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Exordium

Mere

German – meer –
sea

Dutch – meer –
lake

Once upon a time the
great lake Martin Mere dominated the landscape of South West
Lancashire and the lives of those who settled at its edges. It
stretched almost to Tarleton in the north, to Aughton in the south,
from Rufford in the east to Meols near Southport in the west and
covered an area of some twelve square miles.

How could a body of
water of such size disappear? If you look closely you will see
ghostly traces in the lie of the land and the local place names:
Mere Brow, Mere Sands, Merehey and Mere End. The water has been
drained but human history is only a speck of time in the existence
of Martin Mere.

It began long before
that with the grinding of ice on rocks as the frozen wastes of the
Ice Age retreated, leaving a great basin to fill with water. Polar
bears and Arctic foxes roamed its fringes until tundra gave way to
horsetail, duckweed, reeds and bulrush. Gradually peat formed from
rotting vegetation at the lake edges, birch trees flourished and of
course elders, the walking witch-trees of folklore, invisible feet
sly-paddling underwater. Later came the great oak forest, gathering
round the unstable boundaries of the Mere. Responsive to heat and
rainfall, the Mere was forever shape-shifting.

Trees that grew on the
banks in long dry years drowned and fell when rain prevailed and
swelled the lake once more, sinking into the water’s murky fringe.
The Mere preserved its secrets in the anaerobic bog. Its edges
wavered and wandered, as land gradually drifted to
water.

Stone Age and Bronze Age
men fished the lake in log boats made from the fallen oaks. These
too in time were swallowed by the Mere along with their axes, tools
and pottery shards.

Their storytelling seems
to suggest they sensed the mysterious nature of the Mere. Tales of
evil water spirits, boggarts and will o’ the wisps were passed on
through Roman and Viking settlers, through Medieval and early
modern times to the stories still whispered by the older born and
bred West Lancastrians over warm fires on winter nights. Celtic
legends tell of water demons and the gifts and sacrifices necessary
to appease them. In a number of British mosslands, ancient bog
bodies have been found, almost perfectly preserved in the peat, the
injuries still evident on their remains suggestive of some ritual
sacrifice.

Perhaps there is worse
evil in the meddling of men who try to go against nature in the
pursuit of profit. In 1697 the great landowners of the district
took the fateful decision to drain Martin Mere, in order to convert
it to profitable arable land, destroying the old livelihoods of
thatching, basketmaking, fishing and fowling and setting off a
struggle that continues to this day.

Homes were built on the
drained land and cereal farming attempted but implacably the water
returned, flooding the whole area repeatedly during the next two
hundred years. Despite ingenious drainage projects much of the land
remained unworkable bog.

With the advent of
modern pumping from 1850 the Mere was apparently vanquished. The
old water-based industries are now virtually folk memories,
although baskets were still being made in Holmeswood quite
recently, but the peaty bed of the Mere is fruitful land if its
acidity is carefully balanced. The area has been famous for its
potatoes since 1700 when the crop was first introduced at
Ormskirk.

And as agriculture has
made the land give up its fertility, it has also torn out its
secrets. Farm tractors have been turning up bog oaks and ancient
log boats for centuries and finds of Stone Age and Bronze Age
tools, Roman coins and Viking artefacts are not uncommon. The Mere
keeps reminding us of those who have gone before us, of its own
long history, of secrets still hidden in the depths of the
peat.

To think man has
conquered the Mere is human vanity. As water is drained and pumped
from the land it dries and shrinks, creating the basin conditions
ideal for more flooding. Even now in 2016, there is talk of
withdrawing pumping from the area and farmers are throwing up their
hands in horror. The Mere waits, hovering beneath the landscape, a
ghostly presence under the veneer of 21st century civilisation. If
you stand by the water’s edge at Mere Sands nature reserve, when
the day is sinking towards evening, when the mournful hoots of
waterfowl flying to roost across the small lake pierce the silence,
you may feel how the Mere simply bides its time. As you walk back
to your car, when mist gathers, blurring the edges where land and
water meet if you look up and out, you may not see the flat plain
of cereal and potato fields dotted with white farmhouses; the Mere
may show itself to you, mysterious and silent for as far as the eye
can see.

***

 



Chapter
One

June 2007

I will never leave here,
no matter what they do or say. They’ve tried to get me to go in a
home, but I put paid to that. I told them, the only way they’ll get
me out of here is in a box.

Oh, she’s cute, that
one. I’m not so daft that I can’t tell when someone wants me out of
the way. I can see it in her eyes, for all her syrupy words and
little girl smiles. I can see her waiting, watching, when the cough
starts, when I’m scrabbling for the inhaler. Well, I won’t give her
the satisfaction. I’m not ready to go yet, they’ll see.

My ancestors fought for
this land, but there were no human enemy. People die, the things
they fight over are soon forgotten, but water’s a creeping, seeping
thing; it gathers together, puddles the land, forever trying to
make itself a pond, a lake.

Happen it were a bad
decision our forebears made to drain Martin Mere all those hundreds
of years ago because we’ve had to fight it ever since with ditches
and drains, hard labour, one eye cocked to the sky looking for
clouds, our noses always in the air, testing for signs of rain. Yet
it’s grand land when it’s well cared for. You get what you give and
my family’s give everything to New Cut farm – till now.

