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CHAPTER EIGHT

‘You’re very mean.’

Arthur did not look up. But he closed his book. Reassured, Patricia came into the room and sat in the only other chair. They were in the summerhouse, claimed by Arthur as his ‘den’ since he’d been about eleven. It stood at the end of what had been a well-preserved ornamental garden – now overgrown through lack of labour – well away from the house, and overlooking the bottom field of Wall-End Farm. In it, besides Arthur’s piano and two large armchairs, there was little else but books and ‘curios’. This latter word – insisted upon by Arthur – covered a rather tentative collection of Roman glass, two small Persian vases, dry-point drawings, silks. Right across one of the walls, there was an enormous tapestry – a cheap reproduction, but nevertheless warm and beautiful – representing a courtly hunt, with all those gentlemen not on horseback standing in elegant cross-legged pose at the side of long dimpled ladies.

This den was private.

‘You’ve locked yourself away ever since you came back,’ she went on.

‘I thought that everybody would want to be on their own . . .’

‘At a time like this,’ she concluded for him, and giggled.

‘Did Mummy tell you?’ she asked.

‘What?’

‘How it happened.’

‘No.’

‘It was awful.’

She knew her brother was offended by what she was saying. For this reason, she continued:

‘He was drunk, of course. He’d been on the drink all the afternoon – Mummy pretending not to know – that’s how she’s been doing it the last few months, you know – and anyway she was saddled with some stupid nuts-and-bolts man. He was up at Rosley – took him there myself as a matter of fact – then he seems to have tried to ride back on Foster’s pony – and ended it all by letting Andrei drag him home. Terrible!’ Then, affectionately, she added: ‘Poor old thing.’

‘Thank you,’ Arthur replied.

‘Why didn’t you come home right away?’ she demanded.

‘I did. I caught the first train after your telegram.’

‘I don’t mean that.’

Arthur was silent. He resented being the excuse for his sister’s callousness about their father.

‘Why didn’t you come back as soon as you’d resigned your commission?’

‘You must have read my letter.’

‘Yes. But you could have thought things over up here. I should have thought that London would have been the last place for that.’

‘There were some people I wanted to see.’

‘Oh.’

Patricia was halted in full bustle. While talking to Arthur, the tense privacy of her bearing had softened to a mistimed excitement. Her hands signalled out of rhythm with the emphasis in her speech; she let her body droop when speaking fiercely – made as if to jump to her feet in the middle of an even sentence or silence. And Arthur, never looking at her, withdrew into precision and coldness.

‘What did you decide?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t yet made up my mind.’

‘What are the alternatives?’

‘Obviously, I’ll have to stay here for a while.’

‘And then?’

‘I think I’ll go away.’

‘Where?’

He shrugged his shoulders. The notion was so fragile in his own mind. He did not want it to be destroyed through mishandling at such an unprepared stage.

‘I suppose you want to trot off to Sarawak or some such hold and do good and look at sunsets and be inconspicuous all at once.’

Arthur took out a packet of Players – withdrew one of the anonymous white tubes from the carton – and flicked on his lighter.

‘Have you heard from Oliver?’ she asked him.

He lit the cigarette. He ought never to have told her about Oliver.

‘In fact, I thought you’d go with him. Why didn’t you?’

Arthur shook his head. That was enough. Patricia gave up, slumped back in her large armchair, and looked past him, out of the window. Arthur turned towards her and they began to talk about their friends in the area.

‘How long will you stay?’ asked Mrs Langley, later.

‘Until everything is cleared up,’ Arthur replied.

‘That may take a long time,’ his mother went on. ‘Your father,’ she paused, ‘there are debts.’

‘I know.’

‘Oh?’

‘Williams told me. I went to see him yesterday.’

‘I see.’ Mrs Langley nodded, giving him her permission for having gone to the family solicitor without consulting her and, at the same time, indicating her gratitude for his command of affairs.

They were sitting in the long drawing-room. Annie had served tea and Mrs Langley’s conversation was given the gracious aid of useful action. Besides the almost constant reshuffling of tiny plates, cups, the sugar and milk bowl, the teapot – all this directed her nervousness into something which absorbed it undemandingly.

The room itself was surprising. Not for the heavy, solid generation-tasted furniture which lay about it like an emblem of gracious country-house comfort, but for the touches, light – two eighteenth-century copies of Italian primitives – delicate – a supple Tudor chest, dark oak enravishingly carved, in its setting, a flight, an indulgence – yet strong touches which had been laid by Arthur’s father and himself and gave the stable room an elevation, a disturbance – contradicting the unquestioning assumption of its values – a detachment.

‘And so you may settle down here,’ Mrs Langley went on.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘But you will be here for a while?’

‘Yes, Mother.’

His unresigned patience jerked her into a realisation of her coercion.

