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Prologue




CLOUDS BOWLED ALONG THE SKYLINE, A PROCESSION OF billowing white shapes, like the sails of yachts I could not quite see. Not far beyond my window the mountain rose, rearing like a vast wave, hundreds of feet above the house. From my bed I gazed up its great green wall of new bracken, which flexed and rippled as the wind brushed it, at the knotty thorn trees that clung on here and there, and I watched the beetling white bands of the mountain ewes, and the blown black sparks that were ravens playing in the winds along the ridge. In the middle of the towering horizon, which darkened where it adjoined the sky, was a single still shape, like a man standing, looking over us. I had once asked my father, when he came to see us, what it was.


“It’s a cairn,” he said.


“What’s a cairn?”


“It’s a pile of stones, put there by walkers.”


“Why do they do that?”


“Partly for fun, and partly to say they’ve been there. Cairns are marked on maps, so they help other walkers know where they are. When you pass one, you add a stone to it.”


But we—my mother, my brother, and I—were not really in favor of walkers. When they appeared on summer weekends, stumbling notches on the horizon, we watched them jealously, daring them to descend and invade our land. We lived miles up, higher than anyone else, and we did not like people looking down on us. However, since my father approved of cairns, I approved of cairns, and when I stared up at the solitary shape, the watcher on the skyline, as I did every morning, I thought of him.


“Time to get up, children,” our mother said, with lightly forced gaiety (she loved her bed), her voice coming clearly through the thin wooden partition that divided our rooms.


“Time to get up! Up, Horatio, up, Alexander!”


“OK, Jenny…”


“Yes, Mummy…”


(We often called our parents by their first names. Other adults thought it was some sort of sixties principle but we were never taught or encouraged to do it: we started because they referred to each other that way and because Jenny had banned “Mum,” which she said was some sort of deodorant. “You call me Jenny when you’re cross with me,” she observed once, “and Mummy when you’re being nice! One day I hope you’ll call me Ma-ma, but I should think you’ll go straight to Mother, which sounds so aged.”)


My brother appeared in the door of my bedroom, which gave onto his.


“Come on then, slugabed,” he said. “I’m up.”


Seven years old, two years younger than me, with an idiosyncratic vocabulary: “idle slugabed” was one of our father’s archaisms. We remembered and repeated all his sayings.


Now Jenny joined him, on one leg, pulling a long woolen stocking up the other. Her uniform was corduroy britches, a woolly sweater, and long socks. “Good morning, darlings. Up! Up! Or we’ll miss the best of the day. It looks lovely out there, but pretty cool, I should think. Warm sweaters.”


We dressed. Jenny unbolted the bedroom door and led the way, stooping, down the little stone stairs, which were chilly through our socks. The walls were smothered with thick white plaster which flaked if you touched it and there were gently bending postcards of Florentine angels on ledges all the way down. She unbolted the door at the bottom: we slept behind a series of rickety but reassuring defenses. The sitting room smelled of dogs and ashes: we had not had a fire since the end of winter but the hearth was huge and drafts from the wide chimney spread its gray smell around the room. Lark’s tail beat a dusty tattoo on the old sofa; as she yawned and whined her greeting, her son shrank into himself, “hiding” ineptly by the front door.


“No disgusting little presents this morning, Toss?” Jenny demanded, suspiciously.


Toss snaked forward, head ducked low with shame, muzzle down, licking his lips apologetically, heavy with caution and reluctance.


“Good dog!” Mum said. “You don’t have to be guilty if you haven’t done anything!”


He always was, though. He associated mornings, not turds, with guilt.


Jenny opened the door to the kitchen. Lark sprang off her sofa; Toss brightened. Jenny pulled the curtains back from the kitchen windows. The dogs sat on their haunches and began scratching madly, heads back, teeth revealed in tight sharky grins as they pursued fleas and the idea of fleas across their chests and around behind their ears. Alexander and I tiptoed across the cold stone of the kitchen floor, gathering bowls, milk, spoons, and cereal, which we doused with delicious and disproportionate quantities of sugar. The radio talked quietly about unemployment figures. Jenny put on some strong coffee, sticking close to the cooker—the one really warm spot in the house—and toyed with her first cigarette. She lit it and pulled open the back door. The dogs dashed out. There was the mountain, bright and sudden. And past the smoke of her cigarette we could smell it, and the long grass out the back, and the new bracken, and all the air.


“Oh! It is a lovely day!” she cried. “Not exactly hot, though.”


We finished our cereal and joined her outside, where she sat on a log. Apart from the ash tree, which towered over the house like the mainmast of a ship, there was nothing between us and our infinite view. We looked out at the wide morning, and Jenny shook her head, because there were not really any words for it. We all smiled at one another.


“You off then?” she said later, as we set out. “See you back for lunch, I expect?”


“Yes.”


“OK then. I’ve got a lamb to inject and then Mr. Pugh is coming to see if he wants to buy my ram and then I thought we might go and see Gwyn later and ask him about the shearing. You can take the dogs.”


“See you,” we said, not really listening to the sheep stuff. Once we had established we were not needed, and were free to go and play, nothing else mattered.


 


It was late May. The sun on last year’s dead bracken made the hill look pink, dusted with the light emerald of the new growth: in ten days, when these fronds had spread and thickened, the flanks of all the mountains would be covered in their heavy, endless green. We went up through the long grass of the back patch, trampling through buttercups—their pollen staining our shoes and the dogs’ paws yellow—and climbed out over the hill gate. Here, failing to hold back the unfurling goosenecks and new stalks of the bracken tide, ran the hill fence, the rusty, rickety, collapsing boundary between our land and the mountain. Centuries ago, when the old people first farmed up here, carving pasture out of the hillside, it had been stone-walled. Stacked traces of the wall remained, the stones barely visible under layers of lichens and mosses like seaweed. All along the fence were trees, and we made our way beneath them. Many were ancient birches, their black trunks gnarled, branches ending in bursts of twigs like witches’ broomsticks. Among them were old bowed mountain ashes, with peeling silver arms holding out creamy plates of blossom, and one or two oaks. I had been reading Watership Down, about wars between tribes of rabbits, so my head was full of territorial battles, rival clans, and wide patrols; I was looking for tracks and signs, droppings, shed feathers, or tufts of hair on the fence. Alexander had been going over Alistair MacLean again, The Guns of Navarone, so he carried a stick like a rifle, and occasionally shot down ambushers. To our left side, rising from the soles of our feet into the height of the sky, was the mountain. To our right, dropping away below the hill fence, was the farm. The path we walked between them was one of the few flat ways in our steeply sloping world. We followed it around the angle of the gully, over the stony spread of the stream, and on toward the larch trees that marked the end of our acres. Now we looked back at the house, settled in the crook of the mountain’s arm.


 


Jenny was in the yard. The swallows were nesting in the Big Barn and the sheds; she watched them arrowing in, the rush of their flight dispersing in a rustle of feathers as they reached their building sites. All the world was busy, this May day; the wagtails flitted around the yard in bursts of catching and gathering; the robin followed Jenny down the track as far as the plum tree, carrying a caterpillar in his bill; the hazels bustled with birds. Jenny had noticed something odd about the lamb yesterday, in the Middle Meadow. She had not liked the way it panted and blew. She glanced with pleasure at the choked stream by the meadow gate, which was clotted with myrtles, and let herself into the Middle Meadow, opening and closing the gate gently, so as not to disturb the sheep. A cuckoo called and the sheep nearest her bleated. They came up to her, their warm breath puffing over the backs of her hands. She talked quietly to them and slipped beet-pulp nuts to one or two. They whickered at her, nudging her legs; they sniffed at her pockets. On the edge of the crowd that surrounded her, ewes stood for their lambs, which were big now, butting greedily as they suckled. Jenny stooped, slowly, stroking and talking, then crouched and suddenly lunged, and the sheep jumped and scattered, leaving her and one lamb, kicking helplessly, as she pulled it in by its back leg.