I can’t believe our Con,
wanting to sell up. There’s been Askins on this land for over two
hundred years. It’s a good job Albert’s not here to see things come
to this. All our married life we slaved to keep on top of the farm
and now, the fields are left to rack and ruin; strangers’ horses
grazing here and that Diane, leading our Con by the nose, spending
the money Albert and me helped Con to save. A pond in the front
garden, with a Chinese pagoda in it if you please, and fancy shrubs
everywhere.

It doesn’t bear thinking
about; all that expense and she’s still not satisfied. Now she’s
wanting Con to move away. What does she know of the way we worked?
She’s a townie, never got her hands dirty in her life. I were on
the land from a very young girl, weeding, shovelling muck, bagging
up spuds and all for no pay, neither.

‘You’ll get your reward
when I’m gone,’ Dad used to say and it were true, Bert and I did
get the farm but not till Bert were in his forties and already
struggling with his chest. I thought it best to let Con have the
farm after Bert died. There weren’t no one else to give it to and I
couldn’t manage it on my own. After all, he loves that land just
the same as I do and while he were married to Christine, everything
were fine, she were a good, sensible girl. Her family had Washway
Farm across the moss. She knew the value of land, but like any
woman she wanted a baby and no baby come.

It’s like something in
our family, that, because Lord knows I waited a long time for our
Con to come along, thirteen years of marriage. Bert wanted to call
him Thomas after his own father; he thought Conway were a daft
name, after that pop star, Conway Twitty, what were popular around
then, but there were something about it that I liked I don’t know
why. Coming so late he were so special, I wanted him to have a name
that were special, different to the other local kids.

‘Be patient, girl,’ I
said to Christine, ‘it’ll come.’ She waited ten years before she
went off. Con were in the fields spraying the barley and he seen
her going up the road with Dad’s old suitcase and when he got back
to the house, there were a note on the mantelpiece, telling him
she’d met someone else.

It turned out to be
Snoakes, the butcher from Ormskirk and off she went to live in the
town and before you could say boo her belly were up like a balloon.
There were barely time for the divorce to come through and for her
to get married before the baby arrived. I wanted to hate her for
leaving Con like that but I know what it’s like to hunger for a
child and no child come. Sometimes I see her in the village,
laughing with her little boy and I dream of how it might have been
with a child here on the farm again to carry on the line, how Con
would be happy and settled.

He turned silent and
sour after she left, not that he’d ever been one to say much, bit
like his grandfather. He were sullen even with me, so that I were
glad at first, when Diane come along and made him smile
again.

He met her in the
British Legion. Oh she likes drinking and dancing and gadding about
all right and there’s another thing. Our Con never used to touch a
drop, only round Christmas time, but after Christine left he took
to going into the village Saturday nights for a bit of
company.

He didn’t say nothing
for a long time but I knew when I seen him sporting a new haircut,
all stuck up in the latest fashion. I always cut his hair for him
before, same as I used to cut Bert’s.

Then Minnie Bickerstaffe
told me at the church club as she’d seen him coming out of Diane’s
Den, the new hairdresser’s on the High Street, but it were only
when Bob Adams tipped me the wink that he’d seen the two of them
spooning in the Indian restaurant that I found out it were Diane
herself that he were stuck on.

I were right put out at
first. Her family are in Liverpool, bog Irish I shouldn’t wonder
but she were sweet as a nut to me at first, taking me shopping in
her car and out for trips to Southport and Blackpool, places I’d
never been since I were a young lass courting Bert.

I were taken in. I’m not
one to suffer fools gladly. I’ve always prided myself on being able
to spot a rogue a mile off, but she’s a smart one with a silver
tongue when she wants something. I were so pleased to see our Con
looking happy and it were true she brought sunshine with her, into
my life too after Bert died. We’d always loved each other, me and
Bert, good strong working love, not the sloppy romantic stuff you
see on telly. The cottage seemed dark and empty after he’d gone,
even though he got on my nerves when he were alive with his cough
and his aches and pains. I’d got used to being on my own after
eight years but all the upheaval of Christine going off and Con
meeting Diane unsettled me and brought the old loneliness back. At
first it were grand to have the company of another woman even
though she weren’t no help to Con with the farm work at
all.

The good times didn’t
last. Soon as she’d wangled her way in to the farm, things started
to change. First, the house. All the good furniture Dad and Mother
had were thrown out and burned, then it were decorators, kitchen
fitters, new bathroom, it went on for a year. I cringed at the
thought of the expense but every time I tried to say owt, our Con
cut me down.

Next it were the
gardens, and after that holidays, her and Con going off together
for weekends, now she’s got Mary to run the shop on Saturdays. Half
the time they’re away and I’m left here, seventy-five years old, to
look after myself. There’s all kinds of people wandering around
here at night. It used to be quiet and peaceful except for the odd
poacher, but we knew who they were and we mostly let them be, they
rid the land of vermin, but nowadays it’s strangers with guns
wandering the footpaths all hours of the night. There’s kids coming
down here in cars, drinking and taking drugs down by the canal.
Fly-tippers in the middle of the night when they think no one can
see them. If they’ll come doing that who knows what else they might
do, creeping about while we’re all in bed? Annie Chapman told me
there’s a drugs baron gone and bought old Maitland’s farm out at
Roughlea but I can’t credit that. Still, Con says it’s true. Such
terrible things you read in the papers too about old people being
attacked by drug addicts desperate for cash. Our Con never thinks
to ring and see if I’m all right. If I didn’t have Blondie, I don’t
know what I’d do. Things come to a pretty pass when you got to rely
on a dog for security.

