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  For Candice


  


  


  Are these things done on Albions shore?


  William Blake: A Little Boy Lost
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  There is no end to madness, Jack thinks, once it takes hold. Hadnt those experts said it could take years before it flared up in human beings? So, it had flared up now
  in him and Ellie.


  Sixty-five head of healthy-seeming cattle that finally succumbed to the rushed-through culling order, leaving a silence and emptiness as hollow as the morning Mum died, and the small angry wisp
  of a thought floating in it: Well, theyd better be right, those experts, it had better damn well flare up some day or this will have been a whole load of grief for nothing.


  So then.


  Healthy cattle. Sound of limb and udder and hoofand mind. Not one of them mad as far as I ever saw, Dad had said, as if it was the start of one of his rare jokes and his
  face would crack into a smile to prove it. But his face had looked like simply cracking anyway and staying cracked, and the words he might have said, by way of a punchline, never left his lips,
  though Jack thinks now that he heard them. Or it was his own silent joke to himself. Or its the joke hes only arrived at now: We must be the mad ones.


  And if ever there was a time when Jacks dad might have put his two arms round his two sons, that was it. His arms were certainly long enough, even for his sons big
  shouldersboth brothers out of the same large Luxton mould, though with all of eight years between them. Tom would have been fifteen then, but growing fast. And Jack, though it was a fact he
  sometimes wished to hide, even to reverse, already had a clear inch over his father.


  The three of them had stood there, like the only life left, in the yard at Jebb Farm.


  But Michael Luxton hadnt put his arms round his two sons. Hed done what hed begun to do, occasionally, only after his wifes death. Hed looked hard at his feet,
  at the ground he was standing on, and spat.


  And Jack, who long ago took his last look at that yard, looks now from an upstairs window at a grey sea, at a sky full of wind-driven rain, but sees for a moment only smoke and
  fire.


  Sixty-five head of cattle. Or, to reckon it another way (and never mind the promised compensation): ruin. Ruin, at some point in the not-so-distant future, the ruin that had been creeping up on
  them anyway since Vera Luxton had died.


  Cattle going mad all over England. Or being shoved by the hundred into incinerators for the fear and the risk of it. Who would have imagined it? Who would have dreamed it? But cattle
  arent people, thats a fact. And when trouble comes your way, at least you might think, though its small comfort and precious little help: Well, weve had our turn now,
  our share.


  But years later, right here in this seaside cottage, Jack had switched on the TV and said, Ellie, come and look at this. Come and look, quick. It was the big pyre at Roak Moor,
  back in Devon. Thousands of stacked-up cattle, thousands more lying rotting in fields. The thing was burning day and night. The smoke would surely have been visible, over the far hills, from Jebb.
  Not to mention the smell being carried on the wind. And someone on the TVanother of those expertswas saying that burning these cattle might still release into the air significant
  amounts of the undetected agent of BSE. Though it was ten years on, and this time the burnings were for foot-and-mouth. Which people werent known to get. Yet.


  Well, Jack, Ellie had said, stroking the back of his neck, did we make a good move? Or did we make a good move?


  But hed needed to resist the strange, opposite feeling: that he should have been there, back at Jebb, in the thick of it; it was his proper place.


  BSE, then foot-and-mouth. What would have been the odds? Those TV pictures had looked like scenes from hell. Flames leaping up into the night. Even so, cattle arent people. Just a few
  months later Jack had turned on the telly once again and called to Ellie to come and look, as people must have been calling out, all over the world, to whoever was in the next room, Drop
  what youre doing and come and look at this.


  More smoke. Not over familiar, remembered hills, and even on the far side of the world. Though Jacks first thoughtor perhaps his secondhad been the somehow entirely
  necessary and appropriate one: Well, we should be all right here. Here at the bottom of the Isle of Wight. And while the TV had seemed to struggle with its own confusion and repeated again and
  again, as if they might not be true, the same astonishing sequences, hed stepped outside to look down at the site, as if half expecting everything to have vanished.


  Thirty-two white units. All still there. And among them, on the grass, a few idle and perhaps still-ignorant human sprinkles. But inside each caravan was a television, and some of them must be
  switched on. The word must be spreading. In the Ship, in the Sands Cafe, it must be spreading. It was early Septemberlate seasonbut the middle of a beautiful, clear, Indian-summer
  day, the sea a smooth, smiling blue. Until now at least, they would all have been congratulating themselves on having picked a perfect week.


  Hed felt a surge of helpless responsibility, of protectiveness. He was in charge. What should he dogo down and calm them? In case they were panicking. Tell them it was all right?
  Tell them it was all right just to carry on their holidays, that was what theyd come for and had paid for and they shouldnt let this spoil things, they should carry on enjoying
  themselves.


  But his next thoughtthough perhaps it had really been his first and hed pushed it aside, and it was less a thought maybe than a cold, clammy premonitionwas: What might this
  mean for Tom?


  He looks now at that same view from the bedroom window of Lookout Cottage, though the weathers neither sunny nor calm. Clouds are charging over Holn Head. A November
  gale is careering up the Channel. The sea, white flecks in its greyness, seems to be travelling in a body from right to left, west to east, as if some retreat is going on. Rain stings the glass in
  front of him.