‘Did Williams suggest what we might do?’

‘Yes. It will have to be something rather drastic.’

‘Sell?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did he suggest what?’

‘He did, but I didn’t quite agree with him. I would like to sell Foster his farm.’

‘But that’s – could he afford it?’

‘Williams seemed to think he might be able to.’

‘We get a good rent from him now, you know. He persuaded your father to install many things at Wall-End.’

‘I don’t know yet,’ Arthur said. Then, to conclude something he did not want to talk about for fear that its cause might be brought up and exposed – to the pain both of his mother and himself – he went on: ‘We’ll see about it, anyway. There’s no great hurry.’

‘I’m glad you’ve decided to hunt,’ she went on, as happy to change a subject as to remain with it. ‘You’ll be able to pick things up again quite easily that way.’

He knew what she meant – and felt obliged to challenge her so that his silence might not later be taken for agreement.

‘I’m hunting for the sport, Mother,’ he replied. ‘Not for the invitations.’

‘But they’ll come all the same, dear,’ she answered him.

‘And if they come as a condition of the hunt, then I shall stop hunting.’

‘That would be rather unreasonable, wouldn’t it?’

‘It would be perfectly reasonable – given my own reasons.’

‘You haven’t told me what those reasons are.’

‘To do it for the sport, Mother.’

He smiled, gently, and Mrs Langley was relieved. She expressed this relief in a mime of tea-pouring and plate-patting, again seeming to suit the action to some phrases she might once have spoken. Her fingers were deft. Arthur noticed how firm the skin still was on her hands.

Then, she stopped; there was no conclusion. Arthur felt that he was playing a tentative charade. It was his duty to guess what his mother was about to say and to be prepared to reassure her while not committing himself, through sympathy, to answers which would encumber him with later obligations.

She began to talk about the army. About his father’s career, his own postings, dwelling on his successes, nudging him towards regret.

‘Why are you so insistent?’ he asked. ‘Did you expect me to stay in the army all my life?’

‘I would not have been unhappy if you had done so,’ she replied. ‘At the very least it gave you a career. I can’t see what you are going to do now. You may have plans – but you never tell me of them and I won’t ask – unless you wish it. But there is little for you to do here.’

‘Father found enough to occupy himself with.’

‘He was ill and old enough to have retired,’ she answered, nervously. ‘And you are young and healthy.’

‘Would it make you feel better if I told you that I did have plans?’

‘My feelings are unimportant.’

Immediately, she appeared to forget what they had been saying. Returning to her mime, she gave no indication of being either answered or satisfied. Nor did she show concern. Arthur waited for her next jump, but when she did speak, it was to make a trivial request. He could see that all they had talked about, even though unconcluded, was now dismissed. She was considering her next move. Each morning, she made a list of activities, visits and general arrangements – all neatly pencilled on blue note-paper – and she worked through the day according to these declarations, concerned only to spread out her preoccupations over the necessary length of time. Since her husband’s death, she had been as an unsupported web.

After tea, and after Arthur had self-consciously helped Annie with the washing-up, he went to the summerhouse. Pat was out taking back a relative to the station at Newcastle and so he would be undisturbed. Before going into the garden which, led to his den, he waited until Andrei, walking towards him, caught him up. The two men went along the weed-bulging path, talking about the new tractor which Andrei had been proposing, discreetly, since Arthur’s return.

He was writing his diary when Annie came to announce the Reverend Craddock. The old vicar was waiting for him in the drawing-room. After civilities, he began:

‘I won’t try to disguise the purport of this visit. I came to ask you about your interest in the Wall.’

Arthur was puzzled at this unexpected task.

‘The Roman Wall. Hadrian’s, or more exactly, Agricola’s Wall – though even that is not quite accurate.’

He paused, peeping over his glasses to see if his scholastic sally had met with a response which might be encouraging to one of an academic turn.

‘You see,’ he went on, ‘your dear father was – Honorary President.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of,’ the dry fingers fluttered into patterns of exclusive self-indulgence, ‘of our Society.’

‘To preserve it?’

‘To explore it,’ the vicar corrected. ‘To keep the spirit of its builders alive with the formalin of scholarship.’ Again, the mouse-peep; this time, a smile; sufficient for him to continue: ‘Your – the Colonel did not disclose the extent of his concern over our work to many; but I know that it was very close to him. He was a man who believed that certain things were worth doing, whatever the labour, whatever the cost.’ This time, he pushed back his glasses on to the top of his nose, and looked squarely at Arthur. ‘The cost was always reasonable, of course, very reasonable. But even had it been twice what it was I’m sure your father would have paid. Indeed he used to say that, as President of the Society, his chief function was Treasurer. His joke, you know. I am the Treasurer.’

‘I see.’

