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To Marie-Elsa




Part One




One


As he woke, the word ‘wife’ raced up from the fathoms of his dream and broke the surface of his mind as gently as the moonlight met his eyes. And the word basked under the light, rubbed itself against his unnerved flesh, tumbled slowly about the lapping waves of sense before plunging once more down, taking its news back to the dying dream. In marriage he had found life, taken it and given it.


They slept naked, feeling bold. She had drawn the curtains so that they could see each other’s bodies. In the deep flock bed, breath, warmth and memory intermingled – but he did not turn to her, had promised not to wake her. Just his hand settling on her belly: no sign when she lay like that: at what exact moment had she conceived their child?


When the church clock struck two, he got out of the bed, his feet cold on the bare boards before the heavy strokes had died away. Framed in the window he looked out and hesitated, turned to look at her partly uncovered by his exit. Her white face sank into a spread net of thick hair, drawn downwards, it seemed, innocent of the charge of life. In his desire was inexplicable pity. For the breasts, docile, lying softly together as she turned on her side: the fingers reaching out to where he had been with fragile disappointment. Why had he to leave her? Even for a few hours.


What more could there be than those thighs which parted sleepily, that waking glance which told him all there was to know, the end of desire in the beginning of their love?


Dawn had not yet come but his way was clear. A child’s moon was settled largely and gracefully in the sky and thin bars of cloud trailed from it edged with yellow light, motionless streamers. The tracks he walked could have been currents in the sea, so plainly did they mark their darker way between the still fields. The low wind would intermittently flick the grass and moonlight broke whitely on it as on the tips of waves. The air was raw and he felt his skin beat into it as he went; it left a moisture on his face which he could lick for pleasure. The wind came across the mosses from the Solway Firth and he remembered how he and Emily had walked to its shore in the evenings at the end of the previous summer. The tang of sea air flicked his thoughts to pictures of her running at the edge of the waves, jumping high off the dunes, racing along the hard runnelled sand, her feet slapping.


Alone on the track, memories warming his mind, moving secretly among the sleepers; and on his own now, aged eighteen, married, the slight curve of his child smooth under Emily’s white skin, away both from her parents and his. For hire.


In this spring of 1898, John Tallentire was one of thousands of agricultural labourers going to look for employment. In Cumberland there were seven of these Hirings, held twice a year at Whitsun and Martelmas. There the men who wanted to change their employer or the employer who wanted fresh men met and struck a bargain for a term – six months’ work. John could have chosen to go nearby to Wigton on the Monday – but he was known in the district and wanted to be in new country where he could set up his family in his own way, be rid of all ties. So he had ignored the Whit Monday hiring and spent the day finishing off the two chairs he had made and stacking up their very few possessions as carefully as he could so that Mr Errington would, by example, be just as careful when he loaded them into the trap. For John was determined to do all at once. Usually, once hired, the labourer was free until Saturday, it was one of his two holiday weeks of the year. But he was going to ask if he could move in immediately. Emily was to come to Cockermouth later that morning – with Mr Errington and the furniture – and they would be away.


He had ignored the objections to this plan. Emily’s father, himself a labourer, had been contemptuous at the way in which the young man was so lightly prepared to throw over a few days’ rest. Her mother had worried about the practicability of finding a place which would have a ‘tied’ cottage free that very night. When he had told his own mother she had warned him – strictly – against the foolishness of setting up house where you knew no one, where no one could help you out in the hundred and one things you always needed when you started up. His father had only said ‘Try it and see!’ And he had made it even more difficult for himself by resolving that he would not be hired for less than fifteen shillings a week – twice as much as he had earned as an apprentice to the blacksmith.


It was eighteen miles to Cockermouth and the decision to walk it was proof of his confidence.


He skirted Wigton and pushed up towards the Roman Camp of Old Carlisle where, as a boy – and that seemed an age ago, isolated behind the reaches of his working life – he had played with his brothers. This play – most often in the scraps of time left over from gathering sticks or looking around his father’s snares, collecting dockings or finding roots for his uncle to carve – now seemed like the most idyllic gambolling.