“All right, lamb,” she said, “calm down.” She turned it onto its back, resting its rump on the ground between her legs, and carefully extracted the syringe and antibiotic from her pocket. She took the cap off the needle and drew 6 cc from the bottle: an adult dose. The lamb’s breath came very quickly, and there was a rasp in it.


“Mmm. Maybe a bit of Pasturella. Didn’t I vaccinate your mother, then? Lucky I noticed.”


She bent over the animal, pulled up its right hind leg, found the muscle, and jabbed the needle in, anticipating and holding back the kick, pressing the plunger down. It was over quickly; she rubbed the place and let the creature go.


“There you go, lamb. Saved your life,” she said. “Easy!” She smiled at its mother. Then she heard the engine and turned around. Coming over the crest of the ridge, topping the second of the steep, deadly pitches that separated us from the world, was a Land Rover.


 


On the hill fence my brother and I were just shaping up to kill a few Nazis when the dogs took off, hurtling madly along the fence, uttering short, explosive woofs and whines, so excited they could hardly bark. We went after them as a wild rattling and shaking in the trees told us what it was.


“Quizzle!” we hissed at the dogs. “Sic ’im, Toss! Get ’im! Get ’im, Larky…kill!”


The little animal darted from branch to twigs to trunk, leaping, scrabbling, dashing, faster than Tarzan, quicker than any monkey, as if the trees were a highway through the air and the squirrel a getaway driver. It gained the trunk of a tall ash tree and veered up it, disappearing around the far side in a scrabble of claws. Toss whined and prepared to leap the fence, but we stopped him.


“Come on now, leave it.”


“Missed again, Toss.”


He had never been known to catch one.


“So, yeah, the Germans are in retreat going that way, and they’ve got a few troops covering them, and we’ve got to winkle them out…”


But we became distracted by two ravens mobbing a buzzard: we watched as the raptor turned its glide at each last moment, tacking away from the croaking attacks, going higher and higher, silent, apparently calm, as the ravens swore and flapped hectically. “It’s a proper dogfight!” Alexander exclaimed as one of the ravens gained height on the buzzard and went for it, and the buzzard abandoned its leisurely maneuvering and tilted backward for an instant, showing the raven its yellow talons.


 


“Hello, Mr. Pugh,” Jenny said, and she opened the meadow gate for him. The Land Rover rolled slowly through and stopped.


“Jump in, then,” said Mr. Pugh. He had a long, smiling look about him.


“Oh no, thank you,” said Jenny, instinctively, not knowing quite why. “I’ll walk up,” she said with a smile and a funny little wave of one hand.


The vehicle bumped up the track ahead of her. When she arrived Mr. Pugh was already in the pens, leaning on the gate to the Patch, and staring at the rams.


“It’s that one,” Jenny said. “What do you think of him?”


“Tell you when I’ve got hold of him,” Mr. Pugh replied.


“I’ll get a bag of nuts and they’ll come,” Jenny said, “Then you can catch him.”


“Dogs’ll bring ’em now,” said Mr. Pugh, and before Jenny could say anything he whistled, and there was a scramble behind them and she turned in time to see the second of two sheepdogs jumping out of the Land Rover through the driver’s window. They dived under the gate into the pens, shot past her, flowed through the bars of the second gate, and were out into the Patch in a flash. The rams jumped, Pugh whistled, and the dogs separated, throwing themselves down the field in two intersecting arcs, their tracks like a lasso around the sheep. Pugh opened the gate and stood back. Another whistle, a short rush by one dog and quick dart by the other, and all five rams came tumbling into the pens, flustered and amazed.


“Crumbs!” Jenny cried. “That’s just wonderful—what fantastic dogs. Mine wouldn’t manage that in a million years.”


“Go and lie down,” said Pugh sternly, and the dogs did, instantly, flattening themselves against the field, their ears pricked. Now Pugh lunged at the ram and caught him. He straddled him, cupped a hand under the animal’s chin, lifted his head and peeled back his lips, revealing little teeth and pink gums. He looked for a second. He reached behind him and briefly squeezed the ram’s rump. Then he let him go. They both watched the animal collect himself, shaking his head at the indignity.


“Well. Nice straight back on him,” Pugh said after a moment.


“Yes,” Jenny said. “He’s not bad, is he?”


“Don’t you want him, then?”


“No. I’ve got enough. Don’t want him going with his sisters much.”


Mr. Pugh turned around and looked at the view. “Lovely little farm, this, Jenny,” he said.


“Yes, it is,” she said.


“And it’s just you, is it?”


“And my boys,” she said quickly. “And Jack Meredith helps me, and there’s the dogs—all the animals. We’re not lonely.”


“Old Jack must be getting on now, isn’t he?”


“Well, yes, he is. In his seventies. But strong as an ox.”


Pugh tapped the iron of the gate with the flat of his hand and shifted from foot to foot, as though thinking about something. The shift bought him half a yard closer to her.


“Do you think you’ll take the ram then?” she asked, briskly.


“What’ll you give me?” Mr. Pugh asked, with a lascivious grin.


“Nothing,” Jenny said, shortly. Oh no, she thought. Oh, Lord…


 


We fought our way along the fence in a series of rushes, giving each other covering fire. We had to use grenades to clear a couple of strong points.


“Down to your right! In the field—they’re trying to flank us!”


We changed magazines, took careful aim, and chopped them down, our volleys mercilessly precise.


“Heavy machine gun—down by the hill fence!”


“I see him…” We traded fire, ducking and cursing the incoming rounds, until a lucky shot killed their gunner.


“Fix bayonets! There’s a nest of them down there, we’ve got to hit them before they get that thing going again. Ready?”


We loosed off a few more rounds, rose and charged. Toss and Lark came too. We all hit top speed as we came over the fold in the ground that protected their position. Our mouths were open and we were in full battle roar, but the sudden stink of death and the awful sight of the corpse hit us like a blast, and the attack faltered.


“Yaaaa-urr! Uugh! My God! Yuk.”


“Uurch! Shit, that’s disgusting.”


 


“Not even a little something?” Mr. Pugh wheedled. His hands came up, palms toward her, and she stepped back smartly.


“No, no. Absolutely not,” she said. She sounded arch. Oh, Lord, she thought, he probably thinks it’s like Lady Chatterley.


“Bet you’d love a roll in the hay, though, wouldn’t you?”


“No, Mr. Pugh, I would not. And neither would you, I promise you. And what about Mrs. Pugh, for goodness’s sake?”


“She won’t mind. She won’t know…just quickly…a knee trembler!”


“No fear,” said Jenny angrily. But Pugh was still grinning, as though she was encouraging him. He was close now, and there wasn’t much between her back and the stone wall of the pens. She changed her tone, spoke quietly and in deadly earnest.


 


Something, dogs or foxes, had torn most of the flesh away from the face, leaving the teeth grinning along the bare jaw. One of the legs had been pulled off; it lay nearby, bone poking through tattered skin. All around our feet was a shell-burst of scraps of white wool, torn from her flanks; it was one of the Norsters’ ewes, according to the smear of green paint on the tattered fleece. A stretch of the spine was exposed, as if a ferocious killer had enacted deliberate violence on the corpse, to make its sight more grisly, and there was some yellow and black skin left, stretched tight and stinking over the ribs. The summer’s first flies crooned over it.


We looked at each other, our faces puckered in disgust, then leveled our weapons. There was nothing any medic could do for a Nazi in that state.


A couple of quick bursts and we moved on.


“Toss! Come the hell away from there! Oh no, look!”


He had picked up the severed back leg and was prancing along with it.