‘Yes,’ the vicar concluded. Then, as if he had unaccountably caught himself out telling a white lie, the old man blushed and bobbed away. He had put his case clearly – and the Society meant a considerable amount to him – but he realised his rudeness in so artlessly articulating his hopes. The Society meant so much to him, however, that he could not contain his worry for its future one day longer.

‘I would like to join your Society,’ said Arthur. ‘Could I?’

‘But we’d be delighted!’

‘I’m afraid I know nothing about archaeology. Or about the Romans.’

‘But here’s your chance.’ The vicar was moved to an agitated foot-fussing which threatened to break into an Anglican war-dance. ‘Here’s your chance!’

‘Of course,’ said Arthur, gently, ‘I shall be only too honoured to continue any – relationship which might have existed between the Society and my father.’

‘We can elect you. We can decide . . .’

‘As an ordinary member,’ Arthur interrupted, ‘what would be my function?’

The Reverend Craddock looked abashed for a moment. Everything had worked so perfectly – even to the hope beyond all planning that Arthur might refuse the post of president. Mr Stoneman, who had written articles for the Cumberland & Westmorland Archaeological and Antiquarian Society’s quarterly publication, had long emphasised the importance of the leadership residing in the right place; in this case, as he put it, ‘in the ditches!’ Now – he could be offered the post, with nothing lost.

‘What would I do?’ Arthur repeated.

Whipping off his spectacles with an agile swipe from his left hand, the old vicar thrust out his right hand and cried:

‘Dig! . . . Dig! Dig! Dig!’

Arthur walked the vicar to the gate and saw him on to his ancient 150-c.c. motorcycle. Then, instead of returning to the summerhouse to write, instead of returning to the house to be met by his mother’s enquiries about his social movements – and, perhaps, be pestered by Pat, he decided to walk over to the Wall.

This path took him past the Foster farm. He wanted to sell to Nelson Foster. He admired the way he had worked with his son – forcing his way through all the slow manoeuvres of rural acquisition. And it would be so much easier than all the binding strategy needed to hold things together while the debts were paid. Throw it aside! There was something in the very unwisdom of selling which was attractive. Lighten the inheritance! He wanted neither to display a monument for the present, nor to erect a line which would tie him to posterity. Let Foster have it.

He walked up the hill and then dropped down the little slope which went to the stream. Nothing but gorse bushes, heather, wet-grey little peep-stones of rock – a no-man’s wilderness with unplumed trees posted to guard a safe return for the spring. Arthur walked down to the stream and jumped it – his foot sinking heavily in the mossy mire on its farther bank. Then, surrounded by nothing, not a sound which broke the boundless space of silence, he climbed to the Wall. To his left was that part which rose out of Foster’s end field and marked his boundary. There was the sheer drop. It was almost dark.

Where Arthur stood, the Wall was no more than a dishevelled furrow of large, hand-chipped stones. Yet, even abandoned from their original position and lost of all the purpose of their first function, the stones had a distinction which, Arthur could easily understand, might move the Reverend Craddock to turn them over for ever.

It would be pleasant to work with the old man and his Society. He could do so or not, as he wished. He felt so free that the comprehension that he could do as he wished seemed partly exotic, partly oppressive. At his father’s funeral, around the grave, there had been people he had known since his childhood. Yet he did not want to press old contacts into new moulds of friendship. He was glad that there was no one in the neighbourhood sufficiently close to his adult experiences to claim that common interest which politeness always prodded to acquaintanceship, and isolation tended to foster as intimacy. It was unsociable of him – but he was pleased with it. It would be pleasant to discover his own whims, to act out of selfishness.

He would hunt. They kept two hunters – besides Bonnie, Pat’s horse – and although they were not young, they were serviceable and well cared for by Ted, the groom and odd-job man, Annie’s brother. And the Border Hunt was not such a grand, dressy affair. It was rather poor, in fact, he reflected contentedly, comparatively small, very unsettled, drawing its numbers from an unfashionable area. Its difficulties and unambitious working mitigated the guilt which its still privileged enjoyment gave him.

Guilt and Oliver. The same side of the same coin. Even the slightest thought of Oliver could change his mood.

He had to make everything pointless.

He was surprised to discover that he had been walking while revising his plans in his mind. He had recollection neither of having begun to walk, nor of having moved. Yet he had gone through the village, past the pub; he must have passed people. Now he was no more than two hundred yards from the drive leading to his house. He had completed a circuit covering about three miles.

He would have to do better than that! He would write to Oliver. It need compromise him in no way. He had not written him an honest letter since his return. There was a great deal he could ask him, and Oliver’s practical experiences were important. Yes. He must find out what was in front of him. That was no more than sensible.

He went into the house to change his wet boots and get a drink. Pat was in the drawing-room.

‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ she began. Then she paused to stretch into a long yawn which lifted the length of her body as it lay along the big settee and brimmed her fresh, air-smacked face with burnished warmth. She had changed for bed and her hair swung down on to the silken breasts of her dressing-gown.

‘Where’ve you been?’

‘Walking,’ Arthur replied grimly and went over to get himself a drink. He did not want to exhaust the determination he had gained in his walk by arguing with her.

‘I’ll have one too,’ she called out.

He poured two whiskies and took her glass over to her. As he came towards where she was lying, she raised her legs and swung herself up and around into a sitting position, bouncing out the soft cushions as she finished the movement, leaving half the seat free.

‘Sit down here,’ she said, before taking the glass.

‘I want to do something in the den.’

In attitude, standing with two glasses out in front of him at the end of stiff arms, and in manner, somehow forced to arch brotherly brusqueness, he was both uncomfortable and conscious of looking ridiculous.

‘In the den!’ Pat repeated, gruffly. ‘In the jolly old den!’ She laughed.

Arthur smiled and held out her drink.

‘Here it is.’

‘Aren’t you going to stay and drink with me? It’s so comfortable in here.’

The fire was tumbling about ember bridges in the huge grate; there was a stand light beside an armchair in the corner. That was all. The room seemed enclosed in ample, intimate, browsing.

‘Really,’ he pleaded, ‘I want to write something rather urgently. Look. Please take this drink.’

She took it from him and sipped at it, as if obediently. He was caught in the slightly offensive absurdity of his own demand.

‘Please stay,’ she asked him, quietly. ‘We haven’t really talked together for such a long time.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Not really – like we used to.’ Her voice was even softer now. And purer. But whispering through the ash-red and golden room like the cold ringing glow of glass.

‘Stay,’ she repeated.

Arthur felt the warmth from the fire push against his legs. Pat nudged herself a little farther along, to give him more room.

He sat beside her and leaned back into the thick support of embroidered cushions.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

The scooter was far from new, but it was new to Avril and she drove it with valued care. The two-and-a-half miles from Aldeby to the village was a deserted journey in most weathers, a lonely one always.

It had threatened thunder all day. Clouds had boiled up and their quick changes of density had flattened the light so that fields and hedges, roads and trees seemed to stand in a different relationship to each other. The road seemed to be higher, the trees lifted as if their roots were stretching their tips, the fields shortened, near enough to touch.

It was more or less straight for the next few hundred yards.

‘Ask him tonight,’ Tony had urged.

‘Yes.’

‘Promise?’

‘Yes.’

‘Tonight.’

She would! It was not right that their father let Shirley go around the place as she did – even if he didn’t know of it – and yet refused to have anything to do with Tony.

‘How much can you save a week?’ he had asked.

Avril had already worked it out. Thirty shillings a week to her mother (who kept it by for her – without telling Nelson, nor would Avril tell Tony, not even let herself add it up, keep it as a surprise), twelve-and-six for cigarettes, about fifteen shillings for new stockings and one thing and another, seven-and-six for petrol – she had paid for the scooter outright – she would make do with shoes, no new coat, only a dress for something really special.

‘Three pounds ten.’

He looked pleased.

‘Now, if I can manage five – that’s – 52 eights is – 416 and 26 makes – we can have £442 this time next year.’ He paused. ‘Not allowing for any rises.’

‘I would want to keep on working for a bit,’ Avril warned him.

He grabbed her, gently.

‘We’ll see about that.’

Tony seemed to consider her whatever they did together. Sometimes, when she imitated her father or John to him – grunting her words and banging on the table, scowling – then she would realise that she was as much urging him to do as they did as trying to make him laugh. But he was so nice to her.

‘They tell me he’s in insurance,’ John said.

‘Well, what of it?’

‘I hope he’s well covered for sudden death – if he comes and sees Dad!’

‘Don’t be so nasty,’ Avril shouted. ‘You lot and your damned farms! I’m not going to be stuck in the middle of a field all my life – I can tell you.’

‘Got a car an’ all, eh?’

‘Well. At least he isn’t frightened to spend a bob or two now and then. Anyway!’ she raised her voice even louder. ‘You just leave him alone and look after yourself. If you can manage it.’ John laughed at her. ‘At least he isn’t too frightened to take a girl to a dance!’

That had been the previous evening, and she remembered with embarrassment the sudden glare which had answered her








































































































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The three of them went riding. Pat had known of their plans, saddled Bonnie as John had arrived and then led him into the yard where Ted was fitting the saddles with Arthur’s help.

John had helped her with her saddling.

‘Which way are you going?’ she asked.

‘I thought we might go towards Langholm’s place,’ Arthur replied, warily.

She nodded.

‘And you?’ he added.