He paused to look down over the moon-shaped mounds and bowls of the camp beneath which were said to be amphitheatres, barracks, walls and defence-works to be had for the digging, and his legs itched to be running about there again with Seth and Isaac and the others. How steep that hill seemed when they had sledged down it – and at Easter the painted eggs trundling to the beck, the gaudy dyes running again, wetted by the grass. Seth had discovered the entrance to a tunnel and they had stored hazel nuts there – and he, being the smallest, had been pushed right down it by his brothers who used him as a ferret to find out if this tunnel led to others. A warren of tunnels, Seth had predicted or, better, a long-ranging system of tunnels, like badger sets, which would burrow down to Wigton and come up in the cemetery, into one of those stone tombs. But instead he had stuck in the rank foisty earth so that every cry seemed to fill his mouth with clamming dirt, though later, when his father had dragged him out, they had told him they had heard nothing. It was his silence which had frightened them so much that they even dared seek out their father for help. He remembered the beating he had received for the trouble he had caused and how he had loved his father who was hitting him. It seemed impossible that once he should have lost himself in there – a place he could walk past in a few minutes.


He went on along the track to Red Dial where he would pass the gates of the farm his father had been hired at for twenty-two years.


Often, on his way to school, he had stopped at these gates to watch the labourers taking to the land. To John, all these men were heroes. Heroes in their work. Labour was their fate and the earth the most demanding of gods. Every year they opened it and every year it would turn its back on them. Every year there would be some things perfect – a ploughed field, hedges, a crop – and every year it would return to what it had been. Only with luck and after the greatest care – ‘husbandry’ it was called, a word accurately descriptive of the necessary bond of intimacy – would a good harvest come, toss its head, and wait to be mown down, at once the booty and the defeat, leaving its stubbled stalks for pigs to root in. And he would want to jump down and be among them – to go and be part of what he saw, feeling arms soft that had not managed an angry team, legs feeble that had not walked a field a hundred times in an afternoon, his whole self unmade that had not been fired by such work.


At thirteen he had got his wish, gone down to a farm – he could see it from where he stood, a shroud on the pale fields. Winter then, and his wet trousers, hung on the bottom of the bed, often froze, slim splinters of ice crackling as he climbed into them at five o’clock in the morning. His legs chapped raw. The day’s work would finish at six thirty and by seven he would be asleep. For that term two pounds were delivered to his mother a portion a week on Sunday afternoon, the only time he had off. A miserable collection of coins – less than two shillings a week – from which she would allow him threepence for himself, the rest to go towards her housekeeping. Nor would that threepence have been allowed – for what, she asked with no irony, had he to spend it on? Only sweets. But his father insisted that he must have something in his pocket to show he had a wage.


Yet his appetite did not sicken. Instead, now that he was among those men he had watched he found even more to admire in their strength, and especially in their tricks. Everything, it seemed, could be made a ‘trick’ of: there was a ‘trick’ about holding a scythe, a ‘trick’ about getting a straight furrow, a ‘trick’ about pressing the teats – and even in the tiniest things, about making your porridge last or washing your back, there was a ‘trick’. These ‘tricks’ embellished the toil as appurtenances do war. And he became clever with fingers hardened and could plait with nine strings.


His father, after his third term, found a place for him in a blacksmith’s at Wigton. He had no alternative but to leave the work he loved. There, starting in springtime he felt at first confined, blowing the roof-high bellows to a fire which scorched the down on his cheeks while the lengths of iron sizzled in the forge and the smith shaped, holed and hammered them. Soon he moved on to the making of screws and rivets (so difficult that it made his arms shake, his head drum with the impossibility of it), then to the hoops of iron for the cartwheels, the gates and fittings – he had spent his first year in as aching and dreary a time as he would ever have imagined. That he had now three and six a week to take home made no difference. He was shut out, unseen by the world he had been growing to. But as he began to conquer the work, the advantages his mother had spoken of claimed his attention, then his interest. The world came to him. There was never a time when farmers would not need something done to their horses, and soon he was outside on the square, in among the hooves of the beasts, nearly kicked to kingdom come by the first mare he was let shoe, doing all bar the bulls which the smith reserved for himself. It was work, this – no one could deny that – and his hours and labour matched those of any man his age; but also, there was the talk he would only rarely get on the farm. For those who brought their horses would always stay while they were being done and ask and chat without pause. He would have been there still but for his marriage. His father – after the rage which met that declared intention – had told him he would be a fool to leave when he was more than half-way through his apprenticeship. Yet he had left and ‘filled in’ for the fortnight before term. He wanted nothing with work that would not give him that independence he thought essential to a married man.