Now, every time I do see
them, she’s looking at houses in the paper and our Con’s grumbling
that there’s no money in farming any more. Oh, I can see the way
the wind’s blowing all right, but there’s no way I’m budging. Let
them go if they want. I’m staying. I’ve always been
here.

***

‘I don’t know why you’re
so frightened of your mother.’ Diane wiggled her bare toes and
screwed the top back on her bottle of nail polish.

‘I’m not.’ Con stayed
behind the evening paper.

‘Yes, you are. You just
won’t tackle her about the farm. You know we can’t stay here
forever. It’s just piling up debts. She doesn’t understand. You
can’t go on growing crops that no one wants.’

‘Can’t you let me read
the paper in peace?’ Con rattled the sheets in front of his face.
Milly, Diane’s Yorkshire terrier, cocked an eye at him from her
place beside Diane’s armchair.

‘But time’s going by and
nothing’s settled. Look at that lovely place in Mawdesley we looked
at last month. You know I set my heart on it. It would be ideal for
the two of us and the dogs. It won’t be on the market for long. You
need to make your mind up, Con. Do you want to moulder away here
for the rest of your life without a penny to bless yourself? Look
at the way things are going. Money’s getting tighter. Fuel’s going
up all the time, it’s affecting everything.’

‘Mum won’t be here
forever.’

‘It seems like she will,
Con. She’ll do anything to spite me. You know how she talks about
me in the village.’

‘Oh, for Heaven’s sake!’
Con threw the paper down and glared at Diane. ‘She’s my mother, Di,
it’s her land.’ Milly jumped up on Diane’s knee in protective
stance and snarled.

‘But it isn’t, is it?
She signed it over to you. You just need to be firm with her. Old
people are always cantankerous. We can’t afford to wait. Everyone
says the housing market’s going to drop, it’s already falling in
other parts of the country.’

She pushed the dog down,
got up and went over to the kitchen table. Moving behind Con, she
leaned her head on top of his, letting her breasts lie against his
shoulders while she massaged his chest with both hands.

‘We could get a place
with a granny flat, or better still, get her a cottage in the
village. She’d be better off, Con. She’d be able to get to the
shops and the doctor. She’s got friends in the village. She just
doesn’t know what’s best for her.’

‘She won’t
go.’

‘Don’t ask her, Con.
Just tell her. You’re the man of the place, aren’t you?’

Just as he was softening
to her, to the touch of her body on his, as he always did, she
pulled away and went to the kitchen window.

‘Of course, if you want
to rot away here, that’s up to you.’

Con got up and slammed
out of the kitchen. In the yard he whistled for Rolo and waited for
the Border Collie to run to him from the barn before he made his
way onto the footpath that skirted the edge of his land. Beyond the
careful contours of the garden, the land ranged unbroken, seemingly
endless, except for local landmarks and the lights of Burscough
village to his left. He looked up at the wide sky lying on the flat
fields. It was still light at nine o’clock but birds were flying
urgently overhead as they headed for their roosting places. He
gulped in air and felt his head clear in the open spaces of his
home landscape.

When he reached the
corner where the footpath branched off across the moss, he turned
to look back at the farmhouse, Rolo standing at his side. Smoke
curled from the chimney of his mother’s cottage, despite the summer
heat.

***

‘I’m thinking of
applying for another post.’

Lynn looked up from her
marking. Dan had that hangdog look he wore when he knew she would
disagree with him. He’d waited till supper was over and she was
settled into her evening routine. This must be serious.

‘Oh?’ She put down her
pen.

‘It’s in Lancashire; a
new university; Head of Department.’

‘Lancashire?’ She
pictured grimy terraced houses hunched against cold winds on steep
hills. ‘I thought you were happy here.’

‘Yes, but Lynn, Head of
Department. Think about it. I could wait years here for a chance
like that. Phil Eckersley is there. He’s on the interviewing panel.
He reckons I’d be the ideal candidate.’

‘But we’d have to move.
My job. I like it at the college.’

‘You can get another
job. There will be colleges up there.’

Resentment rose in her,
that her work was so unimportant in comparison to his.

‘You can’t spring this
on me, Dan. I don’t want to move to some dirty mill town. I don’t
think you’ve thought this out at all.’ She took her reading glasses
off, put them on the top of her head and gave Dan a straight
look.

Dan’s body pulled in
tight. He took a step backwards. ‘It’s not a mill town, it’s a
market town, a nice little place in a rural area, but it’s near the
M6. You’d still be able to visit your family and it’s not far from
Liverpool. We’d be near my people. We’d soon make friends, settle
in.’

‘Is it near the Lakes?’
Lynn softened, thinking of her beloved Wordsworth. Dove Cottage,
Ambleside, Grasmere; she hadn’t seen them since her student days
although they came fresh to her mind every time she opened her
poetry books. For a moment she recalled a long forgotten winter
boat trip across Windermere, grey sky and grey water – that serene
expanse, its shores blurred with mist. She’d felt strangely at home
there.