“Drop it, you horrible animal!” we shouted, laughing. We had to charge him before he complied.


 


“Look,” Jenny said, “I can’t, anyway, even if I wanted to. You know when a ewe has a prolapse? How the whole uterus comes out like a big pink balloon and bobs along behind her and gets covered in mud? And you have to get the vet to shove it back in and tie it there, and sometimes it gets infected and she dies? Well…”


At first Pugh stayed close, but as she elaborated his smile faded, then he looked sympathetic. By the time she had finished inventing and elaborating, Mr. Pugh looked quite ill.


 


“Hello, children,” she greeted us as we trooped in. She was washing carrots under the tap. “How was your walk?”


“Fine,” said Alexander.


“Yeah, nice,” I added.


“We found a dead sheep by the hill fence, halfway to the larch trees,” Alexander reported.


“Oh, really? How long dead?”


“Don’t know…”


“Well, was it all blown up—dead for a day or so? Should I go and look at it?”


“No, no, half-eaten,” I said, remembering Watership Down and the rabbits reporting back after their wide patrols. “Probably an old one. It’s just by the fence but it wasn’t caught on the wire. You can’t tell how it died.”


“Whose was it?”


“Derwyn’s.”


“Oh, right. I see.” She went back to the carrots. Derwyn ran hundreds of unvaccinated, semiwild sheep on the mountain and expected them to take their chances.


“I had a pretty successful time,” she said. “I caught that lamb and gave him an injection—jolly good thing too, just in time—and I sold that unpleasant ram to Mr Pugh for seventy quid! Aren’t I clever!”


“Mmm. Yes, very good.”


 


She sometimes waited years before telling us about her narrower escapes, especially anything frightening or otherwise inappropriate for the ears of children. But the three of us were very close, and she was a wonderful, busy talker. Everything seemed to come out in the end.
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We had salad for lunch, from Jack’s garden (the farm’s vegetable patch, which Jenny had turned over to Jack, who tilled and tended it with great skill), with bread and ham from Fine Fare, the little shop in town. Afterward, Jenny invited us to go with her to see Gwyn.


“No thanks, Mummy,” I said.


“Will you come with me, Alexander?”


“Um, no, I think I’ll stay here.”


Our eyes met, both longing to retreat to the attic, where our toys were.


“Oh, come on, boys! Please! Keep me company.”


There was a pause.


“Come on! It won’t take a minute. Nice for me to have some backup…. I’d quite like you to come, if you don’t mind.”


There was a feather of authority in her tone that we both knew would harden into frustration and disappointment if we thwarted her. It was not worth the argument.


“OK,” we sighed with bad grace. But by the time we were in the little car, rattling down the track, with Jenny chatting happily about all the squirrels around this year—and had we noticed the hazelnuts coming?—our resentment had passed. It was a lovely day to be going down the hill and up the valley, and we had chained the dogs up in the yard, to spare us their furious barking when we got to Gwyn’s, so perhaps it would not be so bad.


 


As the eldest I sat in the front passenger seat—except on the rare occasions when Jenny or Alexander made a stand against this routine unfairness—so it fell to me to do the gates. First the Middle Meadow gate, then, after the really rough part of the track, the Far Meadow gate. You could see miles up and down the valley from the exposed corner where it stood; in the winter the east wind waited here, and the freezing iron of the gate licked and scalded the skin of your palms.


Here the tarmac began, and now we rolled down the lane, which turned toward the top of the first pitch. On our left were the shins of the mountain, skirts of ground between us and the view, and it was still our land: these were the Horse Fields, fifteen gently sloping acres tipping over into a deep wooded gully. On our right, above the lane, were the Norsters’ fields; mostly empty, except one, covered with droppings and overcrowded with sheep, in which the grass had been picked nearly bare. A cloud crossed Jenny’s face.


“They’ve been standing on nothing for a week,” she grated.


The pitch tilted us steeply forward, and we curved down toward the wood. At the bottom we passed our lowest pasture—Ty Newydd, “new house,” named after a long-vanished dwelling—a big, dropping field, the quickest route to the valley.


Now the road leveled into a thin ribbon, winding down past an old oak sentry at the start of the wood; then we were into the trees. They closed in suddenly, impenetrably dense above us; thinner, taller, and clinging to a steep slope below: in places it looked close to vertical. The car picked up speed and Jenny kept her gaze ahead, never glancing left: the plunge beyond the thin fence made her feel sick. Our spirits rose with the swoop of the car; sunlight dappled the young leaves and flickered over us as we went; falling in bright showers through the canopy, it pooled and splashed on mossy trunks and silvered branches, scattering light all through the jumbled wood.


We passed the ruined cottage where Derwyn Norster was said to take refuge when his mad wife and son ganged up on him, then the road fell again, the trees thinned, and we were at the head of the second pitch. The turning at the top of it is as steep as a car can manage, and we dreaded the day we would meet Derwyn in his tractor anywhere on its savage slide. (Coming back up we would all will the car around that corner; it never failed, but there was always a moment when you thought it might.) Ahead were the upper reaches of the valley, hills like a circle of old friends with their arms around one another’s shoulders, a choppy sea of fields and woods slipping and sloping between them, animated by the shift of cloud shadows and the dimming and brightening of the light.


It was another quarter mile down to the village from the bottom of the pitch, but instead we turned right along the back lane, one of the old roads up the valley. The gentle climb was interrupted every half mile or so by the edge of one of the mountain’s toes; suddenly the road would dip down to cross a stream and loop steeply up again on the other side. Here and there were farms, most still working, some ruined: I remembered going to one, when I was a toddler, with my father and the owner, who had sold us a load of stone tiles.


We came to Emrys’s place, slowing at the sight of him in his yard. Jenny and Dad had bought our farm from him, and Emrys in turn had bought this farm from Jack, when Jack and his brother Alfie retired.


“Hello, Emrys!” Jenny cried, winding down the window.


“Hello, Jen!” he called back. He wore a dark old jacket done up with a length of string and a checked tweed cap the color of mud. Like most of the farmers he had livid, wind-reddened cheeks; his seemed emblems of well-being and good humor. His eyes twinkled as he peered in at us.


“All right there, boys!” he shouted.


“Look at you with your string!” Jenny laughed. “You don’t fool me! I said to the boys, there’s the richest man in the valley, and his jacket’s done up with string!”


“If only it were true!” Emrys retorted, and we pulled away, waving.


This did not seem at all strange to us: from an early age we were acquainted, as were all farmers’ children, with the mysterious power of the European agricultural subsidies. “Some of these farmers are millionaires!” Jenny would exclaim, in scandalized exaggeration. “Forty quid a year for every ewe, and so they keep thousands—look at them all!” The fields on both sides of the valley were covered in sheep, and the hill was flecked with them.


“Look at these ewes, though. Don’t they look well? He’s a jolly good farmer, Emrys, a really hard worker.”


We came to another combe, where the road descended into the shadow of an old copse. Jenny tapped the window, indicating a deep streambed, which wound away through darkly green foliage and rotting fallen trees.


“In the winter of ’47 Jack’s father lost a flock of sheep down here. They’d been to market, old Mr. Meredith and Mr. Watkins, and they’d bought forty hoggits each—ewe lambs for store, for breeding, you know—and then the blizzards came. From November to March it snowed. They had to keep digging them out of the drifts, and Jack says they were all buried under the snow together and they ate each other’s wool, which I’ve heard they do, if they’re desperate, ‘ate each other naked,’ he said, and then they froze. When the spring came Mr. Meredith only had eight left, and Mr. Watkins twelve. They died in that gully there.”


“Wow,” Alexander and I said as we tried to imagine the whole sunny valley black and white and filled with deadly snow.