He put some dry bread in his mouth. Bread a few days old, you could not beat it in a morning, he thought, if he could choose anything in the world to eat, it would be that, with the crusty comb of white crumbling on his teeth, the yeast seeming to rise again as it met the heat of his palate. Then he looked last at what he would leave. By going to Cockermouth he would almost certainly be hired in the fells – and he intended to stay there for time enough at least to gather about him what Emily and himself might need. It was from the fells that the Tallentires had come – at least his grandfather had come from there. But such families as his were merely the numbers to the alphabet of history. ‘Labourers – 10’: ‘Estatemen – 16’: ‘Foot-soldiers – 17’: or more commonly, ‘and a number of men’. His path to the fells was paved by no treasured remembrance of things past. Though he would call at his grandfather’s for breakfast.


He would not stop to see his father. Their last encounter – after the wedding – would be sufficient for some time. Joseph himself had married at twenty. But it was not a question of age, suitability or anything else: it was a matter of obedience. He, Joseph Tallentire, did not want his son to marry and that should have been that. And he, Joseph Tallentire, a fiery particle, black-haired and cold-blue-eyed like John, a cocky fellow who had quickly become head labourer at the Roberts’s and could have had many a better job had he not been so settled in his sports – his cock-fighting and terrier breeding – and the easy independence which his little authority gave him; a man who had made a reputation as a wrestler (Cumberland and Westmorland style), brought up nine decent children and taken them to church weekly, who had hunted on foot in John Peel Country just five miles off with men who had hunted with Peel himself, who knew a horse by teeth, hoof and hide and a man for hire by similar markings: he would not be defied by this boy who had had his behind slashed with birch, his head cuffed hard with a tough palm, his face almost knocked askew with the open hand, and the same who had been comforted when time was, and taught what was for his own good. He would not be defied. But John did defy him and, leaving his father the alternatives of defeat or disgrace, got on with his wedding preparations through the infinitely more pliable parents of Emily. Joseph had chosen that which could be called defeat, but he had not accepted it. He came to the wedding, as he said, ‘for your mother’s sake’: he had spoken once since – on the subject of John’s going for hire – and then, as most vehemently at the wedding, made it plain that no future dialogue would happily be sought by him. His mother, though not subdued by her husband, in this matter agreed with him because she, too, thought it stupid for him to marry so young and without means.


But as he walked past the track which led to his parents’ cottage, he came to a shed, a black wall from the road, and smiled at his best memory of his father. Behind that shed on Sunday mornings after church was the cock-fighting. Joseph had never once taken his sons along with him. He’d let them feed the birds, shown them how to fix the spurs, but he alone went to the fights. They used to follow him and watch, hidden. Climb on to the shed roof, peep down at the ring of men, watching the high-prancing cocks, flamboyantly plumed, gold on their backs, stab at each other delicately.


It was a stranger that John then saw. Far from the man who had ordered them all earlier in the morning as they stood in a line to be examined for church. When he pulled open their mouths and lifted up their feet. And they, quivering before his regular fury – he hated church – would stay in that line, each holding an article. Then Joseph walked again; taking shoes from one, scrutinised, accepted; a collar from another; the studs and the cuff-links, the tie, the waistcoat and the jacket until he came to the smallest who held the hat. A parody of empire but no one dared think of smiling. Now, here, that same hat was tilted back on a face that ran sweat down to soil the starched collar and the shoes splashed through mud, the cuffs dirty from holding the birds, the murder in his throat dismissed by a loud laugh: waistcoat barrelled and bared, happy as larry. John would have liked him as a friend.


No time for that now. Emily had taken the place of them all.




Two


As it was a holday, Harry Tallentire lay in bed an extra hour. He did not enjoy it. From half-past five until six was just bearable by making the most rigorous effort; but on the stroke of six his patience broke and every other minute he would be shouting downstairs to his wife for the time. Alice replied patiently, but the amused inflection of her words made it doubly impossible for him to quit. So he lay on the rack of his bed for that last half hour – scarcely making a lump under the puffy flock down, a spare, white-haired man, his voice agitated and querulous, wishing and willing the clock to move on but refusing to budge until the time was up; for though his patience might break, his will never would – and he always lay in bed for an extra hour on his holidays.