‘Oh,’ she shrugged. ‘I’ll just go up towards the Cross and then over to Hendersons, near the point-to-point course. It should be lovely there.’

‘Yes,’ said Arthur, happily.

‘Why don’t you come with us?’

John wanted her to come and he saw that he could ask under the appearance of smoothing a friction within the family. Pat looked enquiringly at Arthur who glared at the ground.

‘Are you sure that you wouldn’t mind?’

Arthur shook his head, refusing to commit himself.

‘That’s all right then,’ said John, ‘it’s settled. And we’ll go your way; I would like to go through that wood.’

This was the reason for her choice. Beyond the Cross which stood on the Scottish side of the Wall – a small stump of stone once the marker of a seventh-century celebration of faith – was a small wood which, being sheltered by a steep bank on the north and east sides, contained a remarkably lush display of trees. The buds were just now broken open and the delicate green, fresh-coloured leaves pushed into the air. The narrow path along which the horses walked sprouted primroses, crocuses, bluebells, daffodils. Inside the wood, away from the path, the withheld density of winter crackled and eased to a first scurry of spring. Branches, bent by rain and wind, swung into their faces, but the season seemed to make them light, so that they were easy to brush gently aside. The wood was warm, splashed and stroked by so many colours, so many tints of green, of brown, a streak of yellow, the sparkling of a silver birch, chestnut blossom, the thudded bark of beech, black ash, a tangle of thorned briar which would rise to a nave of wild roses, the thickly bronzed shine of copper beech. Saturday afternoon and, as always, no one there, no one anywhere but confined to job or hobby for miles around; the three of them were undisturbed.

They rode in single file with Pat in the middle, Arthur at the head, John at the rear. Coming out of Langley’s place, they had ridden abreast. John had seen his father and Shirley moving around the yard: he had wanted to duck down. It was his first afternoon off for weeks, but Nelson was even more truculent since the farm had become his sole property. He grudged everything – time, money, talk, meals, sleep, inclinations – everything that was not to do with building up his farm. And John knew that his father was working far too hard, straining himself deliberately as if to prove, every minute, to everybody who might be observing him from anywhere, that he would work until he dropped before allowing the land to be one degree less productive and attractive than he knew it could be. He was besotted with his own missionary self-interest. He talked to John only to demonstrate, to urge on, or to complain. John worked hard – partly because it was the easiest way to keep the peace and to prevent those nightly carpings or explosions which ground down and battered his mother; partly because the knowledge of his father’s strain forced him to help, to be there if anything happened, to absolve himself of responsibility in advance. And lie work – this work from half-past five in the morning until, usually, hours past that time in the evening – that was a daily challenge round which pressed every inch of his body to stretched effort.

But that which tired him also strengthened him, depressing him to fatigue but also urging him to a further compression of power. Now, at the entry into his twenty-second year, he was as strong as he would ever be. He dared himself every day; to cany two sacks of potatoes, one under each arm; to pull the heavy trailer from the barn to the yard with his hands; to thin the few dozen lines of turnips without allowing himself the slightest break, rising at the end of it with the blood cramped in his thighs, head dizzy; to lift whatever needed two men to lift, to carry what previously had been rolled or dragged along. Whenever he hammered in a stake, or opened the throttle of his tractor on his way to the bottom field, whenever he set to lay cement or shift a load from one spot to another, whenever he did anything which left him alone with any job to do which could be completed more quickly by daring or brute force – then he would fight it as if he were punching against someone. And it was then that he remembered what had before been done by violence; the memories lifted up from the bottom of his mind to be scorched by his present fury.

It was fury. As now. With Pat riding near him up to the Cross, along the ridge, then down the pony track to the wood, with her knees slapping against that magnificent horse, obedient yet demanding mastery, her looks flicking into his eyes like a whip snapped on his shoulders, the open fields, the horses pushing in front of each other. With the feeling that he could yank up the massive weight which carried him and throw it ahead of the others, Pat laughing at him, her hair swirling down from her velvet cap and lacing around her face: Arthur watching him, a free day. With all this, he wanted to open to a final smash of action, and the horror of his guilt which bedded the pain he had received in the most surly repose of his mind, then flew out and demanded expression and retribution. He did not realise until then how closely suppressed his ache of physical shame had been. For, not wanting to be reminded of it in any way, shying away from it with a nervous fear which outleapt the danger by so much that it often threatened of itself to unsettle him, and being more anxious to guard what he wished to reject, to shut it off completely rather than bringing it to however secretive a revision, he had been able to acknowledge his pain and live aside from it.

Now it rushed up within him and, mingled with it, was a new passion which his old shame and fright only sharpened. The out-reaching spring day shot through him and opened him to its rise, its growth, its unopposable beginning. There was Pat.