  Ellie has been gone for over an hourthis weather yet to unleash itself when she left. She could be sitting out the storm somewhere, pulled up in the wind-rocked Cherokee. Reconsidering
  her options, perhaps. Or she could have done already exactly what she said shed do, and be returning, having to take it slowly, headlights on in the blinding rain. Or returningwho
  knows?behind a police car, with not just its headlights on, but its blue light flashing.


  Reconsidering her options? But she made the move and said the words. The situation is plain to him now, and despite the blurring wind and rain, Jacks mind is really quite clear. She had
  her own set of keys, of course. All she had to do was grab her handbag and walk out the door, but she might have remembered another set of keys that Jack certainly hasnt forgotten. Has it
  occurred to her, even now? Ellie who was usually the one who thought things through, and him the slowcoach.


  Ellie, Jack thinks. My Ellie.


  Hes already taken the shotgun from the cabinet downstairsthe keys are in the lockand brought it up here. Its lying, loaded, on the bed behind him,
  on the white duvet. For good measure he has a box of twenty-five cartridges (some already in his pocket), in case of police cars, in case of mishaps. Its the first time, Jack thinks, that
  hes ever put a gun on a bed, let alone theirs, and that, by itself, has to mean something. As he peers through the window he can feel the weight of the gun behind him, making a dent in the
  duvet as if it might be some small, sleeping body.


  Well, one way or another, theyd never gone down the road of children. There isnt, now, that complication. Hes definitely the last of the Luxtons. Theres only one
  final complicationit involves Ellieand hes thought that through too, seriously and carefully.


  Which is why hes up here, at this rain-lashed window, from where he has the best view of the narrow, twisting road, Beacon Hill, which has no other purpose these days than to lead to this
  cottage. So hell be alerted. So hell be able to see, just a little sooner than from downstairs, the dark-blue roof, above the high bank, then the nose of the Cherokee as it takes the
  first, tight, ascending bend, past the old chapel. The Cherokee thats done so much hard journeying in these last three days.


  The road below him, running with water, seems to slither.


  Of course, she might not return at all. Another option, and one she might be seriously contemplating. Though where the hell else does she have to go to?


  Its all gone mad, Jack thinks, but part of him has never felt saner. Rain blurs the window, but he looks through it at the rows of buffeted caravans in the middle distance to the right,
  beyond the spur of land that slopes down beneath him to the low mass of the Head. All empty now, of course, for the winter.


  Well, at least this has happened in the off season.


  Ellies words, and just for a shameful instant it had been his own secret flicker of a thought as well.


  He looks at the caravans and even now feels their tug, like the tug of the wind on their own thin, juddering frames. Thirty-two trembling units. To the left, the locked site
  office, the laundrette, the empty shopgrille down, window boarded. The gated entrance-way off the Sands End road, the sign above it swinging.


  Even now, especially now, he feels the tug. The Lookout Caravan Park, named after this cottage (or two knocked into one), in turn named after its former use. He feels, himself now, like some
  desperate coastguard. Ellie had said they should change the name from The Sands. Hed said they should keep it, for the good will and the continuity. And so they had, for a year. But Ellie
  was all for them making their own mark and wiping out what was past. There must be no end of caravan sites called The Sands, shed said, but The Lookout would stand out.


  It could work two ways, hed said, Lookoutattempting another of those solemn-faced jokes of the kind his father once made.


  Ellie had shrugged. So, didnt he like the name of the cottage? It wasnt the name theyd given it, after all. Lookout Cottage (usually known as just The
  Lookout). They could always change the name of the cottage. Ellie was all for change. She was his wife now. Shed laughedshed changed her name to Luxton.


  But they hadnt. Perhaps they should have done. And before the new season began, for the sake of uniformity but also novelty, and because Ellie thought it sounded better than The Sands,
  the site had become, on the letterhead and the brochure and on the sign over the gate, as well as in plain fact, The Lookout Park.


  And it was lookout time now all right.
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  My Ellie. Shed changed her name (at long last) to Luxton, just as, once, his mother had done. And Luxton, so his mother had always said, was a name to be
  proud of. It was even a name that had its glory.


  Both Jack and Tom had grown up with the story, though, because of the eight years between them, not at the same time. But after Tom was born it acquired the double force of
  being a story about two brothers. It was Vera who mainly had the job of telling it, shaping it as she thought fitthough there wasnt so much to go onfor the ears of growing
  boys. Their father may have known more, but the truth was that, though the story had become, quite literally, engraved, no one had ever completely possessed the facts.


  There was a medal kept at Jebb Farmhouse, up in what was known as the Big Bedroom: a silver kings head with a red-and-blue ribbon. Once a year, in November, it would be taken out and
  polished (by Vera, until she died). Jack and Tom had each been given, and again by Vera, their separate, private, initiatory viewings. It was anyway for all to see that among the seven names, under
  191418, on the memorial cross outside All Saints church in Marleston village there were two Luxtons: F.C. Luxton and G.W. Luxton, and after G.W.
  Luxton were the letters DCM.