The small whitewashed room with the scrubbed floor was stippled by a wavering dawn light. Alice had drawn the curtains so that he could see – out across to the fells. He allowed himself to rest his head a little higher on the pillow so that he could look at this view. He was not quite sure about this; for was looking at a view lying in? On the other hand, sleep being impossible, he realised that a mere closing of the eyelids would be worthless. He could have buried his face in the pillow but he always slept on his back – straight out, arms by his side, toes to the ceiling, corpselike. He felt like a corpse, he said, lying there doing nothing. Doing nothing was the thing he hated above all. Yet if holidays were not different they were wasted. So he looked at the view, a landscape he had looked on every day of the fifty-seven years he had been hired at this farm.


Under the weak pulses of light the densities shifted rapidly and the leaves on the trees, the tips of grass, the innumerable pocks and rises, the streams, hedges, even the soft-outlined hills themselves seemed to shuffle in ceaseless interchange of tone and mood, as if the forces below such apparent solidity were ever throbbing, unwilling to be still.


Eventually he heard the clock strike half-past six and then, as always, Harry burrowed himself more deeply into the bed than he had done all night as if, for that second, to find and grasp unconsciousness as a talisman for the day.


Downstairs there was a piece of dry bread waiting for him – no more.


His breakfast was taken at half-past seven – usually after two hours’ work – and even holidays could not interfere with the displacement of his meals. He put on his oldest trousers, clogs, collarless shirt, waistcoat and muffler, never ‘dressing’ until just before breakfast, and took the bread out into the garden to share it with the blackbird he was taming.


He had always kept part of the garden for Alice and this year had laid out even more of it for her. She liked rosemary, bergamot, thyme and lavender, roses for the summer and a few evergreens for the winter; he had brought in some wild flowers which she missed now that she got out less than she used to. But the vegetable plot was his chief concern and he looked at the stitches anxiously. He went to the wall and put a few crumbs on it, waiting for ‘Dizzy’, his blackbird. Saw him in the hawthorn as still as the bough he rested on; he fluttered and lifted – but only to the lowest branch of the apple tree. Harry waited.


The cottage stood on its own. He had got it when Latimer had made him ‘estate-man’. This meant that he worked at the same work as the other labourers but was also responsible for hiring and seeing over jobs, for visiting Latimer’s other two farms twice a term and checking things there. Even then, twenty years ago when he had got the job, he had been with Latimer longer than anyone else; slept in the byres there as a boy (his first job at ten had been crow-scaring) seen the farm grow, been married from the farm-house and, over these last years, helped Mr Latimer’s sons to keep things going through the hard times by building up the flocks of breeding Clydesdales. Luckily this was not corn-land and so the competition from foreign grain and beef which was decimating large farms in the south was not as severely felt here. Before moving into this cottage he had lived in the row of nine agricultural cottages – two up, one down – which were hidden in a dip to the west of the farm. There his wife had given birth to fourteen children, twelve of whom survived, and now he counted his grandchildren in scores and even his great-grandchildren in half-dozens. Not that he had seen them all, but it pleased him to keep a record of them all – or rather it pleased him to do it for Alice who liked to go through that list, her lips forming the names, her head lifting after every one, eyes searching the ceiling, picturing what they looked like now. Two of his sons had gone to Australia and one daughter to Canada but even then Alice counted on a letter around Christmas to keep her informed. Joseph he knew of more than most of the others, for the two sometimes met at Cockermouth auction and Joseph had occasionally sent his children back to Embleton for a few days in the summer.


In the district he was known for his consistency in all things and his pride lay in keeping that record. Within that tiny locality he was erudite but this knowledge, though different not in kind but only in the material it drew on from that of educated men, he considered as ‘knowing nothing’ whenever faced by a fact or remark outside his experience. There were two books in the house he had read, Pilgrim’s Progress and the Bible, and those were the only two books he had ever read. He played the fiddle in the church band and went there not as to peremptorily parade once-weekly as did Joseph, but because he believed in it. He had drunk a lot in his young days but gradually eased off and finally become teetotal. In his dress he was as careful and conservative as those ‘above’ him and always wore a hard hat.


