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gift (noun) a thing given to someone willingly without payment

gifted (adjective) having exceptional talent or natural ability

The New Oxford English Dictionary 


   
   
AUTHOR’S NOTE

The King’s Touch

‘The King’s Evil’, they called it in the Middle Ages. We know it today as scrofula, a form of tuberculosis, which occurs outside the lungs, attacking the lymph nodes in the neck and causing considerable pain and disfigurement. Scientific name: cervical tuberculosis lymphadenitis. Nowadays a doctor will prescribe antibiotics; in the Middle Ages the sufferer would have been advised to avail themselves of ‘The King’s Touch’.

First adopted in England by Edward the Confessor and in France by Philip I, those who found themselves infected by the King’s Evil believed that their best chance of a cure was to be touched by the sovereign. 

Edward the Confessor was probably the most effective royal dispenser of the King’s Touch, not least because after the laying on of hands he would order that the patient be maintained at royal expense until they were cured. The improved diet and living conditions might have had a bearing on the matter, though the Divine Right of Kings – authority coming in a direct line from God – was perceived as the prime cause of a return to health.

The popularity of the Royal Touch presented certain logistical problems. How could one man – the King – possibly lay his hands upon all those who wished to be cured? During the thirteenth century a solution was found in the form of a coin, which had itself been touched by the King, being given to those who suffered from his eponymous complaint. 

And yet the ‘touching’ of individuals continued until the reign of Queen Anne, often in great numbers and with considerable ceremony. Louis XIV of France is reputed to have touched 1,600 people one Easter Sunday, and while exiled in the Netherlands in 1650, Charles II of England was so besieged by sufferers that would-be patients were trampled to death in the rush to benefit from his curative powers.

From the time of Henry VII, whose own ‘surgeries’ were more modest in scale – between 1530 and 1532 he touched a total of fifty-nine people – the coin itself was of considerable value. Introduced in 1465, but not used as a cure for the King’s Evil until Henry’s reign, it was of pure gold and depicted the Archangel Michael defeating the devil in the form of a dragon. This regal talisman, pierced to take a ribbon, would be hung around the neck of the patient. 

We shake our heads and smile indulgently at the ignorance of our forebears, for they were easily led: their scientific knowledge was primitive, their medical rationale in the early stages of development. 

Today few of us would be convinced of the value of … what? Alchemy? Wishful thinking? Blind faith? And yet, even now, there are those whose talents defy a rational explanation, whose sensitivities are better developed than those who have spent their lives enslaved by technology. These are individuals whose raw aptitudes have been nursed by their own, often unique, environment and set of circumstances. 

For every hundred charlatans, there may well be one genuinely gifted individual whose ability to heal defies all rational explanation. Such a gift is not easy to come to terms with. It imbues the possessor with feelings of responsibility, anxiety and fear, for it is a power every bit as much beyond their own comprehension as that of others. And if they themselves do not understand it, how can they believe in it, or trust in its durability? Might it, one day, simply disappear and leave them open to even more accusations of dishonesty and fraud?

This is the story of one possessor of ‘the gift’. His name is Adam Gabriel, which is rather fitting, for the name of the shiny coin that once hung around the necks of the sick had a divine ring to it. It was known as a Golden Angel.



   

THE BOY



   

1

THE GOLDEN ANGEL

Traversing in its upper length a region of grand hills amid noble scars of terraced limestone, and in its lower a rich storied vale, the entire course of the river is full of a rare charm, a charm which in a variety of scenic beauty, historic interest and old-world life, is not surpassed by any river-valley in the kingdom.

Harry Speight, Upper Wharfedale, 1900

It was generally agreed, from the day he was born, that Mrs Gabriel’s lad was a bit of a looker. Not that many folk had the opportunity of passing comment, favourable or otherwise. Langstroth Farmhouse – a long, low building of smoke-darkened millstone grit, which seemed to crouch beneath its surrounding crags, was off the beaten track as far as hikers were concerned, and not easily reached even by those determined locals who had business there. These rare visits – most of them for the benefit of the ewes and lambs that were thicker on the ground in this part of the dale than humans – were confined to moments of ovine need: the supply of extra feed, or veterinary care, and very occasionally some provision that Bethany Gabriel had omitted to store in advance of the foul weather that made the moorland track too perilous to risk even in a rackety old Land Rover.

This particular part of Upper Wharfedale was seldom referred to at length in the guidebooks, being neither on the way to the tourist honeypots of Hawes in Wensleydale and Reeth in Swaledale nor the increasingly chi-chi Richmond with its Georgian theatre and growing number of upmarket shops. Situated in the upper reaches of Langstrothdale – turn left at Buckden, carry on through Yockenthwaite – it was actually on the way to nowhere, and that was why the Gabriels had fallen in love with it. Sparsely populated and regarded by even the most generous-spirited of geographers as harsh country from which any kind of living had to be wrested, it seemed to suit their needs … and their dreams.