‘An hour or so’s drive.’
Dan visibly relaxed. ‘Come on Lynn, you know you hate
Birmingham.’

She looked out of the
apartment window at the rain-sodden street below. The traffic
lights smeared red in the dark. It was true she’d hated the
traffic, the fumes, the busyness of the city when they’d first
arrived, but now she’d got used to it. She rubbed the space between
her eyes.

‘I need a
drink.’

Dan rushed to fetch the
bottle of Merlot they’d opened with their meal. He clinked the
glasses as he sat down beside her at the dining table. She could
see his enthusiasm. It made her feel tired.

The wine was soft and
sweet with a little peppery kick. She could have drained the whole
glass in one glug but she swilled a sip round her mouth, savouring
the taste while she watched Dan. His sureness was returning
already. He thought he had won her over. Was she really so
easy?

‘You’ve made your mind
up about this haven’t you?’ She made her voice sound
accusing.

‘It’s got to be a joint
decision,’ Dan said, but his tone was uneasy. ‘Think about it. Head
of Department before I’m thirty-five. That’s a great career
move.’

‘Dan, you’ve moved jobs
four times in seven years.’

‘Always for the better.
I didn’t hear you complaining about the money.’

‘Yes, but we’ve stayed
in the area since we came to Birmingham. Now you want to up sticks
to the other end of the country.’

‘It’s not that far
away.’

‘But it means starting
all over again for me. I’m settled at the college.’

‘If I make Head of
Department we’ll be miles better off. House prices are cheaper in
the north. We’d be able to afford something really nice with a big
garden. You’ve always wanted that, haven’t you? In fact, you
probably wouldn’t have to work at all, if you didn’t want to.
You’ve always had a hankering for green fingers and the good
life.’

The wine warmed Lynn’s
stomach, softened her mind. She thought back to her Somerset
childhood, the warm red bricks of the old vicarage her parents had
bought. She remembered how potatoes tumbled out of the rich soil as
her father forked the bed, the smell of apples in the loft. It was
true she had a secret longing for growing things, a more natural
way of life, but the way he was dismissing her own career
rankled.

‘Oh, so I can stay at
home playing housewife while you’re out being the
breadwinner?’

‘You could take it
easier, that’s all. Work part-time if you preferred, have some time
out for gardening, hobbies. Write more poetry. You never write
poetry any more. It’s a loss. You’ve got talent, even a prosaic
sociologist like myself can see that.’

He was handling her,
manipulating her. This was his skill; he was used to arguing his
way through debates, seminars, meetings. He looked for his
opponents’ strengths and weaknesses and he knew her inside out,
every crevice of her body as well as the pathways of her thoughts.
He was sure of her, of himself. She could see that and she resented
it. What about her? What did she really want? Those kids in her
classes needed her; kids who’d left school with no qualifications,
spent a year or two bumming about unemployed or in low paid jobs.
She got them into university, into careers, made them believe in
themselves. Not just kids either, but single mums, unemployed dads.
Still, that dream of her childhood garden, the longing to get close
to the land, see the lakes once more and find her poetry again was
tempting. She wavered, smiled up at Dan but his face was a mask, he
was hiding himself from her and something cold peeped from the
corners of his eyes.

Suddenly she knew that
this was all a sop to her pride. The move was a fait
accompli.

‘You’ve already put the
application in.’ It was a statement. The confidence slipped off his
face.

‘Lynn – there was so
little time. The deadline was yesterday. Phil only rang me last
Thursday. I wanted to tell you but I had to be sure myself first,
to find out what the place was like.’

‘You’ve been there.’ The
ground seemed to waver under her feet. How could he go this far
without consulting her? ‘When? When did you go?’

‘Last Friday. It was
really short notice. You were working. You were having your
supervision, remember?’

‘I could have
cancelled.’ She felt winded, couldn’t even be angry.

‘It was just a quick
visit to the campus, a chat with the Dean. There was only an hour
to look round the town.’

‘You didn’t think I
ought to be there?’

‘It wasn’t that, I
needed a clear head. I just wanted to see it by myself
first.’

‘And you kept quiet
about it all over the weekend.’

He coloured slightly,
looked away from her stare, down at his glass.

‘I needed to think about
it. I wanted to be certain.’

‘Then why are you
talking to me like this? You’re not consulting me, you’re telling
me.’ She waved her hands at him and knocked over her glass. The red
wine spilled on the blond wood creeping towards Dan like an
accusation.

‘Lynn.’ He reached out
and trapped her hands between his on the table, the wine staining
them both like blood. ‘I want this, I really want this.’

She pulled away, fetched
a cloth and mopped up the wine. Her action seemed to signal an
uneasy truce. She went back to her marking, while Dan was clearing
up in the kitchen but she couldn’t settle. When he’d gone into the
spare room that doubled as his study, she picked up the phone and
rang her mother.

‘How nice, Lynn. Your
dad’s out at a dinner in Taunton. He’ll be sorry to have missed
you. I cried off, I’m afraid, bit of a cold, but you know your dad,
work before everything. You wouldn’t think he’s supposed to be
retired would you? What about this weather? Is it raining there?
These terrible floods; we haven’t been too bad, but Gloucestershire
– Did you see Tewkesbury on the news? It’s so odd to see water
where it shouldn’t be – swans actually swimming down the
streets.’