John’s first sight of his grandfather that morning was of the old man bent double in the field outside the garden, his head jammed between straddled legs, jutting under his behind. Easily misconstrued. Thus bent, so that he saw the world upside down from as near ground level as made no difference, the old man moved down the field. To help him keep steady, his hands had fastened on his ankles, and to help him keep low, his feet were widespread and so his progress could be compared neither to a walk nor to a waddle but to a performance, one left in the fields by the departing circus. John laughed to have caught the old man like that, but though the laugh was clear enough, the performance was not interrupted until, having reached an intently desired spot in that field, Harry stopped and was suddenly unsprung.


He had been looking through his legs until he could see the top of the tree he intended to chop down. When he could see the top then, at that spot, he could mark to a foot the end of the tree’s fall.


Without looking at his grandson who stood grinning at him over the hedge, he pushed a peg in the ground, turned, looked at the tree once more and then, having regarded John in silence for a properly admonitory period of time, said, slowly, as if talking to himself:


‘Tell me – thou’s been kept at school for a very long time – fourteen wasn’t it?’


John was wary; shot was often primed with this powder.


‘Tell me – there’s a tree in my garden, that ash, theer, an’ a fella’ wants to lop it down because it’s ower dangerous. Now then – use thee eyes a bit mair than for gawpin’ at fwolks doin’ a job and see that waa.’ The wall he spoke of ran along the foot of the garden, stood about five feet high and was a well-kept length of dry-stone walling. ‘Now Aa’m gonna cut that ash, and Aa’m not gonna have it fall into t’ garden: it’ll drop reet here where my feet is. How will that happen widout brekkin’ that waa? Tell me that?’


John ran along to the gate, swung himself over it into the field and went to join his grandfather. The resemblance between them as they stood together was startling and both smiled in faint appreciation of this mutual flattery. The younger man looked at the tree, took a few paces forward and back and teased his grandfather with pretence of ignorance, for he knew quite well. It was one of the ‘tricks’. After making your cuts in front and behind, you make another diagonal cut across the front, and as the tree started to fall it ‘leapt’ and, well judged, would clear even that wall.


So he fed the old man’s complacency for a while and then said:


‘I’d mek a bird-lowp cut, grandfather, and see if that did.’


The old man did not hesitate.


‘Thou means I’ll mek a bird-lowp cut – thou’d mek a hash of it.’ Then ‘Lookin’ for work now, is’te?’


‘I am. Is thou not gaan to Cockermouth thissel?’


‘Aa’ve got the men I need.’ He paused. ‘Maybe Mr Latimer could manage another . . . know owt about a hoss?’ he asked, well aware that John had worked daily with horses for the past three years.


‘I can tell its arse from its tip,’ replied John. ‘On a bright day.’


‘Language,’ Harry admonished. Then, ‘Mebbe we could . . .’


‘No thanks, grandfather.’


‘Aa wasn’t through me sentence.’


‘I’d raither set up on me own.’


‘Mebbe we could do wid – some breakfast I was gonna say,’ the old man completed, calmly.


He nodded and the two men walked up the field, over the stile and through the garden into the kitchen.


‘Yen o’ Joseph’s,’ Harry announced. ‘Set a trough out for him. If he’s owt like his fadder he’ll eat us oot.’


His grandmother nodded to John happily and got down another basin into which she heaped a ladleful of porridge. There was flat bread, milk and a little sugar on the table as well as a plate of fancy cakes – another holiday concession.


John sat down.


‘Stand up to give thanks,’ Harry ordered.


John blushed and clattered to apologetic attention.


‘Thank you Lord for thy bounty in givin’ us this thy harvest. Amen.’


‘Amen.’


‘Sit down.’


They ate in silence or rather without talking, for the cooling slurp of his grandfather’s mouth against the spoon sounded as regularly as the clock. John looked around the kitchen and everything from the black-leaded fireplace which almost covered a wall to the neatly marked jars in which is grandmother kept her stores encouraged him to dreams of his own domesticity which could not come fast enough. He admired the birds his grandfather had carved on the top of the chair-frames: the most he had been able to manage was a cross. And the shiny baking-tins his grandmother had – Emily’s mother had given her three but that would not be enough, and they could not afford to buy more for six months at least and even then there would be more important things to buy.


After the porridge, Alice brought them the mugs of tea and then, nodding to John, took down a black pudding and set it in the oven. John blushed once more, for he knew that she had ‘likened’ it to Emily and himself – as was done with newly married couples – and that she would believe that their life would be happy if the skin held, disrupted if it burst. The idea of his prospects depending on a black pudding made him impatient – and then discomfited him – at the notice being taken of his new status.