He pulled up his horse as they cleared the wood, heard himself demand that they stop for a cigarette, ignored Arthur’s hint that they should reach Hendersons before a pause, and carried a lighted match to Pat with the excited deliberation of a new lover.

Arthur stayed on his horse.

‘Won’t you come down and join us?’ John demanded, loudly.

‘No, thank you. We’ll soon be off.’ Arthur papered his unease with formality.

John looked around him. Even the leathery clomp of the horses was now gone, and the birds mid-afternoon silent, the wood just a few yards behind them and in front of them a curving mound-leaping roll of hills which led on as far as could be seen. The spot enclosed an immense peace which promised all things.

‘I could stay here all day,’ he said. ‘I would like to stay – just here – just here.’

‘We’ll collect you on our way back,’ Arthur retorted.

‘What about you?’ John asked of Pat.

‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘I agree. It seems stupid to ride past it all.’

‘All what?’ Arthur enquired, dryly.

She smiled at him, took off her riding cap, and sat down on a small bank which lumped from the ground like a grave. John watched everything she did.

‘Looks as though we’ll collect you on your way back,’ he said to Arthur.

‘I couldn’t give a damn who collects whom!’ Arthur replied. ‘I thought we were supposed to be going to the point-to-point course.’

‘Do you want a race or something?’ John asked, calmly.

Arthur did not reply. He fidgeted so much that his horse became restless and he had to let it stomp around in an ungraceful circle. When he turned to them again, they were both lying on the bank.

‘Sunbathing?’ he asked.

‘You could,’ John replied.

‘We ought to have taken a coach-trip to the sea.’

‘That would have been nice,’ Pat said.

‘Yes.’ John laughed. ‘Arthur could have done his backstroke.’ He looked at Pat. ‘Have you seen him doing his backstroke? Very good.’

‘He never liked the water to get on to his face,’ she replied.

‘Maybe he just liked to count his toes.’

Pat laughed and, as Arthur saw them working into a friendship which could prise intimacies from the flattest statements, he began for the first time, to be aware and afraid what Pat might do.

‘Well now,’ he said, throwing his cigarette on to the ground, speaking pleasantly, smiling, ‘let’s move on.’

‘Tt. Tt!’ John went across to the burning stump and screwed it out with his foot.

‘First rule of the countryside,’ Pat announced, sweetly. ‘Don’t start forest fires.’

John shook his finger at Arthur and banged his foot on the cigarette end until it was nearly six inches under.

‘Don’t be absurd,’ Arthur retorted. ‘The grass is still damp.’

‘But it’s the principle!’ sang John and Pat together; then, looking at each other with delighted amazement, they rolled into outrageous laughter which Arthur found so distasteful that he feared his reaction to it.

They stopped as suddenly as they had started.

‘I think he wants to go,’ John said to Pat.

‘Yes,’ she replied, glancing at her brother carefully. ‘Yes. I think you may be right there.’

‘Well, Squire!’ said John, not knowing why, but enjoying Arthur’s wince at the word – he had never used it before – ‘Well, Squire!’ he repeated. ‘We’ll fall in with your wish.’

‘Do as you please,’ Arthur answered, quickly.

‘Now then.’ John held out his hands to Pat, flabbergasted. ‘Now what do you make of a man like that? Eh?’ She shook her head; he knew that he could go on. ‘One minute it’s – flee the foul spot and let’s get on with the journey – and now it’s – “do as you please”.’

‘If you please,’ Pat added.

This time, they suppressed the giggles which pressed into their mouths.

‘Right,’ said Pat. ‘If you’ll go, I’ll go.’

‘After you,’ John replied, with elaborated courtesy.

‘No. After you.’

‘I insist.’

‘So do I.’

‘I’ll go if you go.’

‘So will I.’

‘You first.’

‘No.’

They paused. Talking, they had moved near to each other, almost hovering over the small space between them.

‘You,’ she said.

‘You,’ he replied.

‘You.’

‘You!’

‘You!’

Silence.

‘Why don’t you conduct an experiment in simultaneity?’ asked Arthur, detachedly.

Pat broke away and ran to her horse. John’s was further away but by throwing himself straight into the saddle without first bothering to find the stirrup, he won.

‘Now, we can go on!’ he announced.

They were about half-way along the ridge when the first big cloud shuttered the sun. The green all around them dulled. It began to rain – not much, just a light patter of minute drops, passing for a few minutes every so often, settling lightly on clothes and grass, hardly visible.

