bowl, splashing the Reverend’s shirt with blood. The Reverend groans, yaws like a stricken ship, clutches his head. He says, his voice very calm: ‘Help me, James.’ And James runs out. Out of the Reverend’s room and into his own. Seconds pass, minutes perhaps, before he can find the courage to return; minutes of staring furiously at his coat hanging from a nail on the back of the door. Then he snatches up all the linen he can see – a shirt, a nightcap, a square he uses to dry his face – and runs back, like the lover in a farce, to the Reverend’s room.

  




  

    The Reverend is on his bed, a hand pressed to the wound. James drops to his knees at the side of the bed, gently lifts the Reverend’s hand. Such is the effusion of blood he cannot at first make out the wound. He wipes, makes a compress with the square and fixes it with the nightcap. He hurries to the top of the stairs, shouts: ‘Tabitha!’

  




  

    Her face, dusted with flour, appears in the stairwell. He sends her for hot water, hot water and claret. His chest is heaving as if he had run full pelt up the lane. Dido comes on to the landing, still holding her folded arm, staring at James in amazement. ‘What is it?’ she asks. ‘Are you hurt?’

  




  

    He gapes at her, cannot answer, and runs back into the room, leaning over the prostrate Reverend as if sheltering him from rain. Dido follows, issues little cries of alarm, glares angrily at her brother. ‘Christ, brother . . . has he shot himself?’ There is a noise, ominous at first, a liquid wheezing in the Reverend’s throat. ‘Is he dying?’ asks Dido, all natural colour gone from her face, but for the moment her manner admirably composed.

  




  

    ‘Not dying,’ says James. He knows that sound better than most. He says: ‘I believe he is laughing.’

  




  

    Out of the curled man on the bed comes a reedy voice, hugely amused: ‘“Has he shot himself”! . . . oh, very good . . . very good, sister . . .’

  




  

    A minute later and Tabitha arrives with the tray, the wine, the water. Mrs Cole is behind her, alarmed at Tabitha’s description of the doctor waving his arms like a lunatic at the top of the stairs. What they see is the Reverend sitting on the edge of the bed, pale but grinning, his head swathed in a bloody nightcap, Dido sitting beside him, her mouth shut tight as a mussel, and the doctor, of whom all those stories just might be true, sat on the other side of the Reverend, sobbing like a child.

  




  

    ‘How is supper coming, Mrs Cole?’ asks the Reverend. What heroics! Yes, sir, the afternoon has been an unexpected success.

  




  

    4The two of them go out for wood, a man and a boy, under the November moon. The man, somewhat stooped, limps from an affliction of his right leg, his head bobbing like a swimmer’s. The boy, hands tucked under his own shoulders for warmth, walks two steps behind. A frost is building, glittering around the lights of the house.

  




  

    They come to the wood-pile. James stretches out his arms for the boy to load him. From the logs comes a reek of earth, fungus, rotting bark.

  




  

    ‘Take from the back there, Sam. Are they drier there?’

  




  

    ‘They all has a little wet on ’em.’

  




  

    ‘Fetch out those at the side there – the beechwood.’

  




  

    It has been a hot summer; a wet, mild autumn; a poor harvest. Wheat is fifty shillings and eight pence per quarter; up three shillings over the previous year.

  




  

    ‘We’ll take what we have, Sam, and dry them at the fire.’

  




  

    They move back towards the lights. A young dog, restless at the end of its chain, sets up yapping. From James: ‘Hush, sir!’ It slinks into its shadow, ears cocked against the movements, the soft calls of the country beyond.

  




  

    Using his elbow on the latch, James opens the kitchen door. There are sudden, good-humoured complaints about the cold from the men at the table until Sam pushes it shut with his heel. They lay down the logs and brush the earth from their coats. At the table, twelve men, fat and thin, are doing their all to eat back what they have lost by the tithe. To eat and drink it back with a kind of hilarious determination. James knows most of them, most know him – know him, if not exactly what they should make of him.

  




  

    Tabitha drops a jug, one of the big ones. It explodes impressively at her feet, drenching her stockings in clouds of cider. She cries, more from fatigue than shock or fear of Mrs Cole who is serving in the parlour. The farmers cheer. James goes to her, says: ‘Go to bed, Tabitha. Sam and I shall serve them.’