And he knew, now that his grandfather was on the less demanding bread and so could be expected to allow speech, that he – the old man – would have words to say on it. He had seen neither of them for a long time. They had not come to the wedding, but he knew that old Harry disapproved, had seen it in the first glance, just as he knew his grandmother was having a hard time bridling her curiosity.


‘Thee father’s mekin a reet fool of hissel,’ Harry began calmly. ‘Folk tell me he’s nivver off cock-fightin’ nowadays.’


‘It’s only Saturdays,’ John countered, half-heartedly.


‘A fool can be seen any day of the week. Saturday included.’ Harry paused. ‘Next time thou sees him, tell him from me to quiet his daft sel. When a thing’s been med illegal – thou stops. He could a’ been a bailiff yer father, maybe an estate labourer, instead of gallivantin’ around like a daft calf.’


‘He works hard enough.’


‘Anybody can work.’


‘Well,’ John disliked being his father’s defence, but it was impossible to allow an attack to go unresisted. ‘Well mebbe he thinks he’ll enjoy hissel the bit of time he has over.’


‘Enjoy what?’ Harry inquired. ‘A clown enjoys hissel my lad. That’s no mark. And,’ he paused and looked at John intently, ‘it isn’t Saturdays I’ve heard on. “Six days shalt thou labour” my boy – it’s Sundays. Am I right?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Thou won’t say.’


‘No. I won’t.’


‘Well mebbe thou’s right. I’s’ll see him and tell him in me own good time. Don’t bother to pass that message on. A son should honour his father – and if you tell Joseph he’s a fool, he’d strike you dead.’


‘He would.’


John agreed out of respect for his father’s reputation, but inside himself he felt better than ever at the remembrance of those two months before when he had done even worse to his father – totally contradicted his authority – and lived.


‘Well,’ said his grandmother, unable to hold herself longer and tactfully anticipating the severe quizzing which was concentrating in her husband’s expression, ‘tell us about her, John.’


And now there was no embarrassment because he was talking of her and not himself. But his talk could not describe her. He wanted to tell them that she had hazel eyes that could flare in temper and dare as much as he – but instead he told them what her father did. He wanted to say that the run of her calf, the whiteness of her skin – so white that he imagined he could feel the colour as his charged fingers trembled fearfully on her flesh – that such was his kingdom of heaven – and instead he engaged in the infinite crochet of relations until, by complicated cross-patterning, she was pulled closer to Alice through the husband of a friend who was her uncle. Could she bake? Yes. And turn a collar? Yes. Sew a straight hem? He was certain she could. Manage a house on very little?


‘And that’s t’first sensible question asked,’ Harry said. ‘See here. She’ll have to mek do, my lad, on next to thin air with the money thou’ll fetch. She’ll hev that to do, no mistake.’


‘I know.’


‘He knows that, father.’


‘As long as he does.’ Then, in case the comment had appeared too surly, Harry smiled and his tone was cheerful. ‘Well if she’s half what thou says thou’s done well. Aa was nobbut nineteen when we were wed.’ He hesitated and then, with a shyness which made him look years younger he said, ‘No – what worried me, lad, was givin’ up a good trade. There’ll always be a call for blacksmiths. Yer fedder was lucky to get you in there.’ Harry wanted no explanations. ‘Thou should hev stuck it, lad,’ he said, ‘whativver.’


The level tone in which he said that made John shiver – but only for a moment. However well-intentioned, they wanted to rule you. He did not dare tell his grandfather that Emily was to follow him that very day.


‘I hev a smoke in t’ garden after breakfast on a holiday,’ Harry said. ‘Thou’ll hev time to join me?’


‘I will.’


‘Thou won’t can afford to smoke?’


‘No.’


Harry nodded, in approval.


Outside the cottage, they looked over the fields to the small church with the minute tower which just cleared the hedges. John encouraged his grandfather to talk of the old times. To touch on his grandfather who had boasted of fighting with Wellington and earning the title ‘scum of the earth’, of his father who had been a local prizefighter. He got the story of the two-day dance in Pratt’s barn and the one about the wild dog of Ennerdale and then, turned eight thirty, it was time to leave.