Bethany Cross had been twenty-five and Luke Gabriel ten years her senior when she had first set eyes on him at Kilnsey Show, he parading his prize tup and she a novice shepherdess watching in awe as this fair-haired god (in her eyes) led his charge around the parade ring. He looked slightly uncomfortable in his clean white coat, his tie askew, but she liked the way his pale blue eyes sparkled when someone made him laugh. She did not suspect for a minute that he had even noticed her, leaning on the enclosure fence enveloped in an old duffel coat, her feet thrust into a pair of mud-encrusted wellies. (Those women who had turned up in floral-print dresses and sling-backs were cursing their own folly on the soft ground and rough grass freshly laundered by heavy overnight rain.) But that was Bethany – practicality and comfort before show and high fashion.

Not that she was without style, for it was that which caught Luke Gabriel’s eye, distracting him from the job in hand. A prize tup, strong of shoulder and broad of beam, demands unflinching concentration when it is being paraded in front of the agricultural cognoscenti. There was a moment when the beast decided to head for the fells and a spot of mischief, but it was only a moment. A muscular pull on the halter brought him back to the matter in hand, but not before Luke had registered the presence of ‘the girl in the duffel coat’ – his description of her when looking around the animal pens and casually (lest anyone should assume he was too keen) enquiring as to her whereabouts and identity.

They finally met up by the heavy horses. She was standing, hands thrust deep into coat pockets, her lustrous dark hair tied back in a ponytail, watching as a stable lad groomed the feathers of a statuesque inky-black Clydesdale, whose coat glistened in the strengthening afternoon sun. 

‘Handsome beast,’ he said, at her shoulder.

‘Yes,’ she said. And she thought: You are.

It was a whirlwind romance. He had never met such a lively and headstrong girl – well, woman – and she could not believe that such an Adonis, albeit ten years older than her, would give her a second look. Their common bond, which amused them, was sheep. Neither could articulate the reason, but both felt at home high in the Dales, she as a hired shepherdess, moving from place to place as the work took her, he a retired farmer’s son who had been bequeathed a passion for the rugged landscape and a willingness to earn a living from it.

With a helping hand from his parents they bought the dilapidated Langstroth Farmhouse for far too much money and spent the first few years of their married life repairing the roof, replacing windows, fettling a smoky kitchen range and generally putting the rundown farmstead in good order. They also spent time building up a flock of Swaledale sheep and made a name for themselves as custodians of a highly regarded strain of the native Yorkshire breed. 

They had been lucky to find the farmhouse. Most old barns and farmsteads in this part of the Dales were prettied up and rented out as holiday lets: certainly an alternative form of income for the landowner but not conducive to the raising of livestock. The upland pastures were in the main rented to tenant farmers, and Luke and Bethany were overjoyed to find a building that could be made habitable once more, along with fifty acres of their own and a further five hundred rented on which to graze their expanding flock. It was not exactly prairie farming, but neither of them would have wanted that. Hands-on shepherding and the ability to make a modest living suited them down to the stony ground.

It was five years before Adam was born. It is not unexpected that the arrival of children changes the life of any married couple. The arrival of Adam was to change theirs in a way that no one could have foreseen. 
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LANGSTROTH FARMHOUSE

Here are some picturesque cottages with old grey walls and time-worn roofs covered with rich-tinted moss, shaded by the spreading branches of fine trees, remnants of a vast forest of oaks, which spread in olden times far over the chase on either side. Upwards, the country becomes more wild.

Edmund Bogg, A Thousand Miles in Wharfedale, 1892

From when he reached the age of four it was clear that Adam was no ordinary child. More than one pushy parent has claimed their offspring is a remarkable prodigy – startlingly good with numbers or articulate beyond their years. Mrs Mozart was particularly impressed with Wolfgang’s musical prowess but, then, so was everybody else. In none of these areas did Adam evince any unusual talent. His was more of an aptitude, an attitude towards the land and a relationship with nature and, in particular, animals. At first, Luke and Bethany thought that such a temperament must be present in any country child. Adam was, after all, being brought up among the hills and dales, where sheep and occasionally cattle, rabbits and badgers were part of everyday life. Since babyhood, carried on Bethany’s back as she clambered over the pastures and fells in all weathers, his eyes had lit up on spotting anything that moved: the sight of the beck below the farmhouse in full spate, or a flock of sheep careering down the pasture in front of Finn, the Border collie with the wall-eye. His rosy cheeks would shine, his mouth break into a wide grin, accompanied by a contented gurgle that turned into an infectious giggle. 