The point-to-point course was plain only to those who had been there to a meeting, with the bookmakers and small tents marking the top slope of the ridge they were riding along; and below, in the flat valley, the first few artificial jumps glaring out of the bare land, obvious for all to see as obstacles in a race. Yet even without the people, without the jumps, it was easy to trace; there was a narrow beck which had to be jumped, a low stone wall, the fence which oddly circled the few trees through which the riders would disappear for no more than half a minute, emerging at the other side like startled soldiers in retreat; the big hedge was there which was usually flattened down by the first horse and so battered at the same spot by the others that it crumpled to little more than a stack of bracken – even now, if you looked hard, you could see that it was thin at that point; there was the small building – a concrete hut – which served as a turning stake and represented the total construction of the whole area. All of it belonged to Duncan Collins’ father who left it free, he said, ‘for the sport’, although, in his moments of self-lauding commercialism, he would confide that the bloody land wouldn’t support a rhubarb patch and any attempt to do anything with it would be more damned trouble than it was worth!

Arthur disliked it. When not in use, it looked desolate, with neither prettiness nor power to distinguish it. At the end of the valley in which the course lay, around a turn – almost like a turn in a large river – was Hendersons, a tiny hamlet called after its one farm, somehow enchanting with two pairs of cottages, three other houses, and a big oak beside a miniature tarn.

His memories of the course were distasteful. He enjoyed hunting and everything that went with it. But racing seemed purposeless; once, the last time he had ridden there, the rider in front of him had been thrown at the hedge; Arthur’s horse had only just avoided landing on the man’s face.

‘Let’s race around it,’ said Pat

Arthur ignored her; he knew that she would say that.

‘Arthur!’ she called again. ‘Why don’t we all race around it now?’

He looked away from her, from her and John. Why didn’t they? Over the hills and far away. He was afraid, and his fear was the more jolting because it arrived suddenly fanged. John would be taken away from him.

‘How far would it be?’ John asked.

He did not want to be against Arthur and yet he could not be with him.

‘A mile and a half, once round,’ Pat answered.

The drizzle continued. Whereas the land near his own house looked impressive, encouraging, being between the rise of the Solway plain and the uplands, Arthur found this part bleak. The rain wet the brown scrub gorse until it seemed to clot to treacherous rashes on the bald yellow rear of the hills. Dry-stone hedges looped acres of land, running out of sight, feebly patterning that which was slowly heaving them away, not stamping ownership and domination, but pointing the emptiness, marking the barren hoard of unsettlement. Here, the plots of fertile land such as Foster worked were no more than tiny patches, too scattered and too small to be useful, disappearing altogether the further they moved away to bare interfolding of empty hills, sheltering a hamlet only as a passing indulgence. It was too empty for him, for although it was within easy reach by car, although it could be surveyed in an afternoon and travelled over in an evening, yet it felt isolated, it felt unknown, it felt cold. It did not matter that a twentieth-century barrage stood forty miles to the east, and others stood against it way off in all directions; it felt withheld. Even the Wall, just a few miles further on from where they were, lost its quaint modern attraction, lost even its sounding proof of other lives and men controlling life, petering under stumpy mounds and tumbling to flattened, featureless plod of stones. There was no security, nor was there the possibility of securing anything.

‘It’s marvellous,’ said John again, speaking through Pat to Arthur, encouraging him, aware of his deception at the beginning of the ride, anxious of its effect. ‘I would just like to go on and think that I would never meet anybody.’

Arthur turned to him, smiled. He saw John flicking near Pat, moving all for her, nudging his horse to constant shuffling.

‘Well then?’ John demanded. ‘Let’s have a go at it!’

‘You two go,’ said Arthur steadily. ‘No,’ he continued, as they were about to protest. ‘You two go.’

Trying to avoid petulance, he spoke over-solemnly.

‘And off they went!’ Pat shouted. ‘Far away across the sea, never to be seen again! Come on! Make up your mind. We’ll be drowned sitting here.’

She grinned at John and, going across to him, mumbled something which Arthur could not hear.

‘What was that?’ he demanded.

John laughed at him.

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing seems to please you.’

‘It does.’

Arthur held himself back. He was making too much of it all. Soon, the ride would be over, John and himself in the summerhouse, peace, the bedding of the new life, unruffled.

‘If you both want to fly around like children, then for goodness’ sake do it and get it over with,’ he snapped.

‘Let’s go on to Hendersons then,’ said Pat.

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘No,’ he repeated.

Pat despised her brother’s indecision. Each emphatic remark came through patent flurryings of weakness.

‘Let’s do it,’ John said to Pat. ‘Come on. Let’s go now.’

Arthur saw that John was helping him. Easing. Avoiding him. Best ignored.

‘One, two, three, go!’ He shouted, violently. His horse pranced up its forelegs, hardly rearing, merely restless.

‘Go!’ he shouted, again. ‘Go on.’