  Once, most of a century ago, when wild flowers were blooming and insects buzzing in the tall grass in the meadows along the valley of the River Somme, two Luxton brothers had
  died on the same July day. In the process, though he would never know it, one of them was to earn a medal for conspicuous gallantry, while the other was merely ripped apart by bullets. Their
  commanding officer, Captain Hayes, who had witnessed the act of valour himself, had been eager, that night, to write the matter up, with his recommendation, in the hope that something goodif
  that was a fair way of putting itmight come of the days unspeakabilities. But though he knew he had two Luxtons under his command, George and Fred, he had never known precisely which
  was which. In their full kit and helmets they looked like identical twins. They all looked, he sometimes thought, like identical twins.


  But the two Luxton boys were now equally dead anyway. So he had opted for George (it was the more patriotic name), intending to corroborate the matter the next morning, if he had the chance,
  before his dispatch was sent. There had been much else to concern him that night. But he never did have the chance, since by seven a.m. (another radiant summers day, with larks), not long
  after blowing his whistle yet again, and only obeying a futile order that elsewhere along the line had already been cancelled, Captain Hayes too was dead.


  So it was George, not Fred, who got a DCMwhich was only one medal down (Vera liked to make this point) from a VCand neither brother would ever dispute it.


  No then-surviving or subsequent member of the Luxton family ever had cause to challenge what was set down in the citation and carved in stone. No one else had contested it, though no one had
  suggested, either, that Fred was any sort of slouch. They were both heroes whod volunteered and died for their country. It was the general, unspoken view of the slowly diminishing group who
  gathered every November round the Marleston war memorial that all those seven names on it were the names of heroes. Many not on it had been heroes too. There was perhaps a certain communal
  awkwardness about the local family names that were represented (only the Luxtons featured twice), perhaps even a particular awkwardness about Georges DCMas if it had been merely
  attention-seeking of him to capture single-handedly an enemy machine-gun and hold it under impossible odds (so Captain Hayes had written) till he was cut down by crossfire. On the other hand, it
  would have been in the shabbiest spirit not to honour a thing for what it was. George Luxton and his DCM were in fact the reason whyeven long after another world warmany residents of
  Marleston village and its vicinity turned up in November with their poppies when otherwise they might not have done. The Luxtons themselves, of course, were always there. George Luxton (which was
  not to forget Fred) was the village hero and no one (not even Jimmy Merrick of neighbouring Westcott Farm) could deny that he was the Luxtons claim to fame.


  Only Jack knows, now, how Vera told the story. He never confirmed it expressly with Tom. On the other hand, he had no reason to suppose that Tom didnt get exactly the same rendition. His
  mother had given Jack the plainproud, illustriousfacts, a mans story coming from a womans lips. And all the better for it, Jack would later think. His dad would have
  made a mumbling hash of it. At the same time, like some diligent curator, shed placed the medal itself before him. Jack couldnt remember how old hed been, but hed been
  too young to recognise that he was going through a rite of passage arranged exclusively for him. It was probably early one November, around the time of Guy Fawkes Night, when theyd
  light a bonfire at the top of Barton Field, his dad (it was still just the three of them) having splashed it first with paraffin. So in Jacks mind Remembrance Day was always linked with
  flames and fireworks.


  Whenever it was, his mother hadnt played up the soldier-boy side of things, nor had she played it down. But when shed finished, or when Jack had thought shed finished,
  shed added something that, much later, he realised was entirely her own. That was the story of George and Fred, his mother had said, thats how it was: George won a medal, but they
  were both brave men. And if, his mother had gone on, those two boys (shed made the point that they werent much more than boys) had made it home together after the war, one with a
  medal and one not, what would have happened, she felt sure, would have been this. Theyd have stopped at the gate up on the Marleston road before walking down the track and George, who had
  the medal, would have pulled it from his pocket and would have broken it in two. Then hed have said, Before we go any further, Fred, this is for you. And given his brother half
  the medal. Whats mine is yours, hed have said. Then theyd have walked on down the track.


  The extraordinary thing was that his mother had told Jack this extra, imaginary bit long before Tom was aroundlong before, in fact, anyone thought that there would ever be, or
  could be, a Tom. Jack was Veras one and only son. The extraordinary thing also was that you couldnt break a medal in two. Jack knew this well enough. Jack
  had held the medal, then, in whatever size hand hed had at the time. He has also held it, much more recently, in his much bigger hand. And what was true years ago was as true now. You
  couldnt break it in two. It was made of silver. You couldnt break it in two even if you took a pair of the strongest pliers to it.


  But his mother had said that what might be true for a bar of chocolate could also be true for a medal.


  The last time Jack stood, wearing a poppy, by that memorial cross in Marleston was in November, 1994, and he has every reason to remember it, setting aside that it was
  Remembrance Day anyway. His father was there with himor it was more the other way roundbut Tom wasnt there, the first such occasion hed missed. Tom, who would have been
  nineteen in just a few weeks time, wasnt around at all, for the simple but, on such a day, highly complicated reason that he was in the army.


  It made the inescapable annual attendance at the remembrance service awkward, to say the least, but it was far from being the only burden of that sorry day.


  Vera wasnt there either. Shed been dead by then for some five years. Her grave was in the churchyard close by, and it had become part of the Luxton Remembrance Day ritual that
  after the service theyd go and stand by it for a moment, wearing their poppies, as if she too might have been mown down on the Somme. That had been duly donejust Jack and his
  dadthat day.