“The winters were harder then,” Jenny said. “Perhaps they’ll come back.”


“Hope so!” I said.


“Hope not,” Jenny emphasized.


 


Gwyn’s farm was right at the head of the valley, straddling the stream. It was down below the level of the surrounding fields, as if hidden from marauders. The track led downhill from the farm gate toward the yard between barns and sheds of all kinds; henhouses, cow byres, hay barns, and something that looked like a railway car. As soon as we began the descent a rolling chorus of fierce barking went up and a wild tribe of dogs ambushed us from every side. They leaped out of windows, threshed and wriggled frantically under gates, hurled themselves over the tops of fences, and charged. Some were shut in: they furiously thrust their muzzles under the chewed bottoms of shed doors and barked and barked, saliva shaking in their whiskers. The noise was terrifying; when we had our own dogs with us it was unbearable. Jenny stopped the car in the yard and remarked how cleanly it had been swept, while the dogs circled us and we made no move to get out.


“Look at that one. Mean or what?” Alexander said, pointing at a yellow-eyed brute, a heavy-hackled animal whose barking seemed to carry a particular malice.


“Yes, I wonder if that’s the biter?” Jenny mused.


“Vicious,” Alexander muttered.


“Gwyn’s got one he told me about; you don’t want to turn your back on him, he said. I should think not! Oh good, here he is.”


A tall man, broad and strong, with an aquiline look and dark black hair, thinning on top, Gwyn wore thick serge trousers tucked into fat Wellingtons, a checked shirt, and braces. Jenny wound down her window and waved as he came toward us, keeping her wrist high, wary of a jumping dog. The hounds redoubled their barking, to impress their master, and kept an eye on him, for cues. He told them to be quiet. Most of them obeyed.


“Hello, Jenny,” he said, stooping to the window.


“Which one’s your biter then, Gwyn?” Jenny began.


The conversation wound from dogs to sheep, weather to markets, to prices, to people. Jenny asked after his wife and sons. He reciprocated, stooping again, to peer past her into the car.


“How are you, boys?”


“Fine, thanks. How are you?”


“Not so bad. Are you going to be farmers like your mother?”


We shook our heads. We had no intention of becoming farmers. Jenny and Gwyn laughed sadly. Finally, Jenny broached the question of shearing, and after a bit of thought Gwyn said he’d be able to do us in two weeks. She would pay him, of course, but he was doing us a favor and we all knew it.


“Two weeks time, then, you promise?” Jenny wheedled.


“Aye, we’ll see you then,” he said, and she thanked him, and prompted us, and we thanked him, then we said our good-byes and carefully drove away, avoiding the barking dogs.


 


We wound down the valley and all the way back up our hill. Alexander and I went up to the attic to our toys, at last, while Jenny had tea and a cigarette before going down to the meadow to check on the lamb. He seemed fine. She took a longer route back, checking on ewes in the Lower Meadows and the animals in the Rough Field, finishing with a trudge up the Patch, the steep little field below the house, where she kept the ill, the oldest and most decrepit sheep, her “old biddies.” A little while later she contemplated supper and decided on cauliflower cheese and bacon. She cooked, listening closely to the shipping forecast, and called us down when the meal was ready. Afterward, while she enjoyed another cigarette and listened with half an ear to the wireless, I mooched around and Alexander sat at the table, looking at a book. This was one of the times when we all talked; in the winter we would be in front of the fire. We had no television, but between our toys and games, the dogs, the radio, and the stories we told one another we were seldom bored. Now, as the evening quietened beyond the windows—a listening hush, into which a mistle thrush sang loudly, summoning summer rain—we discussed this and that. We often talked about Robert, our father. Alexander and I loved to hear about him, and particularly about the early years of our parents’ relationship, the times before we were born, when they were happy together, when they began their great adventure with the farm. That night, not for the first time, Jenny found herself describing how she had met him.


“I was staying with Max, in Scotland, at a place called the House of Tongue,” she said, staring at the floor, as if into the distant past. “When I walked into the room Robert was the only man who stood up.”


We listened closely, nodding along. We had heard the story before; I had built up a vivid image of how it might have been. It was not an entirely accurate picture but it was as close as I could get to the truth, and to explaining how we three came to be here, on this mountain, so high up and far away from the rest of the world.
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In the Eye of the Sun





THEY MET AT THE HOUSE OF TONGUE, AT THE TIP OF Scotland, near the farthest point north. As she walked into the room he was the only man to stand up. They exchanged bright smiles, the kind that come from shyness: neither was comfortable in the grand drawing room, under the glassy stare of shot stags and the crossed swords of long-conquered Scots.


Like a spy in a boys’ adventure story, the young man’s manners were too polished, his unaccented speech too English. Robert was born in Shanghai and raised in Kenya and South Africa. He was not at home in the chattering party that surrounded him; he was too quiet, too watchful, terribly polite.


Jenny was also self-conscious but she flushed and bubbled with it, buried it under avalanches of enthusiasm and laughter until, in the middle of dinner, someone sneered something about a “bloody homosexual” in Parliament. In a trice she reacted.


“But what on earth does it matter? I don’t think it makes the slightest difference! So what if he’s queer? So what?”


There was an embarrassed silence—and for the first time Robert looked beyond the pretty, skittish surface of the girl on the other side of the table. He said nothing, but she caught his sudden, steady look, and beyond the agreement in his spreading smile, she saw something else: the assessment of another intelligence, another will.


 


After dinner they spread out around a great fire with cigarettes, cigars, and spirits. The host, Max, sat down with Robert to play chess. They were friends and rivals; similarly ambitious, agitating young journalists. They had been in Nigeria together, covering the Biafran War. Most of those at the House of Tongue that night were journalists of some sort: Jenny was the Evening Standard’s assistant literary editor.


Max was following Winston Churchill’s My Early Life as a manual for grand success. He liked to win his games, and he had played Robert before. Jenny sat nearby and watched. Her presence added an edge to the contest. Robert thought for a time, sometimes a long time, before shifting a piece. Max bit his fingernails, the effort of each execution clipping across his face. The game slowed and intensified, the pieces clotting across the board in gently bloody confrontation. Jenny sat watching the men, following the game, and at some point (she remembered, decades later) realized that she wanted Robert to win. On his turn Max moved quickly, defiantly; he pressed, he attacked. His game was good, aggressive and alert, but, in the end, Robert won.


 


The next day was misty, the grass as wet as the sky and the loch deep green below the pelt of bracken. After breakfast Max handed out rods, guns, and bright cartridges. The women made jokes and mocked distaste and went along with it anyway. Jenny denounced it all and went for a walk. She may not have been as easily confident as the others, but she knew her own mind, and never concealed a conviction.


“I think it’s disgusting! Foul!” she cried over her shoulder at Max and his laughing crew. She said of him later, “I could never love anyone who insists on killing things the whole time.”


Robert walked too. He left before breakfast and went miles. He did not shoot or fish. He looked out to sea and put up grouse. There was nothing, not even a croft along the shore. He packed a meditative pipe and smoked, sitting on a cold rock.


Jenny went across the moor, slipping and sliding in high boots of inappropriate green leather which soon became blackened with peat slime. Every pop of the guns confirmed her resistance to Max.


Later, in a warm evening with no wind, the loch dreamily still and the old sandstone house glowing red, Max took her out in a rowing boat. The creak and drip of the slow oars seemed to amplify the glassy peace; Jenny felt that the herons and even the midges were listening. They moved out into the middle, drifting into the lacquer green reflection of the hill. Max seemed calmer than he had been, not chasing her anymore, thinking about other things. They eyed the water.


“My God, someone’s coming in!”


Jenny stared at the pale figure, which was throwing itself forward in a shallow dive, a great fish flopping.


“Well, that is quite mad. It must be absolutely freezing.”