Lynn listened, waiting
for the flow of chatter to slow down.

‘You’re quiet tonight,
is everything all right?’

Lynn leaned back in her
chair. She wanted to cry, to be hugged. ‘Dan wants us to move. He’s
after a new job up north.’

‘North?
Where?’

‘Lancashire, near
Liverpool somewhere. It’s a small market town, he says, nice area
but…’

‘You don’t want to
go?’

‘It’s so sudden. I’m
settled here and it’s not too far from you and Dad.’

‘Liverpool’s not the
other side of the world. Your dad often goes there and back in a
day for meetings.’

‘I know, but he didn’t
even ask me, went up there and applied for the job without telling
me.’ She bit her lip to stop herself whining.

‘Dan’s like your dad,
his career means a lot to him. I’ve always supported your father
and he’s given me a good life in return.’ She was making her voice
gentle, trying not to be critical.

Lynn’s face burned. She
twined her fingers in the telephone cord. ‘But you stayed in one
place.’

‘Life was more stable
then. Everyone moves about now, it’s something we have to live
with. Look at Debra, and even Fiona wouldn’t think twice about
moving to another country, never mind another town.’

Lynn thought about her
sisters, but they were single, they didn’t need to consult partners
or think about anybody else. Still, maybe her mother had a point.
‘We would be better off; Dan’s going for Head of
Department.’

‘You can’t blame him,
Lynn, he’s ambitious. That’s all to the good, isn’t it? Houses are
cheaper up there; you’ll be able to get something decent with a
garden instead of that scrappy apartment. What’s the name of the
town?’

‘Ormskirk. It sounds
Viking, doesn’t it? It’s not far from the Lakes.’ She thought again
of the expanse of Windermere and brightened.

‘There you are.
Inspiration for your poetry. It sounds perfect for you. You know,
there’s someone in our family came from somewhere round there, the
name sounds familiar, anyway it was definitely Lancashire. I’ll
have a look in the family Bible and see what I can find
out.’

Lynn wasn’t interested.
She wanted commiseration and comfort but with her mother supporting
Dan she felt beleaguered. Maybe her mother was right, maybe the
benefits of the move would outweigh Dan’s duplicity.

In bed that night she
lay awake, listening to Dan’s easy breathing. Anger was beginning
to make itself felt through the shock and hurt. He’d showed her a
new side, it marked a new point in their relationship, which she’d
always thought of as open and trusting.

Now she came to think
about it, didn’t Dan always get what he wanted, when it came to the
big things like changing jobs or moving house? That first post in
Bristol when she’d just qualified had suited her fine, they could
have stayed in Somerset. She’d let him have his way because she
loved him so, as a free choice, but now she wondered, if she’d
refused, what would he have done?

She looked at his
profile in the dark and saw a stranger but she could feel his
warmth, and the familiar musk of his body disarmed her, softened
her towards him. She turned her back and fitted her body against
his. Dan moved behind her and murmured.

She thought of herself
in a warm, walled garden, vegetables growing abundantly round her.
Fat, juicy raspberries glistened on the bowed canes and when she
picked one it fell into her hand with perfect ripe readiness, the
skin so thin that juice stained her fingers. The sun beat down on
her head and she could feel the soil, soft and warm between her
toes. A child squatted at her feet, playing in the earth, looking
up at her, face screwed up against the sunshine, with a halo of
wispy fair curls. Her stomach knotted with yearning. She opened her
eyes, let the image dissolve. Dan muttered and moved against her.
His arms snaked round her, pulling her close and he snuggled into
her neck. She felt the in-out of his breath then she was striding
across bare moorland, the smooth rounded slopes shaping and
containing the lake that glittered in the distance, where a small
figure waited on the shore.

***

 



Chapter
Two

August 2007

Rolo was waiting at the
gate when they came back after the funeral. Tears pricked Con’s
eyes at the sight of the dog sitting there. Diane got out while he
opened the gate and by the time he’d parked the Shogun she’d opened
up the house and Milly was dashing round the yard in circles,
yapping furiously.

Con refilled Rolo’s
water bowl and watched the dog pad back to his place in the barn.
Rolo had a relaxed air now that his master was home and everything
was back to normal, though he was quieter than usual, as if he
sensed how Con felt numb all over.

Con looked up at the
leaden sky. At least the rain had held off till his mother was
decently buried. Everything seemed meaningless. The straw bales
he’d stacked in the barn only last week, the red of the tractor,
the wooden sheds, the metal struts of the barn all suddenly looked
unfamiliar. Last week seemed like a million years ago. Only three
weeks earlier his mother had turned seventy-six. They’d had a
celebratory meal at the Haywain, the best restaurant in the
district. How quickly she’d slipped away. He looked round again but
still nothing seemed real. Even the concrete felt alien under his
feet but then he was wearing his best shoes, not his comfortable
old work boots.

He kept his head turned
to the left, away from the sight of his mother’s cottage. Right
now, he couldn’t bear to see the smokeless chimney.