  Over the others gathered by the memorial there hung, too, an awkwardness or an extra sombreness (though it was a sparkling crisp morning) that owed something to Toms absence, but just as
  much to the devastations that had visited the regions farms in recent yearsto the war still rumbling on, though the thing had passed its peak, with the cow disease. In many respects,
  the after-effects were as bad as the outbreak itself. While officials blathered about recovery and declining incidence, the human toll was mounting. Perhaps everyone did their best,
  as every year, to picture for a moment the indescribable battlefields on which those Luxton brothers and others had died, but what came more readily to mind were the cullings and slaughterings of
  recent times and the grief and hardship they were still causing.


  You couldnt really blame Tom Luxton, in fact, for seeking his future in the army.


  Jack remembers that Remembrance Day because it was the last one he attended with his father and because his father, on this occasion, didnt offer to buy him, as was the regular ritual
  too, a pint in the Crown afterwards. It was the only day of the year on which Michael would buy his son a drink, doing so with a rather stagy insistence, as if the long-ago deaths of those two lads
  somehow rested on his conscience. Or perhaps it was more that on this day, with its hallowed meaning for the Luxton family, he liked to make a show in front of the village.


  The whole thing was carefully adhered to. Every Remembrance Sunday Michael would put on his rarely worn suit, which Jack knew had been Michaels fathers before him, and Jack, when
  he was old and privileged enough, would wear the suit his mother had once bundled him off to Burtons in Barnstaple to buy him. On that last Remembrance Day it was no longer a good fit, but it was
  in good condition. There had been little other use for it.


  Michael was an unsentimental dairy farmer, uncomfortable at, but grudgingly empowered by, having a hero in the family. He made a display of both feelings. Hed put on his suit with an air
  of unwillingness, as if the whole performance only deprived him of time better spent, even on a Sunday morning, on the farm. Hed pin on his poppy. Then hed take the medal, which Vera
  would have polished, and slip it almost furtively into his breast pocket. His mother, Jack remembered, always put more spirit into the thing, not only buffing up the medal, but making sure to
  procure the poppies in advance and inspecting them in their suits as if they might have been soldiers themselves. And she wasnt even a real Luxton.


  All this had changed and the annual event had acquired a new meaning and a new component after Vera died. But thered always beenand after Veras death it included the teenage
  Tomthat gesture of the pint.


  They were certainly not regulars at the Crown. If they had been, it might have lessened the effect when they walked in every November with their poppies and suits. Drink, Michael would generally
  say, was money down the throat. And at least hed never taken the route, as more than one farmer did, of letting drink itself make you forget that. They drank tea at Jebb, pints of it. They
  called it


  brew. Otherwise, except at Christmas, they were mainly dry.


  Old man Merrick on the other hand, Jack had long suspected, even before Ellie confirmed it, always had a hip flask on the go. Tucked somewhere about him, under those strange
  layers he wore. A nip here, a nip thereever since Ellies mother, Alice, had disappeared one day, when Ellie was still a teenager, from Westcott Farm. Just enough to keep him bright
  and lookingas he often did with no great reason tolike some twinkly-eyed, contented elf. Yet on all those occasions when he and Jack would meet by accident in the
  Westcott boundary field and for a few moments do what might be called passing the time of day, leaning their backs against the pick-upwith Luke sometimes perched in itor
  against Merricks beaten-up Land Rover, Merrick had never fished inside his wrappings and said, There, boysy, take a slug. Even when the wind was sharp.


  Luke was the softest dog going, but hed always growl and act fierce when Merrick was around and Jack had never known Jimmy Merrick stretch out a hand to stroke him.


  Merrick, with rumpled lapels and a poppy, would regularly turn up on Remembrance Day, mainly for the drinking afterwards and for the rarityit was worth a humble nod to Luxton
  gloryof having Michael Luxton buy him a pint. If he looked a strange sight in a suit (but they all did), Jimmy wasnt a stranger to the Crown. Michaels view was that he must
  have a stash of something under the floorboards at Westcott, a pot of something buried in his yard. It had to do somehow with his wife running off. But this was something Ellie could never
  verifyand shed certainly have wanted to know about it.


  Drink was money down the gullet anyway, Michael would say. Not that hed want to judge his neighbour. Maybe it was even the point he was making on that Remembrance Day. It wasnt a
  point about Tom. Toms name was simply no longer mentioned. It was just that they were teetering on the edge. More so than Jack guessed. Even the twenty-odd pounds hed need for the two
  pints (just the two now) plus the others hed have to stand (you had to look proud) was more than he could muster. Jack always put a twenty, if he had one, in his own pocket so he was covered
  too. And hed had a twenty, somehow, that day.


  But his dad hadnt even looked in the direction of the Crown. His face was like a wall, a thicker wall than usual, and, after doing the other thing they always did, going to stand by
  Veras grave, theyd just driven silently back to Jebb. Thats that then, his dad had said and had hardly needed to say even that.