“It’s Robert,” Max said, narrowing shooter’s eyes.


Robert pulled toward them, breaststroke, gasping huge breaths. Ten yards away he took an extra deep one and plunged under, shimmering to the side of the boat and surfacing with a sputtered cloud of vapor. Jenny saw his shoulders were brown and flecked with sunspots and moles. Kicking beneath him, shrinking and growing, his feet were white.


“Isn’t it freezing?” she cried, shivering.


“Very refreshing,” he said, shuddering his voice. He turned, ducked under, set off.


“Loopy,” said Max.


“I can’t stand cold water! Ever since my mother used to make us swim in the freezing sea I just can’t bear it. Being an adult is never having to get into the water,” Jenny said, watching Robert swim.


 


Jenny noticed one of Max’s friends, a girl called Anne, looking at Robert. As she followed Anne’s gaze Robert glanced up, not at Anne, but at her.


“I think I’ve fallen in love with Robert,” Anne announced.


“Have you? Golly. Do you know him then?”


“He’s going to be my problem,” said Anne thoughtfully.


 


Jenny decided she would go back to London when she looked out of a window and saw the lawn was covered with mackerel. Max was laying them out, dozens of bright silver-blue fish.


“What are you going to do with so many, Max?” she demanded.


“Oh, Lord, Jen. Don’t tell me you don’t like fishing either! This is Scotland, for God’s sake!”


“I think it’s fine to kill things for the table. But how on earth are you going to eat all of these beautiful mackerel?”


It was a long way to the station, so she called a taxi. She was waiting for it, saying good-byes, when Robert appeared, carrying his bag.


“I’m going to go back too,” he announced. “I’ll come as far as Newcastle with you.”


 


For the first time they are alone together. Robert gives her to understand there is someone, a woman, in Newcastle. But when the great station arrives he does not get off. They cross the Tyne together. Each gazes across the compartment at the other. She looks at a beautiful young man. His hair is fair, his skin is browned, his face broad and handsome. The nose is straight, the jawline firm. His voice is authoritative, with that near-arrogant crispness that public schools and colonies breed, but he speaks softly, gently.


He has a habit of tilting his head back slightly as he listens, green eyes locked on hers, and nodding forward as he responds. His humor is quick and dry and never far away. He is not fixed; there is a fragility about his quickness, as if he believes in his own intelligence and is uncertain of all the rest.


He is familiar with the company of beautiful women but has never encountered anyone like Jenny. She leaps from her seat, crying out her delight at the dark magnificence of Durham Cathedral. She snorts with giggles when he is witty. She rolls her eyes at the other passengers, responds to the stolid ticket inspector like a naughty schoolgirl performing for her class; she seems to find authority provocative and ridiculous. Her hair is fine and dark, her eyes are bright and light brown. She has the elfin air, smile, and sass of the Chelsea girl she was not long ago. She smokes cigarettes carelessly and talks continuously, veering wildly among innocence, mischief, and insight. Their fingers touch as she hands back his matches, and he notices how cool hers are. They smile across the compartment, charmed and laughing with nothing to lose in that blissful conspiracy of ignorance and curiosity with which love affairs begin.


 


They begin to unfold their lives for each other. Robert talks of his childhood, of following his father’s postings to Kenya and South Africa, of university in Cape Town, of his marriage at the age of twenty-three, of opposition to the regime, of friends imprisoned and murdered, of his flight to Britain with his young wife and Janey, their little daughter, of the failure of that marriage, of divorce.


Jenny listens, responds with sketches of her own upbringing in Shrewsbury, and her boarding school in Kent, where she was the only girl who was not the child of missionaries. She tells of her flight from what her mother always insisted was “upper middle class” Shropshire, of her happiness at Cambridge; she mentions adventures in America and Thailand, teaching in the East End of London, of how much she hated working in television.


When the train reached London they separated, but in helping her with her bags Robert somehow kept hold of the one containing her soiled green leather boots. On the following Monday evening he finished work earlier than usual and waited for her outside her office in Fleet Street. When she emerged, hurrying as usual, he gravely presented her with the boots. She barely recognized them. He had worked the leather for hours, with spit and rags and carefully chosen polish, and now they shone and gleamed.


“Heavens, Robert!” she cried. “They’re beautiful! How sweet of you!” He gave her a watch not long after that, saying, “I notice you never seem to know the time,” with one of the sidelong looks that always made her laugh, but nothing moved her like the polishing of the boots, which struck her as pure kindness.
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Robert was always working, and quiet in men’s company. He shunned the wine-bar crowd in which she had many friends; he was never fond of the laughing Diary boys, the gossip and booze. They were well matched to their jobs. Jenny was pretty and bright and awkward and open all at once: the combination swept her past the wary fences of the writers and academics she interviewed. As assistant literary editor, she was responsible for book reviews, commissioning, and interviewing. Her subjects trusted her immediately and talked freely as her tape recorder turned; she missed nothing. At the office package after package of books arrived to be opened and considered. She sampled them, tested them against taste and instinct, read and reread them, and developed an expert eye.


In the din and dinge of old Fleet Street she was an unlikely presence. “You’ll never make a journalist, dear girl, you’re not nearly tough enough,” said one.


“It’s not what you write,” grated her editor one day. “It’s not even how slowly you type it. It’s the pauses while you search your keys for the right letter!”


Robert blazed at his work. He was a news journalist, a good one, shifted rapidly by his bosses and his interests from story to story, from one specialty to another. He had a passion for it; he went for the heart of the issue as if angry headlines and cool paragraphs could slay the tormentors of the world.


They saw each other often, until one day his kettle appeared in her kitchen, and she knew that he had moved in.


 


Then one night they went to a restaurant in Notting Hill. Red tablecloths, dark walls. Robert listened while Jenny, inspired, laid out her dream.


“I don’t want to be stuck in London,” she declared. “I think we should buy a house in the country. Imagine a lovely old place somewhere away from all the wretched fumes.”


“You’re serious?”


“Yes, yes! Do you want to go to work on the Tube for the rest of your life? Wouldn’t you love to have mountains to climb?”


“We can do that at the weekends.”


“Yes, but we could have a house, too. We could have a house and fields. I miss the country. I miss nature. Come on, Robert, darling! Let’s find somewhere beautiful.”


She picked at her food and giggled as he couched his objections in jokes, but she was glowing with something else, something impatient. She was absolutely determined. She had made up her mind to do it. He loved her, and she had presented him with a decision she had already made.


 


So they began to hunt. They would hammer up the motorway on Friday nights to stay with Jenny’s sister, Ursula, happily married to Geoff and living in the Forest of Dean, on the Welsh border. From there they launched themselves in every direction, and around and around they went, from real estate agents’ windows to cottages and farms, to small houses and to large, up hillsides and down muddy tracks, back to real estate agents’ windows.


They combed the windy edge of Wales, dropping off the ridges into hidden valleys, winding down to villages ignored by everything but the weather. Years later Jenny would see signposts and say, “I think we went there when we were looking for the farm. Yes, we did. Miserable place.”


 


The journeys back down the motorway were long exercises in resignation for her. She thought she would never find the place she was looking for and mulled over what she had seen. Robert wondered how long they would have to keep looking. He loved the country and walking, was glad of the missions for the space and the exercise; the way people lived on the border with the past seduced his reporter’s eye. He looked for their means, their crops and flocks. He looked at what their livelihoods had made of them and planned his next campaign at work.
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One rainy evening, following a fruitless day around Abergavenny, a small glum town, when they were just about to turn for London, Jenny remembered an estate agent they had missed. Robert waited while she ran back into town. Russell, Baldwin, and Bright were about to close.


“I don’t suppose you’ve got a little farm somewhere beautiful?”


“Something came in today, actually.”