  




  

    The tithe supper, an event entirely pleasing to no one, is drawing to its end. The table is massed with cups and glasses, greasy plates of dented pewter; with the sucked and shattered skeletons of duck and chicken and hare, the browned, nubbed bones of the beef, sharp mutton bones.

  




  

    ‘How then, Sam,’ says James, ‘will all these beasts find their parts on Judgment Day?’

  




  

    ‘Taint just gonna be folk, then?’

  




  

    ‘Bless me, no. Chickens, cats, Jonah’s whale.’ He looks down at Sam: an agile, scrawny, wonderfully ugly boy of eleven years. At fifteen he will be untellable from any red-faced son of the plough in spotted neckerchief and leather breeches, roaring in some market town. By thirty he will be one of these at the table; still lusty, but already half broken by work and worry, drinking to forget.

  




  

    They sit together on the bench beside the fire. James feels its heat against his face.

  




  

    Sam says: ‘You said as you were gonna tell the story, Dr James.’ Dr James: a form of address used openly only by Sam, privately by others.

  




  

    ‘What story was that, Sam?’ Knowing well what story.

  




  

    ‘’Bout the race.’

  




  

    ‘Oh yes.’

  




  

    ‘An’ the queen an’ that.’

  




  

    ‘An empress, Sam. Better than a queen.’

  




  

    ‘An’ ’bout Mary.’

  




  

    ‘Can you hear in all this rumpus?’

  




  

    Sam nods.

  




  

    For James this is an experiment; turning his life into anecdotes for a child. A series of small, safe detonations, preventing him, he trusts, from bawling a stream of fearful, undigested revelations to a stranger, or – worse – to one who knows him. And Sam is a good listener, tolerant of revisions, following the story as he follows a plough blade in the fields.

  




  

    ‘And where did we arrive to upon the last occasion?’

  




  

    Says Sam: ‘Your friend, Mr Gummer.’

  




  

    A vision: Gummer’s face, that is, the eyes, for the rest is muffled by a scarf against the cold. Could he possibly have described Gummer as a friend?

  




  

    James drinks from his cup, draws off one glove, wipes his lips with the back of his hand; feels the mottling of the scars.

  




  

    ‘You know, then, how I first met Mr Gummer when I was a boy, how he stole upon me while I lay on my belly in the grass on the old hill-fort the day of the wedding and how, after my fall out of the cherry tree . . .’

  




  

    ‘An’ breakin’ your leg.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed . . .’

  




  

    ‘An’ the fella what set it . . .’

  




  

    ‘Amos Gate, the smith. Good, then. Now, after my leg was mended – it has unmended since – there was . . . a sickness in the house. A very sharp sickness, so that my mother and brothers and sisters were all carried off . . .’

  




  

    ‘All?’

  




  

    ‘Ay, all,’ confirming his lie. ‘Leastways, I was alone, and set out to walk into Bristol to find Mr Gummer, thinking that he, who had shown a kind of interest in me, might take me in. I was younger than you are today, Sam, and yet I walked the whole of that road, mostly through rain as I recall. Have you been in the city, Sam, in any great city?’

  




  

    Sam shakes his head.

  




  

    ‘No more had I. Such a prodigious number of people! Soldiers and sailors and fat merchants; fine ladies holding their gowns out of the muck – for the city is much more filthy than the country. It was the first time that I ever set eyes on a black man or a Chinee. And there were ships from every blue corner of the world, one next to the other like creatures in a pen. And shops, Sam, lit up like Christmas, and a vast to-ing and fro-ing, a vast racket of men and beasts. Now, finding Mr Gummer among this, hmm, entropy, was, you may imagine, a far from simple business, and yet by following my nose I did find him and very surprised and, after a manner, pleased he was to see me, though I must tell you, he was not a kind man. But as I was not a kind boy we were a match of sorts. That was the . . .’

  




  

    ‘Hallooo there! There’s men dyin’ o’ thirst here!’ Several of the company are waving their mugs as evidence while the others begin drumming on the table with their fists. The beat gains momentum, rings out like the tread of soldiers.
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