  Jack was the passenger, Michael drove, and there was a point somewhere along the road when Jack realised, if not quite at the time itself, that it was too late. Before that point he still might
  have said, Stop, Dad, theres something we havent done. And conceivably his dad was testing him, daring himwishing him to say it. He might have said it even when
  they were well clear of Marleston and nearing the Jebb gate, the hedges along the road still glittering with barely melted frost. He might have just grabbed his fathers arm as he shifted a
  gear. What a simple thing.


  But theyd passed the point, and Jack couldnt have said exactly where it was. Though, afterwards, he was to think it was the same point where Tom, on foot and heading in the other
  direction, at three oclock in the morning, almost a year before, must have knownif hed had any doubts at allthat now he couldnt, wouldnt go back.


  And it was the same point, perhaps, where George might have stopped with Fred.


  Stop, Dad. But Jack wasnt up to it. Though by then hed long been the bigger of the two of them. One day, years ago, hed woken up to discover,
  disturbingly, that he was taller than his father. Now, in some mysterious way, his dad was even shrinking. But he still wasnt up to it.


  And his father, Jack thinks now, might just have said, We havent not done anything. We went and looked at her grave, didnt we? Take your hand off my arm.


  They might simply have had a set-to right there, a blazing set-to, pulled up on the MarlestonPolstowe road, the engine of the Land Rover still running. A set-to in their suits. They might
  even have got out and taken a swing at each other, the swings at each other theyd been saving up for years. And his dad with a medal for bravery in his pocket.


  On those previous occasions in the Crown thered usually be someone whod ask, as if theyd been planted there for the purpose, Sodo you have it with you,
  Michael? And his father, perched on his stool at the bar and looking as if he hadnt heard or might even be quietly annoyed by the question, would sip his beer or blow smoke from his
  mouth and, only after you thought the matter had passed, dip his hand into his top pocket and take it out again, clenched round something. And only after more time had passed and while he still
  looked at the air in front of him would he open his hand, just for an instant, above the surface of the bar, and then return the medal to where it had come from. It was a performance his dad was
  good at and one worth its annual repetition. An unsentimental dairy farmer, but capable (though Jack could never have furnished the joke) of milking a situation.


  The lights on in the Crown. He can see it now. A grey November noon. The low beams. Poppies and suits. A faint whiff of old wardrobes and moth balls. The beer seeping down, everything huddled
  and glinting. Then for a moment that extra glint. The glory of the Luxtons.


  Stop, Dad. I want to buy you a drink. Such a simple thing, but like moving the hills.
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  What would his mum think? That has always been Jacks inner yardstick, his deepest cry.


  Vera Luxton died when Jack was twenty-one and Tom was thirteen, of ovarian cancer. Perhaps his acquaintance with cows and calves made Jack better able than most men of twenty-one to comprehend
  what this meant, but it was anyway an event that changed everything, like a line in history. The cow disease, which came later, was one thing and it was a killer in every sense, but the rot really
  set in, Jack would say, when Vera died. Michael had run the farm, but Vera had overseen it, had made it revolve in some way round herself. If they hadnt known and acknowledged it at the
  timeand that included little Tomthey knew it now.


  Behind that wall his dad could present to the world, Jack knew, his father was stumbling. There were some things Jack could see throughor that he simply duplicated. He had a face like a
  wall too, he was stumbling too. It was his fall-back position, to take what he got and stumble on, to look strong or just dumb on the outside and stumble inside. He was just like his father.


  But on the other hand (and his father knew it) hed always been closer to his mum, a lot closer than little Tom had ever been, coming along those eight years later and to everyones
  surprise.


  Would you like a little brother, Jack?


  His mother had looked at him with a strange, stern-but-pleading look, as if she needed (though he was only seven) his serious, manly help.


  Because I have a feeling, shed said, you may be going to get one.


  It had seemed to him that she was somehow floating away, might even be saying goodbye, and this was some sort of offer of compensation. And how, with that look in her eye, could he have said
  anything but yes?


  It was only later that he drew the conclusionor formed the theorythat Tom hadnt been meant to happen. It was a risk. His mother had problems in that department. Shed
  had a bad time with him, he vaguely knew. Though he also understood that shed thought it was worth it. She had an even worse time, as it turned out, with Tom. Between the two of them, Jack
  sometimes wondered, might they have given her the cancer?


  But hed been truly intended. While Tom, it seemed, had turned up by surprise and at much hazard to his mother. It made a difference, perhaps. It made him feel that Tom was never a
  rivalthe opposite. Jack had been born at Jebb, in the Big Bedroom, with the assistance of an intrepid midwife. But Tom had been brought home one day from Barnstaple Infirmary, with a Vera
  whod looked rather weaker than her baby. It made a difference.


  In any case, after Tom was there, Jacks mum had a way, from time to time, of drawing Jack aside into a sort of special, private cornerthough it was usually in the kitchen or on
  warm days in the yard, so in no way hidden. Nonetheless his dad, and Tom when he was older, would respectfully steer clear of it, as if Vera had issued an order. When he was in this special space
  with his mother, Jack would mysteriously understandeven when he was only nine or tenthat he was having a grown-up conversation, something you were supposed to have in life, a sort of
  always-to-be-resumed conversation, which went on, in fact, right up until the time his mother fell ill and died. And hed understand that this conversation had to do with something that
  seldom otherwise came into his thinking, let alone his talk: his future and its responsibilities. Or, to put it another way, his name.