The envelope contained an untidy summary of a place for sale, and detailed directions. Robert scanned it.


“Smallholding and outbuildings, seventy-two acres, hill rights. It’s a working farm.”


“Where?”


“The other side of the Black Mountains. Blooming miles.”


“Oh! Real Wales!”


“Really far away Wales.”


“We might as well look at it. It’ll be an expedition.”


 


The vendors would expect them at three o’clock. The departure from London was delayed by a hunt for the car keys.


“I moved them, I put them somewhere. I’m so sorry, darling, let me just think a minute. Oh! Here they are! How did they get in there? In the grill!”


Robert rolled his eyes. “Where else?”


As they crossed out of England, over the bridge, the sun drowned in veils of sky the same color as the estuary mud. Making the turn at Newport, the rain netted them, rattling on the car. Forty minutes north they climbed the rise into a little town.


“Oh, what a pretty place!” Jenny cried. “Isn’t it charming!” Georgian lines proportioned the little high street, shops adjoined like ladies in their best, neatly lined up for tea. It seemed abandoned to the wind and rain.


Robert nodded, following Jenny’s directions under the looming walls of an invisible manor, north up the tightening valley, right at a fork, into farther hills. To the right the mountains vanished into the murk; in every direction cloud hung sullen over rising ground.


“Right at the pub. Right. Right at house, steep pitch.” It was very quiet beyond the car; when it slowed they could sense the peace, almost hear it.


The car paused, gathered itself, and assaulted the gradient in first gear. “Crikey!” Robert laughed as they were tilted back in their seats like fighter pilots, climbing straight up the side of the hill.


“My God, look at this. It’s a pitch all right. Right at fork, through wood half mile.”


“My God, look at this,” Robert said calmly, hauling the car up and around a bend so steep it seemed to fill the windows on his side with wet road. The engine panted and gasped with relief at the top, flipping them over another rise into a soaking wood.


“My God, my vertigo!” Jenny cried. “It’s an abyss!”


The right-side wheels spun over leaf litter banked against a straggle of rusted fence, which offered no protection from the cliffy drop into the trees. To the left the wood gathered in thick scribbles, tapping the roof above their heads and dropping water like sudden tears on the windscreen. The road proceeded on and up through a waving tunnel.


“Where is it taking us? We’ll be swallowed in the mists like the ninth legion!”


“If we don’t roll over backwards like a beetle. Hold on, it’s another pitch.” Robert swung the car around and up, as to the right flickered fields, more wood, cloud, and bracken.


They rose over the crest. Below the fields sloped more gently, and before them, across three meadows, the mountain, untamed and sudden, climbed into the sky. At its foot, nestling into the crook of a gully, was the house, sheltering under a stand of larch trees. They could see three descending roofs, white walls, and dark windows. It was a longhouse dug into the curved flank of the mountain, a little tumbledown manor at the head of its own valley.


The track was a double path of stones and red earth separated by a strip of grass which brushed the undercarriage menacingly, threatening to rear up and ground them. Robert took it slowly. Sheep stared with blank frankness from under the shelter of thorn trees, and thin gasps of smoke blew away from one of the chimneys.


As they neared the house half the track became a stream, pooling muddily at the yard gate. They stopped beside a high barn wall. The yard was a rough cobble of mud, muck, and protruding stones sloping steeply up to the front door. The tiled roofs were green with moss and rain. A huge midden slumped against the stable wall. Black cattle like buffalo hung around the lower end of the yard and the savage barking of dogs hesitated when Robert switched off the engine, then resumed with discouraging vigor. There were little orange cats running about in the mud.


“Ah-ha! The vendor.”


A short round figure in a soaked black tweed jacket and mud-checked cap, with red cheeks and bright eyes, came down the yard to meet them. Robert shook his hand.


“How do you do? I’m Robert and this is Jenny.”


“Emrys,” said the vendor. “How do you do? You’ve come a long way.”


“Yes, thank goodness,” said Jenny. “Thank you for having us up your mountain.”


“Well. It’s a pity you can’t see the view.” Emrys shouted when he was shy. “There’s a good view there, when it’s visible.”


“You’re pretty high up, here?”


Emrys led them up the yard to the house.


“A thousand and something, I think it is. Geeyet outofit! Fly!” Emrys shouted at a white-whiskered dog’s nose, poking under the barn door and barking. He was smiling, though.


“There’ll be tea in a minute. We’ve been watching the television. You can’t get much signal but when it rains.”


The door opened to wet flagstones and a dim interior. The wall, Jenny noticed, was almost two feet thick. They went in. There was a tiny fire in a choked grate: the vast hearth Jenny looked for was blocked up. In front of it, in an angle formed by the foot of a narrow flight of stairs that went up behind where the huge fire should have been, there was one place out of the drafts where Emrys had his little daughter’s cot. He led them through to the kitchen, which was stuck on at the back. It was a big step down to huge flagstones resting on earth; there was no flooring, and the smell of damp was incredible, like nothing they had ever experienced, a wet, dripping damp, wetter and darker than any cellar.
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Jenny fell passionately in love with it straight away. Someone had told her that you can fall in love with a place as much as a person, and now she knew it to be true.


 


They rattled away from the house along the track. It was bitterly cold at the far gate. Jenny opened and shut it and climbed back in, shivering.


“What an amazing place!”


“No bathroom. No water! Chemical lavatory in that shed in the yard…” Robert was thoughtful, but there was an excitement in the car.


“Think of the view, though. You’d do your business with a view across the whole valley!”


“Ye-es…dug into the hill at one end, terribly damp. We’d have to excavate it.”


“God, it was damp! We’d have to have washes with the kettle in a tub. They’ve bricked it up but there must be the most enormous fireplace just waiting. We’d have to put a bathroom in. We could put a big bathroom in over the stable, and another bedroom.”


“We’d have to put a water tank in first! Carrying those drums from the stream—you’d get pretty fit! And it needs a new roof.”


“Golly. That wouldn’t be cheap.”


“I could get a book. It can’t be that difficult.”


“Wasn’t Emrys sweet? What a nice man! And isn’t it amazing? It hasn’t been touched! It must be 1600s.”


“You’d never manage these steep bits in the snow, even in a tractor.”


“You’d have to leave the car at the bottom and walk, with your supplies on a dogsled.”


“The fences are all falling down.”


“And the sheep are wild!”


“Would we keep the sheep?”


“Oh, yes!” Jenny cried. “We’d have to have a few sheep!”


“So we’d be farmers at the weekends, would we?”


“Well, darling, I don’t know. Let’s come back and look at it again, when it’s not raining.”
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Jenny went to a lunch held by a small antiestablishment magazine. The entire establishment seemed to be present. She was seated next to an economist of high renown and low charm, a man with a bacon face who had always considered himself one of the best people. In a grand and public way, he was as sweet as possible to the girl sitting next to him, until she told him about her plans.


“Farming in Wales? What on earth do you want to do that for?”


“Oh, well! It’s so beautiful and wild! And I don’t want to spend the rest of my life on the Central Line, thank you very much. It just isn’t me. And if I’m going to have children I don’t want them to live on exhaust.”


“And how are you going to make any money?”


“I’ll have a few sheep, and I can carry on reviewing books.”


“My dear girl, you’ll never make any money out of sheep. I mean absolutely nothing. Farming’s a dead duck.”


“Is it? I thought there were pots of money coming from Brussels.”


“Well, that’s right. Without the subsidies the entire industry would collapse, certainly sheep farming, which is the lowest of the low in terms of yield; and as for hill farming in Wales, you’d be better off going down a coal mine!” He swept a popping eye around his listeners. “I mean it. In twenty years time there won’t be any sheep farming left, and the hill farmers will be the first to go. I can show you the figures if you like.”