The smell of coffee came
from the back door of the house. In the kitchen, Diane was fussing
with the new machine she’d bought the day before. She was humming
brightly, but stopped when she caught Con’s look. He dropped into a
chair at the table. Diane spooned tea into the small brown pot kept
just for Con’s use. He remembered his mother buying it at Ormskirk
market when he was about twelve-years-old.

He watched Diane as she
moved around, reaching into cupboards, stretching up, bending down,
getting out mugs, milk, sugar. She looked good in black, it showed
off her fair hair. He wanted to catch her hair in his hands, to
feel how soft it was sliding through his fingers as he clutched the
shape of her skull and pulled her mouth to his. His gaze slid over
her tailored black suit, the slight sheen on her black stockings,
the definition of her calf muscles sloping down to her spike-heeled
shoes.

His penis stiffened,
then he remembered his mother and everything died in him except
shame. Milly raced into the room barking as she chased a fly round
the table. Con put his head in his hands.

‘It was a good send off,
wasn’t it?’ Diane put the pot of tea in front of him. ‘She would
have been delighted.’ She turned back to the coffee machine and its
hissing noises. ‘Did you see Minnie Bickerstaffe and Elsie Langham?
Like two old vultures. You should have heard them in the salon this
morning. Had the whole family trees of half the village off by
heart, arguing over whose relatives had lived the longest.’ She set
her froth-topped mug on the table and giggled, then sobered,
putting a hand on Con’s arm. She sat down, leaning close to
him.

‘She had a good innings,
Con, good health till the last couple of years. There’s nothing to
reproach yourself with.’

Con lifted his head and
looked at her. Milly jumped up, begging for a biscuit. She rested
her paws on Diane’s knees.

‘Milly get down. Oh,
look, you’ve snagged my stockings.’ She held her leg out for
inspection, but Con was looking at her face. Her clear blue eyes
showed no emotion, but she was different somehow. There was a
lightness about her, as if something had lifted from her
shoulders.

Con drank his tea in
silence, struggling against desire. He should be consoling himself
with memories of his mother’s life but Diane’s breasts peeped at
him from her suit jacket. She petted Milly, all the while sneaking
little glances at him. She was leading up to something.

She sipped her coffee,
looked at him over the mug. ‘I thought, maybe, we could take a walk
over to the cottage later, just have a look, there’s a lot to do
there, a lot of stuff…’

‘To get rid of?’ The
words rushed out bitterly.

‘Well, yes.’ She ducked
her head, stroked the dog. ‘It’ll have to be done and doing
something practical will, you know, help us get used to
it.’

He wanted to scream at
her. Rage rushed up in him. He daren’t let it out. Anger,
frustration, fired his blood. He opened his mouth. A croak came
out.

‘No, not
yet.’

If she mentions selling
the farm, I’ll kill her, he thought.

She tossed her head and
for a second he saw something alien on her face, so unlike her that
he didn’t know who she was, then she caught herself and
smiled.

‘Okay, if you’re not
feeling up to it. It’s early days yet, isn’t it?’

She finished her coffee,
put the dog down and stretched her arms above her head.

‘Think I’ll walk into
the village to see Mary about the hair convention next month. The
sky looks like it’s clearing. I’ll take Milly. She’s been cooped up
in here all day.’

She was withdrawing from
him, punishing him for not doing what she wanted but it was for the
best. He needed to be alone.

As soon as she’d gone,
he went into the bedroom, tore off the despised tie and shirt, lay
down on the bed and masturbated, eyes squeezed shut while behind
them he visualised his penis sliding purple between Diane’s white
breasts, the black jacket pulled open, her pink mouth making round
Os with each shove as the tip pushed up towards it.

He wiped the cum off his
belly with a tissue from the box on Diane’s side of the bed, making
sure not to get marks on the satin duvet. The anger was gone but he
felt worse than ever, wanking like a schoolboy after his own
mother’s funeral.

He got dressed and went
outside. In the barn he felt better. This was his world: Rolo, the
colours of grass and sky, the dusty smell of straw and the damp air
that promised rain before long.

Rolo ran ahead, his tail
waving as Con crossed the lawn to reach the footpath. The grass
squelched under his feet, the ground still holding last night’s
downpour. At the edge of the garden, Con looked carefully around
the fields and went out onto the empty road. There was no sign of
Diane. He whistled Rolo to come back, told him to sit by the bed of
hollyhocks at the gate to his mother’s cottage. The dog seemed
restless, whining and looking round the garden.

‘What’s up with you
boy?’ Con patted Rolo’s head, took the keys from his pocket and
opened the cottage door.

***

Here’s Con with time to
visit at last and looking like the whole world’s on his shoulders.
There’s no need for sad faces and tears because after all, I’m
still here.

I suppose it’s good to
see he’s some respect left for his mother though what he was
thinking of letting Barney Dougan take Blondie, I don’t know. Poor
Blondie, she were used to the cottage and sitting by a nice warm
fire, not being parked outside the Turk’s Head all day and night.
It’ll be her taking him home at the end of it not t’other way
round. I thought Con’d have kept her, that would have been the
proper thing to do, but I suppose that fancy one of his wouldn’t
hear of it, she never had much time for poor Blondie ever since
Blondie took a bite out of that yapping thing of hers.