  Since it meant something if you were born, as he was, on a farm: the name. The generations going back and forwards, like the hills, whichever way you looked, around them. And what else had his
  mother borne him for than to give him and show him his birthright? Something his father, for whatever reasonand though it was his namecould never do.
  Thered never been such a moment.


  And then the birthright, deprived of Veras backing and blighted by cow disease, had begun to look anyway like a poor deal.


  That had always seemed to Jack to be the gist of those conversations, whatever their apparent subject: his birthright. That he shouldnt worry about Tom, who would always be the little
  nipper and latecomer. That he should rise to his place and his task.


  When he was older, starting to outgrow both his father and that Burtons suit, shed make tea for just the two of them. Hed smoke a cigarette. Shed top up his mug, without his
  asking, when he put it down. He didnt know then how much one day hed miss, and he wouldnt know how to speak of it when he did, the creases in his mothers wrist as she
  held the teapot, one hand pressing down the lid, and refilled his mug, just for him.


  And it was only later, when she was gone, that it occurred to him that another gist, and perhaps the real gist, of those conversations was precisely that. That she was telling him that she
  wouldnt always be there. It was what shed had in her mind perhapsand hed been right to have those strange feelingseven when she first told him about Tom.
  Shed be gone sooner than anyone might think.


  She was more of a Luxton, it could be said, than the Luxtons themselves. When she died it was as if the whole pattern was lost. Yet her name had once been Newcombe, and until she was nineteen
  shed never even known life on a farm. She was the daughter of a postmaster. One day Michael Luxton had plucked her from the post office in Polstowe and carried her to Jebb Farm and, so it
  seemed, nothing could have better answered her hopes and her wishes.


  Something like that must have happened. Jack had never known, even from his mothers lips, the actual story. His dealings with Ellie Merrick didnt seem a useful guide. But he found
  it hard, or just vaguely trespassing of him, to imagine that his father, his father of all people, might once have carried his mother, her legs kicking, over the threshold of Jebb Farm and possibly
  even have carried her, without a pause, straight up to the Big Bedwhere two years later he, Jack, would be born and where, twenty-one years after that, Vera Luxton would die.


  Hed sometimes daringly think that the business of birthright might work in reverse. That his mothers birthing him, more than her taking his fathers name, had made a Luxton
  out of her. Shed had such a bad time with him, Jack supposed, that it had generally been accepted that she couldnt be a mother again. So everything was pooled in him. Or, looking at
  it another way, it was his fault. Eight long years had proved it. Then Tom had come along and taken away the blame. Which was another reason why suddenly having a little brother around was never a
  problem for Jack. Quite the opposite.


  Anyway, there were those conversations. And anyway, by the time Vera lay dying in that big bed, shed become so much a Luxton that despite the determined efforts of the health authorities
  to move her into hospital, she refused to be taken from Jebb Farm. As if she were putting down her final roots.


  Hed always rememberthough hes tried to forget themher last days. How she clung, sometimes literally, to that bed as if she wanted, perhaps, to become it. Or the bed,
  perhaps, wanted to become her. His father, as if not to intrude on this intimate process, had slept, or rather kept terrified watch, close by in a sort of separate bivouac made out of the old
  wooden chest pushed up against the rooms solitary, battered armchair. The room was like some compartment of disaster.


  Well, at least she was spared, Jack can say to himself now, the long road to ruin, and worse. Though it was not so long, really, after her death. How it would have appalled and shamed and simply
  disappointed her. How she must have flinched, again and again, in that grave of hers in Marleston churchyard. But then if she could have flinchedJack can sometimes lose his own
  logicshe wouldnt have been spared.


  He cant decide the matter. His mother is dead, yet she has never not been, in theory, at his shoulder. He wants her not to have known and suffered or even witnessed all the things that
  followed her death. Including all this now. But that would be like wishing her dead. Merely dead.


  Only yesterday Jack had been obliged to stand close to his mothers grave. Had she known? How could she have borne it to know, under the circumstances? But if shed known, then
  surely shed have let him know, hed have felt some tugsomething even like the tug of those empty caravansand surely shed have cried out,
  somehow, when hed left in that sudden, uncontrollable haste, Jack, dont go. Dont rush off like that. And surely, if she had, hed have stayed.


  All of them there together, for that short, agonising while, all of them under the same pressing circumstances, but him the only one left above ground.


  And all of them there (except him) right now, he thinks, right this minute, under this wind and rain. The wind plucking the browning petals from all those flowers, toppling the stacked-up
  bunches and wreaths, the rain rinsing the gravestones, new and old, the water seeping down through the soil.


  Jack cant decide the matter. Do they feel it, know it all, or are they spared? He could say hes about to find out.
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  What would his mother think (he tries not to think about it) if she could see him now?


  But what would she have thought, anyway, to see him no longer at Jebb Farm but here by the sea, tending a herd of caravans? What would she think to see him hitched
  upproperly and officially marriedto Ellie Merrick? But that once-impossible yet inevitable thingwho else was it going to be?would surely have been only what shed
  have wished. If only shed had the power to knock two stubborn male heads together and make it happen herself.