“No, thank you!” Jenny cried, loud enough to turn heads. “You’ll just have to come to the rescue. If it’s all horrible, I hope someone will come and help me.”


 


“We’re going to see the view this time,” Jenny said, to distract herself from the strain as the car wrenched itself around the cruel bend at the top of the first pitch. It was a clear August noon. London had been cool and still in anticipation of a hot day, and Wales was bright and windy. After the wood came the second pitch. Topping it, they saw the mountain for the first time, like a huge capsized sailing boat with its keel slicing the sky. The hillside was mauve and green and dark gray; great screes of stones in wild fields tumbled motionlessly down its high hull.


Jenny gasped and grabbed Robert’s arm as he slowed the car, the engine noise shrinking away in the sudden vast space.


“Look at that,” she breathed. “Just look at that.”


The land dropped away from them, fell into woods, and leveled out far below in a patchwork valley of countless fields, ribboned with streams and hedges, scattered with stacked hay bales, barns, and here and there farms, little monarchies on the climbing slopes of the facing hills. Beyond them, rising out of the valley and into the farther bowl of the sky, were the mountains, great sweeping ridges, high crests, ice-cut shoulders and peaks, old dragons rolling across the horizon.


They found Emrys at the back of the house, scanning the mountain.


“What is it, Emrys?” Robert asked, hands on hips, chin lifted, searching the hillside.


“Fly—taking the sheep up.”


“What’s she doing?”


There was a disturbance in the bracken a hundred yards above them, and Jenny could see white bundles of sheep dashing suddenly through the dense fern.


“She’s bringing them from there where it’s steep. She’ll push them along there then up over the tump, above the bracken, see.”


Clouds marched along the skyline, and Jenny felt that she and Robert were foreigners—her old flares, his polished boots—up from London and proposing to buy all this, as though it could be bought, as though it could be owned.


Robert was thinking about walking up there, on an August day, pushing a few sheep ahead of him, with the whole of Wales below. He could see them there, his beautiful Jenny and him, on the mountain. He could just see them, far away but visible nonetheless.


 


The sale by auction was advertised in the Express; the Wellington Hotel, Brecon, custard yellow and pedimented, was the venue. The function room held a stout, curious crowd, elderly tweed jackets stretched across broad shoulders. Everyone wanted to know what the place would fetch, so high and far away from the road, cut off in the winter. Many had heard there were Londoners interested, and some didn’t like the sound of that. Farms should go to farmers, young couples starting out. It wasn’t the best land, but there were some tidy little fields up there, and plenty of water. It was a shame to think of it all being broken up and left empty most of the year. Mind, if that was how it was going to go, there were a few there who would rent the ground. And perhaps they’d sell? The speculators cawed and nodded, hands hooked in the belts of smart trousers, smiles on wind-red faces, winks and prices passed back and forth. There were a few with beer, but the notorious thrift of the hill farmers was not going to put a real smile on the Wellington manager’s face. Most of these men were Chapel, as were their wives, and their money was not meant for drinking.


Everyone knew who was going to bid, and most had a fair idea of how far he would be able to go. Derwyn Norster had been born there. His parents had bought it during the war and he had grown up there. They had moved around the hill and down to the other side of the wood for better land and better access. Derwyn was Emrys’s neighbor, and he and Ira had had their eye on the place ever since they married. Derwyn never really felt he had left it, living so close, with adjoining fields; as far as Ira was concerned they had a right to it. Their boys, Aled and Alwyn, knew nothing but farming. Aled was thirteen already and Alwyn was sixteen—they at least needed somewhere to live. If only they could have the farm back it would be like having the whole mountain. Derwyn had made Emrys an offer for it up by the hill gate only a couple of days after it went around that Emrys was planning to sell. Emrys had turned him down and there had been a row. Derwyn had a terrible temper. Emrys hadn’t had reason to mention any of this to Robert and Jenny. When Robert asked him about the neighbors he’d merely said Derwyn wasn’t such a bad old boy. It was what anyone would have said.


 


Robert found a place to park outside the Wellington. He had timed it to the minute, as usual, which never ceased to amaze Jenny, who had spent much of her life in desperate and doomed attempts not to be late.


“Right, then!” He grinned, collecting his pipe from the glove compartment and fitting it into the pocket of his jacket. He leaned over and gave Jenny a kiss.


She laughed. “Phew, I’m nervous.”


He paused, reaching for her hand, as the rain rilled on the windscreen and the roof. “Oh, darling, you don’t have to be nervous.” He stroked the back of her hand slowly with his thumb.


“How far shall we go?” she said, slightly horrified at the uncertainty and the thought of money she did not have just rushing away with them, running out of them.


“I don’t think we should worry about that too much. The question is, do you really want this farm?”


“Yes! Yes, I do!”


“Right, then.”


He locked the car after them and took her arm. He was looking forward to it.


There were chairs set out in front of the auctioneer’s table but most people were standing around the back and down the sides of the room. The auctioneer was talking to Emrys. Emrys, his wife, and their little daughter were all done up in their best and they had three seats in the very front. Little Anwyn’s hair had been brushed so that it shone. Jenny smiled at everyone who looked at her. Robert kept his eyes down until he had found them somewhere to stand, in the middle, just to the right of center, then he took one very careful look around. Emrys gave him a nod and a smile. Robert smiled back.


“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you,” called the auctioneer, an avuncular man with a shiny nose and tiepin, who looked at them all as though he had met each personally, not so very long ago, in slightly disreputable circumstances.


“Thank you all.” He cast an eye around the room and it fell completely silent.


“Today, as you all know, we have a special sale for you, a very special sale indeed. Emrys Pryce has honored us with the commission to sell his beautiful farmhouse and seventy-two acres of prime farmland. The commission includes the barn and stable, other outbuildings, grazing rights, hill rights for over two hundred stock, and, as I said, seventy-two of the best acres you will find anywhere. The land is well drained and every field has access to one of two springs that have never been known to dry. The farm and land are of course within the protected area of the national park.”


“The situation is as perfect as anything we at Russel, Baldwin, and Bright—”


“Russel, Baldwin, and Not So Bright!” Robert hissed in Jenny’s ear.


“—have ever seen in many years of working in this area. The stunning views are quite unsurpassed in my experience, and I have no hesitation in describing what we are selling today as a piece of heaven on earth, a house in the eye of the sun. I know you would all hope to see a good price for this farm, the right price.”


He paused. His assistant, a young man who aped his air, took the top off his fountain pen.


“And now, without further ado, I propose to get this sale under way. Please make your bids clear; I’ve got a pretty good view but I don’t want to miss anyone!”


Emrys looked over his shoulder. Jenny thought she understood, and smiled comfortingly at him. He kept looking anxiously over his shoulder.


“So, ladies and gentlemen, for the house, the buildings, and seventy-two acres. Let’s not dally around—for the house and land I’ll start at five thousand pounds. Who’ll give me five thousand pounds?


“Five thousand pounds on my right, five thousand I’m bid. Six thousand at the front? Six thousand, five hundred, sir.”


Robert had not moved. Derwyn Norster was the man on the right, and he was looking at the backs of heads in the seating in front, for the man who was bidding against him. He nodded again.


“Seven thousand on my right, seven thousand and it’s with you, sir. Do I have eight thousand?”


Robert nodded. The auctioneer was too smart to smile but there was a distinct thickening of his voice. “Eight thousand I’m bid, eight thousand to my left!” Heads turned. Robert’s smooth face was almost expressionless, but his chin was tilted up, expectantly. Derwyn nodded, making a sign with his right hand. The auctioneer turned fractionally toward him. “Eight thousand, five hundred—” and Robert nodded sharply. “Nine thousand!” Robert nodded again.