‘The skin never even blistered,’ said his grandmother happily as he came in to kiss her good-bye. He was relieved. But refused the black pudding; did not want the bother of carrying it around all day.


Harry, having changed, walked some way down the road with him.


‘Thou’ll have to have this,’ he said, handing him a piece of straw he had brought. ‘In my time they twisted it under their hats so it popped out of their ears. They suck it now.’


John took the straw and popped it into his mouth. The end of it jabbed against his palate and he spat it out.


‘I can be hired without that,’ he replied, over-curtly.


They went up the hill which led on to the road to Cockermouth. They were silent. John’s last remark had appeared to the old man to be groundlessly arrogant. It was up to John to atone for it, but he did not want to.


He was afraid of the temptation offered by the old man. Not so much in the hint of a job as in the attraction of his grandfather’s look and temper, the contentment of it, the serenity.


About Harry’s face and movements there was a veil of serenity – as distinctly to be seen as the spume of fever which hovers around many people today. It was this, perhaps, which sprang his back still spruce-like and gave grace to his work – and the work itself was not met head-on as it was with Joseph or attacked as with John, but done in ultimate service to a Creator who made less demands than men. Harry appeared as a man whose substance was unmuddied, whose life had been spent well, who walked in a serene self-containment out of which John’s father had come stampeding like a wild thing and into which he himself could find no entry.


But he was not sure that he wished to find one – and it was this which caused the confusion. For in another glance he saw his grandfather submissive to the place given him by others, with notions which were the crumbs scattered by his masters and manners aped. And he could have knocked off that hard hat.


Yet he loved him more than any other man.


At the top of the hill, Harry stopped.


‘So thou’ll not work for thy grandfather.’ He smiled. ‘Mebbe so. Be on thy own if that’s the way.’ He held out his hand. ‘I nivver fancied it meself.’


As John shook his hand, he felt a tide of home-sickness rush into his throat. He was gruff, to conceal it, and the men parted, John watching the small figure return down the hill to the grey stones of the cottage, slate grey like the outcrops on the hills and the steady figure in the watery morning light, as slate as they.


Harry did not go into the cottage, not wanting to meet his wife’s question about what he really thought of John and his chances. He made for the shed, where he set to carving miniature wooden animals which he loved to carry about in his pockets and give away to any children he met on the road. Gradually forgetting his grandson.




Three


Cockermouth was a small town, sandstone, granite and slate which lay as naturally at the confluence of the rivers Cocker and Derwent as a pebble in a palm. Roofs slanted in sharp diagonals of many-toned grey, shields which were never lowered; and nests, lichens, leaves and moss dappled them kindly as if in recognition that they would not be broken, had become, through time, affectionate to that which they obstructed.


He lengthened his stride past the castle, over the bridge and looked beyond the Ring, to the fair which sprang at his eyes, as if he had turned a page in a book from print to a gaudily tinted plate.


Yellow, scarlet and silver were the chief colours, on the roundabouts and swings, the clothes and jewellery of the gipsies, the plates of the potters. Tents had been erected the previous night and they stood before the caravans. The Fat Lady yawned as she sat on her stool pulling her boots on to unseen legs, the magic lantern show had already attracted a small crowd before it; behind the Boxing Booth the men swilled themselves, shivering and muscle-knotted in their straw-tagged long-johns; fairmen stacked the prizes carefully, arranging them on the racks within apparent easy reach. Canvas rippled in the cuff of wind and the fair-people – with their rich scarves and fancy waistcoats, dark skins and chuntering faces, darted incessantly from neighbour to neighbour, the rapidity of their speech making John’s tongue feel wooden.


Around, between, among and beside them were the horses and ponies and dogs. Their noise, the skittering and fighting dogs scudding from booth to booth inflamed by the number of new scents, the horses jostling together or moving over a scattering of straw, ponies forlornly tied to the gipsy caravans, waiting to be sold, had the strange effect on John of making this uncommon dash of activity more human.


Nearer him – the fair was well up the street – was the market. The feature of this was the number of women with their butter, white at this time as the cows had not long been in the fields, each slab with its makers’ imprint on it. Butter every few paces, white footstones.


John saw no one he knew. He noticed a few whippets and a man caging fighting cocks and thought that Isaac, one of his brothers, might be discovered around such sport, but was disappointed. For a second, his solitude clanged against him loudly and he saw the other side of his determination to be on his own, but only for that second. He went towards the Ring.