  But it hadnt happened, anyway, in Marleston church. No wedding bells reaching her, six foot below in the Devon earth, making her smile. My son Jacks getting married today. And he
  hadnt felt her presenceher touch, her whispered approvalin that registry office in Newport.


  And now, look, with a gun on their marriage bed.


  And what would she have thought to see him and Ellie taking off every winter, for three weeks or a whole month sometimes, to sun themselves under coconut palms and drink tall drinks with paper
  parasols stuck in them? Never mind that they were here by the seaside, near a beach, in the first place. But that was what Ellie had thought they should do, they could afford it and they should do
  it, and why shouldnt they have their holidays? And he, with a little coaxing at first, had gone along with it. And not a bad arrangement at all. Certainly according
  to the caravannersthe Lookouters. We get a week in the Isle of Wight, you get a month in the Caribbean. Not bad, Jack, for an out-of-work farmer.


  It was the regular backchat, not ill-meant, but hed had to find a way of handling it. No one got shortchanged, no one got a bad deal at the Lookout. He couldnt arrange the weather
  (any more than he could at Jebb). Youll get as good a holiday here as youll get there, hed say, in a way that, he could tell, they felt he really, mysteriously believed.
  Hed risen to that task: talking to the caravanners, making them feel at home and befriended. Hed been surprised at his talent for it.


  He took his holidays these days in the Caribbean. And what of it? Once hed been tethered, all year round, to a herd of Friesians.


  Though, if the truth be known, after a few days of lying under those palm trees and sipping those drinks and smiling at Ellie and rubbing sunscreen on her, hed sometimes start to think
  anxiously about his caravans. Whether they were all right. Whether they were withstanding the winter storms. Whether that security firmDawsonswas really any good and whether anyone
  was actually patrolling the place, while he was lying here where once he could never have dreamed of being. And then hed think, because it was the thought he was really always having to bat
  away, like batting away one of those big bastard tropical hornet things that could come at you suddenly out of nowhere: what would his mum think?


  Well, Jack, my big old boy, its a far cry from Brigwell Bay. Thats what shed think. Or from hosing down the milking parlour.


  And then hed think of Tom.


  Farmer Jack. He never quite knew how the word had got around. Farmer Jack, milking his caravans. Here comes Farmer Jack in one of those shirts he got in Barbados.
  The ones that make your eyes hurt. What would they have thought if they could actually have seen him in the parlour in his faded blue boiler suit and his wellies? Being
  barked at by his father. What would his mum have thought if she could see him in one of those shirts?


  But never mind that. Never mind the Lookout Park, formerly the Sands, or the winter holidays in the Caribbean. What would she have thought to see how it all went at Jebb? To see it now, not a
  Luxton in sight, its acres all in new hands and the farmhouse no longer a farmhouse. A country home, a holiday home (that was the phrase Ellie herself had once used) for people who
  already had a home. What would she have thought to see all the things that didnt bear thinking of? (Though had she seen them anyway?) To see Tom, little Tom, but a big boy himself by then,
  simply slip out one cold December night and disappear?


  But Toms with her right now, Jack thinks, he could scarcely be closer. He was walking right back to her, that night, without knowing it.


  And what would she have thought to see those burning cattle?


  All the generations going back and forwards. It had been so for centuries. The first farmhouse on Jebb Hill had been built by a Luxton in 1614. The oak in Barton Field was perhaps old even then.
  And who would have thoughtlet alone his own motherthat he, Jack Luxton, would be the first of all the Luxtons (as he was now the last) to cut that long, thick rope on which his own
  hands had been hardened and sell Jebb Farmhouse and all the land and become, with Ellie, the soft-living proprietor of a caravan site?


  He could blame Ellie if he wanted to. Hed been the only man left around the place, and who else made the decisions? But Ellie would surely have known the weak spot in him she was touching
  (so would his mother) when she came up with her plan. And what other plan, what other solution did he happen to have?


  Ive thought it through, Jack, trust me.


  To become the proprietor of the very opposite thing to that deep-rooted farmhouse. Holiday homes, on wheels. Or units, as theyd come to refer to them. But theyd been
  good at it, he and Ellie, theyd made a good go of itwith a lot of help at the start, its true, from Uncle Tony. And theyd made more out of it than
  theyd ever have made out of two doomed farms. And, for Gods sake, it could even be fun. Fun being what they dealt in. Fun, Jacko, dont you think its time we had
  some? And every winter, on top of it all, they flew off to the Caribbean.


  But not this winter. Obviously. Or it had seemed unavoidably obvious to him. But not to Ellie, apparently. And that was the start of all this.


  He looks now at the rain-swept caravans. The tug of it, still. Lookout Cottage up here, the caravans down there, no more than little white oblongs at this distance. The joke
  was that he had a telescope constantly trained, he wasnt just Farmer Jack, he was also sometimes the Commandant. Driving down or strolling down every day to see if all was well. In fine
  weather, dressed the part: shorts and Caribbean shirt (extra-large) and one of those baseball caps theyd had run up, free for every guest, with Lookout and the lighthouse motifgold on
  blackabove the peak.


  Thirty-two units. All top of the range, he could truthfully say, even if the range wasnt quite the topmost one. He could never have said that about the milking machinery at
  Jebb.