“It’s still with you, sir,” the auctioneer told him, then looked at Derwyn, who twitched his head. “Nine thousand, five hundred! Nine thousand, five hundred pounds. Do I see ten at the front?” Two heads, a man’s, dark, and a woman’s, gray, were leaning together in silent conference, then the man’s head moved. “Ten!” But instantly, emphatically, Robert nodded. “Ten thousand, five hundred, and it’s back with you sir, ten thousand, five hundred. Who’ll give me eleven?”


The heads at the front were staring at the floor. Ira Norster was glaring about her with bulgy eyes. Derwyn made his sign, and the auctioneer, grave now, looked at Robert, announcing, “Ten seven fifty—” before he was interrupted by another eager nod. Jenny’s heart was pounding. Robert seemed to be bidding faster than the auctioneer could call.


“Eleven thousand pounds! Eleven thousand pounds I’m bid, eleven thousand pounds, and it’s with the gentleman on my left. Are we all finished at the front? Eleven thousand pounds?” He switched from the seated couple to Ira, who looked down. Derwyn was very red, and looking down, then at Ira.


“Are there any more bids?” the auctioneer demanded of the silent room. “Then I’m going to sell this farm. I’m going once, for eleven thousand pounds. I’m going twice, going three times, and sold! for eleven thousand pounds, sold to you, sir and madam.”


Jenny screeched and flung her arms around Robert, and he hugged her. Emrys had one arm around his wife, who was crying over her smiles, and with the other he shook the auctioneer by the hand.


Jenny squeezed Robert’s hands with all her strength. “Oh, well done, well done! So quick!”


He smiled, pushed his nose against hers. “You’ve got a farm on the mountain, Jenny.”


 


Legend had it that even as the auctioneer was “going” once, Ira had been digging her husband in the ribs for another bid, and even as he had been going twice, Derwyn had decided to do it, and even as he had been going three times, Derwyn’s hand had been going up—and then sold! to sir and madam. Legend had it that the auctioneer had wanted Jenny to have it.


And there was something else, too. Emrys had been looking over his shoulder for a reason. For Emrys had shown someone else around the farm, someone else who had fallen in love with it. She was an American lady, Emrys said, very classy, very rich. So rich she was going to buy the farm because she loved it, and visit when she could, and live on it in the summertime and at the end of her life. But the farm was sold on a Friday. On the preceding Monday, President Richard Nixon had devalued the U.S. dollar, and the American lady was never seen again.


 


Emrys took Robert around the land. The farm sat at the top of its own narrow valley; the fields sloped up steeply from a deep stream and rolled over into two wide arms of land that spread out, beneath the mountain, from the house. The acres fell into two rough halves. On each side their contours were similar: steep fields below the hill fence flattened into meadows, below which the ground fell sharply to the wooded stream. Each field was named. Emrys led Robert out behind the house, along a green lane to the Hill Fields. These ran for a quarter of a mile below the hill fence to a cluster of larch trees. From the larches the men worked their way down to thick woods, where there were badger setts and woodland birds, gray squirrels and fallen trees wrapped in moss thick as wool, growing fungus like great trolls’ ears. Below one mighty drop, tangled in bracken and crowds of nettles, was the wreckage of a vehicle, rounded blue panels smashed into the earth.


“That’s my old Austin,” Emrys explained. “Ran her off the top there.”


“Easier than the scrap heap?”


“Aye, and cheaper.”


There was something shocking about the shattered carcass of the car, a frozen explosion gradually sinking into the wood. They crossed the stream and climbed up the other side, to the foot of steep fields. Emrys told him the names as they went. Below the Hill Fields, the Rough Field was all full of docks and burrs. Beside it, the L shape was in fact a stair shape, and dropped into Pritchard’s Wood, which would be full of bluebells in the spring. Climbing up the other side, they had passed the badger setts in the Horse Fields, and the rabbit warren, and the mighty steep bank where anything that slipped would fall to its death, except foxes. Then, circling back toward the house, they had come to the Lower Meadows, where they were now, which were the steepest of all. They trudged up to the top of them, and there were the meadows, the best pasture. Of these there were three: the First Meadow, nearest to the house; the Middle Meadow; and, over toward the road where they had first seen the view, the Far Meadow. Along the top of them ran the track. Above the track, overlooking the meadows, were “the Quoikers,” as Robert heard it, big sloping fields, southwest-facing, like the house, and wide open to the view. The Quoikers climbed up to the hill fence. The Far Quoiker had been divided across the middle into two; it had a line of oaks, alders, and ash trees halfway up. The top half of it and the Near Quoiker were prone to gorse. Emrys had plowed it a couple of years before but the bushes had come back. (Robert checked and found the sound came from two words, coed caer—“wood field.”) Last, they came to the Patch, which was the nearest to the house, just below the yard, beyond the pens: it was flattish on the top, where the land rolled over to the track, and then it plunged down to the stream. Emrys kept a few old things in the Patch, and the old horse, and there was a bright green sludgy bit in the middle where the runoff from the yard accumulated.


When they got back, Robert went to Jenny and put his arm around her. “You have absolutely no idea what a wonderful farm you’ve bought.”


Emrys understood but did not share their enthusiasm for the land; to a farmer it was “banky”: too steep and too thin-soiled. After the walk he said, “Come with me, Robert,” and they went off into the Big Barn, where Emrys had his cider.


As it got dark they stood underneath one bulb, which hung from a beam. The upper half of the barn was full of bales, the lower half was empty, the floor a bed of hay. In the middle was a race: great stone flags on their ends, staked and framed with posts to make a corridor four feet high across the width of the barn, where you could pack sheep in tight, or back a cow up, or make a pen for new lambs with a couple of bales. Emrys had the cider in glass bell jars; it was roan red and fizzy. With few words and many smiles he refilled their glasses. They had a couple and then a couple more. By the time they emerged their cheeks were flaming and they had to drop their shoulders to change course. Robert went down to the bottom of the yard and pissed a steaming arc, as one car, like a firefly, spun along the road far below.


 


Emrys sold them more than a hundred sheep. It was always done, he explained. When a farm changed hands some of the sheep would stay behind. You needed a flock that knew the ground, that knew what was what, he informed them. Two thirds of their number were the Welsh Mountain breed; small, hardy, protected from the weather by their thick white fleeces, which would be shorn in the summer and sold. The remaining third were Suffolk crosses; larger, black-faced animals with thinner coats. They would deliver bigger, more profitable lambs, but they were more likely to die in bad weather. Scattered among the flock were a few Badger sheep, beautiful creatures that appeared to be wearing black makeup around their eyes and mouths; a few Radnors, which were russet-faced, and a few Speckles, their white faces flecked with gray. “Welsh, Suffolks, Badgers, Radnors, and Speckles,” Robert repeated. Straightforward enough.


“That’s right.” Emrys smiled. “And you’ve got thirty yearling theaves, and you’ll want to buy another tup when Tommy gets too old.”


“Thirty what?”


Emrys was amazed and amused, but he was tactful about it. Ram lambs were tups, ewe lambs were theaves. A one-year-old was a yearling, and most yearlings would be theaves, as the tup lambs went to market in their first nine months, if possible before the winter, so they would not have to be fed. Yearlings were sold as “store” in their second autumn, to larger farms looking to replenish their stock.


“So what’s a wether?”


“Castrated yearling tup that didn’t go to market or didn’t sell. That’s a wether.”


“I see!”


[image: space]


Emrys was in no hurry to move out. His wife, Thursa, wasn’t well. She had “farmer’s lung,” silicosis caused by the dead brown dust of old hay. The farm Emrys had bought up the valley was not as comfortable as it should be for a baby and mother: Emrys wondered if they could stay at the farm while he got the new place ready. He would keep an eye on it, and the sheep, for them until they were ready to move up from London.
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