This was where those went – men and women – who were looking for hire. They did not stand there unmoving but drifted off and back to the market and fair, pulling out together across the street in ones and twos to buy teacakes or look in the windows – emphasising always, it seemed, that though they would be hired they could not be bought. Nevertheless, the Ring was well enough marked and the farmers left their traps and horses down the town to walk up to it, generally by degrees through the stalls and pubs before they came there to hover around the crowd and ask ‘Is thou for hire, lad?’


John went up to it shyly, feeling very much a boy among men. There were all ages there, men of sixty chewing their straw, girls clinging to each other in dragging embrace, slouching in deliberate spite of their femininity clogs clattering on the cobbles. Unless they saw a good friend, in which case an overhearty greeting buffetted between them and the sudden stroke of companionship drew a space around itself, the men drifted blank-eyed, their gaze fixed on no one, like those abstracted by the sea.


There was little business in that first hour and John took his cue from a much older man who leaned against a wall, as if a mere spectator. But when he heard the words, ‘Is thou for hire, lad?’ he spun around. To face his brother Isaac grinning so widely that his cheeks were forced back to his ears.


‘Aa’ll giv thee a hundred pound a year to clean my boots,’ Isaac continued, his loud voice attracting some attention, the terms he was offering bringing more. ‘Mind you,’ he added, ‘Aa nivver tek me boots off, so thou’ll hev to catch us while Aa’s movin’. And Aa can kick – by Christmas Aa can! – last feller had this job med an ivory necklace for his wife and took to wearin’ a bucket on his head. Then he couldn’t see – bucket blinded. So Aa stamped on it and now he’s in a tent over yonder,’ he nodded to the fair, ‘The Man in the Iron Mask.’


John was so pleased to see his brother that he clapped his arms around him. The embrace was returned with a hug which nearly winded him.


‘What the hell, boy,’ said Isaac. ‘Aa’m thee brother not thee mother.’ John stood back from him, but could not take offence so cheerful was Isaac’s expression. Seeing that he might have caused his younger brother embarrassment, Isaac immediately moved across to him and flung an arm around his shoulder.


‘Seth’s in The Bridge,’ he said. ‘He looks as miserable as ivver. Let’s go and show him yer happy face.’


All protests about staying until he was hired were swept quite aside. A lad like him could be hired any time of day, Isaac declared, leading, almost humping him away – while drink would come only while money was in the pocket and there was money in the pocket now. And again Isaac protected John from embarrassment as by saying this he made it clear that the drinks would be on him, knowing that John would not be able to afford them.


‘Is thou for hire, then?’ John asked him as they strode through the parting crowd.


‘I’m for owt!’ said Isaac. ‘Owt there is.’


Isaac was the oldest of the brothers, the second of Joseph’s family, the one most resembling the father in his build. He was married with three children and had been at every sort of work since his twelfth birthday. No job was held for long. For what in Joseph was occasional wildness tempered by the unquestioned though often bitter recognition that he could run only so far on a leash which fastened him to his place and type of work, had, in this son, gone on the rampage.


Isaac would go anywhere for sport. Sometimes he left his wife at home for weeks on end, without any warning – ‘Aa tell her nivver to worry,’ he said, ‘there’s no man comes home quicker than a dead man’ – and the most she would hear about him might be from a tradesman who passed on gossip that there was a gang of men going round after a supposed pole-cat, or taking on all comers at coursing or such-like. For that reason he would always have a jar of money behind a brick near the fireplace, sufficient to last for two months – solid proof of conjugality, for he did not run after other women on these trips nor did he think for a moment that he treated his wife badly. That jar of money was his pledge, never long empty, for he was luckier than anyone John knew. He would win a pig in a bet, butcher and sell it on the spot and have enough for a month. Or turn from his summer sports to hay-making and bargain over every field – a bargain he could count on doing well from, for his rate of work was prodigious and the untrustworthy weather often made fast work a premium. Now he was going to have a go at the men in the Boxing Booth – you got a shilling for every round you lasted with them; and if that turned on him, he was off to the cock-fighting, while Seth had a whippet worth putting any man’s shirt on and he thought he might do a deal with a gipsy he knew over some ponies – if the deal could be done fast for he had not cash enough to buy one. And if all that failed – he could always be hired.
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