  The tug hed never expected. Empty half the year, but then sometimes, strangely, as now, all the more tugging. Occupied for the other half by this shifting temporary
  populationmigrants, vagrants, escapers in their own country.


  It was only ever an encampment down there, that was the feel of it, like the halt of some expeditionary, ragtag army. It might all be gone in the morningany morningleaving nothing
  but the tyre marks in the grass. That was the tug. Not cattle, not even caravans, but people.
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  Ellie sits in the wind-rocked, rain-lashed Cherokee, in the lay-by on the coast road at Holn Cliffs, thinking of her mother.


  The car is pointing in the direction of Holn itself and so in what, on any day till now, she might have called the direction of home. And on a clear day it would be perfectly possible to see
  from where she sits not just the fine sweep of the coastline, but, on the hillside running up from the Head, the distant white speck of Lookout Cottage. It had been built there, after all, with a
  now-vanished lighthouse above it, because of the prominent position. And on a clear day, a fine summers day say, it would be equally possible to see from Lookout Cottage the distant glint
  and twinkle of carswith perhaps an ice cream van or twolined up in the lay-by at Holn Cliffs while their occupants admired the view.


  Today there is no view. Even Holn Head is just a vague, jutting mass of darker greyness amid the general greyness, and Ellie can only squintingly imagine that at a certain point, through the
  murk beyond her windscreen, she can see the pin-prick gleam of the lit-up windows of the cottage.


  The wipers are on, though to little effect. Thirty yards along the lay-by, barely visible, is another parked car, a silver hatchback, doing what Ellie is apparently doing, and Ellie feels, along
  with an instinctive solidarity, a stab of envy. Only to be sitting out the storm.


  How could Jack have said what he said?


  Ellie hasnt seen her mother for over twenty yearsand can never see her againso that to think of her at all is like seeing distant glimmers through a blur. Yet right now, as
  if time has performed some astounding, marooning loop, thoughts of her motherand of her fatherhave never been so real to her.


  How could Jack have said it?


  Ellies mother disappeared, one fine late-September day, from Westcott Farm, Devon, abandoning her husband, Jimmy, and her only child, Ellie, when Ellie was barely
  sixteen, and though she would never see her again, Ellie would come to knowfamiliarly and gratefullywhere her mother had eventually made her home. Ellies mother once lived in
  that cottage whose lights Ellie can only imagine she sees, and had she not done so, Ellie and Jack could never have made it their home as well.


  Though now Ellie wonders if it is any sort of home at all.


  The exact cause of her mothers sudden flight all those years ago Ellie would never know, but it had to do with a figure whom Ellie, back then, would sometimes call, when in intimate
  conversation with Jack Luxton, her mothers mystery manusing that phrase not so much with scorn but with a teasing fascination, as if she would quite like a mystery man
  of her own.


  Her father must have had some clue who the man was and even communicated indirectly with his runaway wife on the subject, if only to become an officially divorced man and get back the sole title
  to Westcott Farm. But his lips remained sealed and, anyway, not long before her fathers death, Ellie was to discover that her mother had replaced that original mystery man with someone else
  and had lived with him on the Isle of Wight.


  A few miles along the coast road behind her, in a cemetery in Shanklin, Ellies motheror her asheslies buried, under a memorial slab placed there by her then husband, whom
  Ellie would one day refer to as Uncle Tony. Ellie has lived now for over ten years in her mothers and Uncle Tonys former home, but has never been to see her
  mothers nearby resting-place, and until recently this would only have expressed her mixed feelings about her once renegade mum: blame, tempered with unexpected gratitude andever since
  that September day years agoan odd, grudging admiration. She hadnt quite condemned, but she hadnt quite forgiven either, and she wasnt going to go standing by any
  graves.


  And until recently this would only have expressed Ellies position generally. The past is the past, and the dead are the dead.


  But two mornings ago when Jack had departed, all by himself, on an extraordinary journey whose ultimate destination was a graveside, Ellie had felt rise up within her, like a counterweight, the
  sudden urge to pay her long-withheld respects. Shed even had the thought: As for Jack and his brother, so for me and my mum. The only trouble was that she didnt have the car, Jack had
  it, and shed baulked at the idea of getting the bus. But she has the car nowshe has unilaterally commandeered itand, only within the last desperate hour, Ellie has attempted
  that aborted journey once again. And failed.


  Shed driven blindly hither and thither at first, sometimes literally blindly, given the assaults of the rain, and because much of the time her eyes were swimming with
  tears. How could Jack have said that? But then how could she have said what shed said, and how could she possibly, actually act upon it? Then the thought of her
  mother had loomed, even more powerfully, once more. Shanklin. Forget Newport. Forget Newport police station. That had just been a terrible, crazy piece of blather. Shanklin. And now, after all,
  might really be the time.


  Hello Mum, here I am at last, and look what a mess Im in. Any advice? What now? What next?


  And if no answer were forthcoming, then at least she might say: Thank you, Mum, thank you anyway. Im here at least to say that. Thank you for deserting me and Dad all those years ago.
  Thank you for leaving me to him, and to the cows. And the cow disease. Thank you for being a cow yourself, but for coming right in the end, even if you never knew it. Thank you for giving me and
  Jackremember him, Jack Luxton?these last ten years
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