It’s strange to see
someone touching your things, even the things on show, never mind
your secret possessions, the things no one ever knew about, but
then he’s my son, my baby. He lived inside of me and touched places
even I don’t know about. If only I could reach out or talk to him.
It takes some getting used to, this helplessness. I swear Rolo saw
me though. Look, Con, I’m here, over here.

Ah, the shoebox, all our
photographs, though there’s precious few of them. We worked so hard
there weren’t time for taking pictures but there’s you, Con with
Dad on old Jessie. How you used to love that carthorse when you
were a tiny chap and she loved you right back, no matter how much
you pulled her mane and she could have tossed you to kingdom
come.

Lord, how we skivvied in
those days, when your granddad still had the farm. He were like a
sergeant-major, and me and Albert was his foot soldiers, even
though we was a married couple with a baby to look
after.

Dawn to dusk, even when
I were a young girl, me and our Joan did the same work as the men.
Dad wouldn’t get in paid workers, only a few paddies in the summer.
There weren’t any farmhands anyway, only land girls once the war
got going and it weren’t much better after, when the men come back,
what were left of them. My brother Thomas were never the same after
the war and he died in 1947. I were a slip of a girl then, just
seventeen. I don’t remember much of Thomas as a young man. He were
a boy one minute, showing me and Joan where the skylarks nested,
the next he come back from the war an old man though he were only
twenty-two. At first he seemed happy to be home but it were like
the light had gone out of him after a while and somehow it never
got kindled again. When he took sick it were like he just give up,
like life weren’t worth fighting for.

Sometimes I think Dad
blamed us girls, because we never had to go to the war. He were
always cold and angry before, but after Thomas come home he were
terrible with us and even Mother didn’t dare defy him. He never
said much, your grandfather, but he didn’t need to; a look were
enough. They say still waters run deep and it were true of him. No
one ever knew what he were thinking but you could tell it weren’t
nothing pleasant. My grandma must have known him when she named him
Douglas, dark water it means, but then maybe she didn’t know that.
Douglas is a name that’s traditional in our family, passed down
through generations. I used to be so tired at night I’d fall asleep
sitting at supper and me and Albert’d be in bed by ten with no
thought of loving. We’d be asleep soon as our heads touched the
pillows. Even in winter, the only time we’d be idle were when the
snow stopped us or when the rain flooded the fields so bad we was
all afeart the Mere were coming back to claim its own.

Think on, Con. Remember
why this place means so much to us. The land this farm stands on
were under water on and off for centuries. There’s them as says it
were a foolish thing, draining the Mere, that it should have been
left the way nature meant it to be, but moss land is fertile and
when it’s well drained, it grows the best spuds in the
world.

We’ve beaten it, made it
yield, but nature don’t give up, it’s a constant fight. You know
how the water’s always trying to creep back and you know if you
relax for a moment it could rush in and sweep away everything
you’ve worked for. And sometimes even with all the watching and
looking after the ditches and drains, it’s not enough. You don’t
have control of the weather and you live with the thought that the
pumping stations might fail.

I remember the floods in
the fifties, before you were born. Three years in a row, all the
crops destroyed and Dad raging like a storm and us all creeping
about keeping out of his way. 1957’s harvest were the worst and a
hard winter after it. It were a poor Christmas that year, no photos
then.

But it were me dad made
this farm what it is today. In my granddad’s time the land were
still flooding every winter, most of it only fit for poor pasture,
not that my granddad had it long, he were killed in the war in
1917, way before I were born. He only had the farm three years
afore he volunteered. A fine healthy man he would have been, no
more than thirty-four and it weren’t as if he wouldn’t be needed on
the farm, but just like in the next war, everyone thought it were
their duty to go. I don’t suppose they ever thought they would be
the ones to be killed. He died bravely, Dad used to say, but didn’t
they say that about them all? Who knows a man’s heart when he
suddenly faces death?

Best if you don’t know
about it beforehand, I think, but then you don’t get the chance to
put things in order. It crept up on me like, I knew it were coming,
but I just kept thinking it wouldn’t be, not yet. When it did come,
it weren’t so bad, but then I’ve had a good, long life, I never got
cut down in my prime.

That’s my grandmother
Mary there Con, you won’t remember her, she died in 1965, you were
only three. Oh, she made you welcome all right. Sight for sore
eyes, she used to say when you were toddling up the path to the
farmhouse. It were a long time since there’d been a child at the
farm, with our Joan going to Canada. All we ever had were photos of
her kids and now and then strange voices on the phone. I kept
thinking one day I’d go and see her but I never got further than
Blackpool in my whole life.

Dad took over the farm
in 1928. His brother Philip had inherited it from my grandfather
but he died young and all, caught in a threshing machine on the far
field. Our Thomas would be about five and Will just a tiny baby,
there’s a photo of him somewhere in your gran’s arms, with Dad
standing proud behind her. Maybe Dad only turned so bitter after
the scarlet fever took Will, I don’t know. I never knowed him to be
any different.

There’s no photos of me
as a baby. I come right after Will’s funeral. Maybe that’s why Dad
flung himself into building up the farm. The land gets under your
skin. It’s called husbandry, Dad used to say and yes, he were
married to the land as much as he ever were to my mother, and it
were the same for me but the other way around. I don’t know how I
would have gone on if me and Bert had had to leave the farm and
make our living somewhere else. I thought it were the same for you
too, Con.