Pat took her horse right around him. Not wheeling to be off, but teasing Arthur, daring him. He wanted her to go, just to go. John was waiting for her. Arthur’s horse felt too big beneath him; he was perched on it, not riding it. The polished surge of its neck, damp now, the drizzle settling on the brushed hair like sticky glue, the rod-hard bit, switching reins, heels ready to dig the flanks, huge body lightly shuttling on such slender legs, ready to race, to stay, to trot, walk, gallop, do as anyone wished but never much more than an indulgence, a plaything, noble through its serviceable humility – all this was disturbing, John would stay: he had only to ask him to stay. He could hold on to what he had by a simple accommodation.

‘Now!’ Pat shouted – and, raising her crop high in the air, she thwacked it against her boots and, leaning far forward over Bonnie’s neck, seemed to fly down the hill, the hooves no more than a soft-moistened thrubbing in the wet-sweet grass.

John went after her. He had not even waited for the look from Arthur – permission, apology, acknowledgement, admission – which he knew would come. He was making ground.

They were so small on the bare land. It would help if he could see them as grand, somehow heroic, but even their silent gallop down and across the empty valley, forcing over land that, still now, might never have been walked on, was puny. And yet he had not dared join it. As the fine straggles of rain lay gently across his face, stroke upon stroke, he was covered with suffocating forlornness. It was self-pitying and unjustifiable of him to be so sickeningly enclosed; but this last token awareness held only for a moment against the falling drop of a sheeted melancholy which, at once, enclosed him totally. His life had doddered between privilege and petty enthusiasms; the privilege had so enfeebled him that no enthusiasm had rooted below the level of immediate convenience. All was petty through his measure of it. He had seized on an excuse as a positive alternative and now he saw it as an evasion without even the dignity of a compromise. It had become more than excuse or alternative. In John, he had thought to find a sturdy way which would allow him to conduct himself to purpose as well as enjoyment. The wavering delight had been mingled with a desire to grow firm which was approaching the strength of its ambition. Had been. This invention of defeat flattened his melancholy to a morose unhappiness.

Pat had let him draw level. Already she was uncertain of her harshness towards Arthur. But when John drew up beside her, she did not spurt; the two horses held together, necks rocking like wooden toys. The fields swept up beneath and around them, jarring to new levels, tippling steadily. Together – they were moving across land unmoved, it seemed, even at their instant of impact – more bound in this ravaging traceless scratch than in the clammed intimacy of a tight room – scaring away all that might break in because it was too vast to allow. John too, paced his gallop to match his partner’s. It was a race to keep together. They leapt the low wall and rose high above their horses, landing with a single lurch which almost threw them as they twisted to confirm the other’s relish. Down another incline and up the bank; horses pushing up like old chargers, knees buckling, haunches shuddering fiercely, reins loose.

She had gained on him, and he pushed his horse on. She went further way from him. Panicking, he twitched the horse’s flanks with his crop. Then Pat turned in her saddle, shouted at him; it was all right.

There were no more than two or three hundred yards to go when she slowed down. He stopped beside her. The two horses snorted out grey mushrooms of smoke and shivered with nipped excitement.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘He’s gone.’

John looked up to where they had left Arthur. No one. Immediately, he knew that this was what he had wanted.

‘He can’t be far,’ he said. ‘We should catch up with him in five minutes.’

She did not reply.

‘Come on,’ he continued. Then, ‘Race you to him.’

Pat shook her head and guided her horse away, going diagonally across the valley in the opposite direction to Hendersons. John followed, close to her, waiting.

They trekked along for a mile or so without anything being said. The drizzle stopped, the clouds blustered open and lapping patches of blue showed; the colours lifted strongly and the land was swathed in high-tinted coverings. There were few streams; the hills were too settled in boned roundness to allow the dividing crack of water. Few trees, birds silent

They arrived at a point at which John had never been. It seemed to belong nowhere. All the clues that distinguish a marked place were absent, and yet there was not that immense security which assures of a limitless similarity. An insecure remain, reminder of an old passing.

‘This is where I like to ride,’ said Pat.

They drew up. John scanned around him, quickly trying to pick out what it was he could say to show that he understood. There was nothing. He wanted to touch her.

Carefully, almost heavily, she dismounted, Bonnie immediately trotted a few paces away from her and then stopped, bending its long neck to the grass. John slipped off his horse as quietly as he could. He lay down beside her.

As he delicately undid the buttons of her shirt, his hand trembled for fear that it would plunge right through her. His fingers were dry with cutting carefulness. She swung her body against his. He dared not look at her eyes; saw her face, cold; afraid to discover it, uncoil it. For both of them, everything was done with that painful first anxiety which fears both tragedy and farce. And John was afraid. Washing through him, the flowing smooth slide of her cheek, washing away all his uncertainty, all restriction; her legs were too white to bruise. Roots of desire sprung out of buried defeats of violence. A new root; that which could feel into him, not to destroy but to deliver. He buried himself in her. There would be no more cracking force. He spread open across her and his face touched on to the wet grass.
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