Sometimes when dusk is
spreading and mist is creeping up, the line of the land blurs. You
must know those moments, Con, when the geese and ducks fly over to
the nature reserve. Among the honks and quacks you think you can
hear the water lapping the reeds and you can see it, see the lake
coming back, glimmering as the moon starts to show in the sky. I
were born under the sign of the moon and all my life I felt the
pull of it in my blood. At school they told us we was made of water
and when you stand still and silent in these misty twilights you
can feel the ebb and flow even though the land under your feet is
solid. You’re an Askin, Con; you can’t deny your nature.

She knows nothing of
this. She’s all show and throwing things away when she tires of
them. I can see what she’s plotting, see you like a lamb to the
slaughter, turning away from your own.

Think on, how we fought
for this land. It’s in your bones, same as it’s in mine and no
good’ll come of it if you leave.

***

‘Never mind that. Get
your glad-rags on, we’re eating out.’

Lynn’s heart sank. She
put down the spoon and turned away from the sauce she’d been
stirring on the stove.

‘You got the job then?’
She smiled.

‘Absolute doddle.’ Dan
put his arms round her, kissed her and lifted her off her feet.
‘Jesus, Lynn, you’re putting on weight.’ He set her back down.
‘There were five candidates but as soon as I walked in there I knew
they didn’t stand a chance. You can just tell the way it’s going. I
clicked right away with the rest of the team.’

‘The team – already?’
Lynn raised her eyebrows. Dan’s jubilance tugged at her. She was
drawn into his excitement, away from her alarm at what this would
mean for her.

‘I need a drink.’ He
went to the wine rack, pulled out a bottle of South African Shiraz.
‘Loved the place, Lynn. Not too big, still got character, not like
Birmingham.’

‘The town or the uni?’
His movements were quick and jerky as he opened the bottle. He was
still on a high.

‘Both, both, just
fantastic, and the landscape, flat like the Fens, huge blue skies,
and the location, right by the M6, Manchester, Liverpool, just a
stone’s throw away.’

‘Sounds great.’ Lynn
stared at the spoonful of congealing sauce on the
worktop.

‘Come on, get ready.
I’ve booked a table at Pierotti’s. Shove that stuff in the
freezer.’ He looked at his watch.

She turned off the gas,
went into the bathroom and took off her jeans and tee shirt. It was
true, she was getting heavier. She examined herself in the wall
mirror. If she wasn’t careful she could end up like her mother.
Would Dan still want her then, tipping the scales at thirteen
stone? She would go on a diet tomorrow she decided, pinching the
flesh round her waist as she soaped herself in the shower, but then
she remembered that tomorrow she would have to start planning a
whole new life.

Pierotti’s was still
quiet this early in the evening. Lynn caught her reflection in the
mirror by the entrance. The dim light suited her, making her mouth
soft and vulnerable, highlighting the sheen of her hair. She stood
for a second, admiring how it hung straight to her shoulders. The
dark red dress and high heels made her look slim. She strode ahead
of Dan who was telling Frank the head waiter all about his
success.

There was iced champagne
waiting in a bucket on the table.

‘Pushing the boat
out?’

‘Head of Department. It
calls for a celebration.’

She felt guilty. Was
there a note of reproach in his voice? Had he noticed her lack of
enthusiasm? Her mother’s voice echoed in her head, urging her to
support her husband.

‘It’s a fantastic
achievement. I’m so proud of you, darling.’ She half-rose and
leaned across the table to kiss him.

He was still in his dark
suit, the white cuffs of his shirt contrasting sharply with the
black hairs on his wrists and hands. Desire twisted through her as
she thought of his hands on her body and for a moment she was naked
as she looked up at his face. He caught her glance and grinned
triumphantly, dropping his eyes to her breasts.

‘You look amazing
tonight.’

As soon as the wine was
poured, he launched into plans for the move.

‘They want me to start
in January, but the sooner we get up there the better, give me time
to familiarise myself with the faculty. Time for you to look round
for something else.’

She pretended to be
reading the menu but she felt bewildered, thinking how this had
suddenly crept up on her, even though she’d known since June. She’d
kept pushing it away, clinging to the hope that he wouldn’t get the
job in the end. It wasn’t all selfishness. Even though her mother
had urged her to go, her parents weren’t getting any younger. She
was the only one living reasonably near. Fee could never pry
herself away from her column on the Daily Mail for long enough to
visit and Debra had been nursing in Dubai for the last three
years.

‘You’d better give your
notice in right away.’ Dan poured two more glasses of champagne.
‘We’ll have to get the flat up for sale too. I’ll see to that
tomorrow. We could start looking for a property up there now, or we
could rent something for the time being and take our time finding
exactly what we want. What do you think?’

Lynn looked up. She
wanted to say, ‘You’re asking me?’ but couldn’t burst his bubble.
He was so excited. ‘Couldn’t we just order some food? I’m
starving.’ She could feel a flush on the skin of her neck and chest
from the effects of the red wine and champagne drunk too
quickly.

‘I’m going to have the
mussels and the seafood linguine.’ Dan refilled his glass yet
again.

Lynn pulled a face.
‘Garlic mushrooms and spaghetti bolognaise for me.’

‘God
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