At the age of five he was already proving useful to his parents, helping Bethany and the increasingly savvy Finn to round up sheep for shearing or for market, standing behind his father on the ‘Little Grey Fergie’ that delivered winter feed to the flocks higher up on the moorside, his hands around his father’s neck, his little feet thrust into red wellies. A hand-knitted bobble hat was pulled down over his fair curly hair to prevent the cold from biting at his ears.

Summer days were the best of all, for the sun turned the lower pastures of Langstrothdale into emerald velvet, studded with glinting buttercups. Into the gin-clear beck, on its way to becoming the youthful River Wharfe, Adam would plunge a willow wand, to the end of which his mother had fastened a wire hoop and the foot from an old pair of tights to act as a net. Then he would fish for bullheads, minnows and the elusive catfish, plopping them into a jam-jar and watching them swim in circles before gently tipping them back into the rippling water. On other days he would sit on the sun-warmed riverbank sucking at a stem of cocksfoot grass while his father cast a fly to tempt brown trout and grayling. Adam’s skill at removing the hook from the fish’s mouth was evident from the age of three, and he would hum softly to himself as he deftly extracted the barb and carried the grayling back to the river, or slid a plump, glistening trout into his father’s creel before taking it home for supper.

Luke would smile at the little lad, whose rolling gait, under the weight of the fish-filled wicker basket, gave him the appearance of an old man staggering home after one too many in the local hostelry. In winter, muffled up in a miniature version of his mother’s duffel coat, woolly gloves attached to each other by a short length of baler-twine that ran up his sleeves and across his shoulders, he seldom complained of the wet or the bitter cold but – after the fashion of a dog or a cat – stood by the farmhouse door waiting to be let out, whatever the weather. 

It was Adam who persuaded his parents to let Finn sleep in the house, the dog’s home having been hitherto a homemade kennel just inside the long, low hay barn after the habit of all Dales’ farmers. Working dogs, however kindly they were regarded, lived outside, not in the house. But Adam’s baleful gaze, as Finn was banished for the night, along with his eyes, blue as sapphires and brimming with tears, got the better of his parents’ finer feelings. After one of these all-too-rare outbursts of emotion, Finn was allowed a basket not far from the comforting kitchen range. He would spend the rest of his nights indoors.

As if he recognised his good fortune, Finn slept quietly and seldom stirred until Luke or Bethany put on their coat to venture outdoors, at which point he would move swiftly to the farmhouse door and sit silently with his eyes fixed firmly on the iron sneck. When the door was open barely six inches, he would slide through it as sinuously as a snake and await the bidding of his master and mistress. And Adam.

In the early part of those long winter evenings, Adam would lie on the rag rug in front of the coal-black cast-iron range, the glow of the logs casting an amber light on his cheeks – rosy from the day’s exertions – and cradle Finn’s head, stroking it with his plump little hand.

It was after a few weeks of this new canine regime that Bethany asked Luke if he had noticed the change that had occurred in Finn.

‘What? You mean being indoors? He’s quieter than he’s ever been, I’ll say that for him. Probably doesn’t want to push his luck in case we turn him out again.’

Bethany smiled. ‘No. Not just that. I mean his eye.’

‘What about it?’

‘The wall-eye. Have you noticed that it’s not as pronounced as it was? The white seems to be getting smaller.’

Luke shrugged from behind his copy of Farmers Weekly. ‘Can’t say as I’ve looked really.’

‘Maybe I’m imagining it,’ said Bethany. ‘But I’m sure it’s getting better.’

Luke lowered the magazine and smiled. ‘Probably just contentment. I mean, look at them.’

Bethany turned her gaze towards the kitchen range where Adam and Finn were, as usual, entwined with one another on the rug, the boy stroking the side of the dog’s head and humming quietly to himself. ‘Perhaps it happens with age. Maybe it’s a natural phenomenon.’

‘Well, I’ve not known it happen before,’ said Luke, ‘not after four years, anyway.’ He picked up his magazine and flipped through the pages, muttering absently, ‘It never happened to Dad’s terrier, Smudger. He had a wall-eye from birth to death, but he was still a bloody good ratter.’

‘Luke!’ Bethany admonished him for his language. 

Her husband looked up again and grinned, nodding in the direction of Adam and the dog. ‘Sorry. But I don’t think he heard. Too busy in that little world of his own.’

‘Talking of which … Come on, little one. Time you were in bed. What do the hands on the clock say?’

Adam turned towards his mother, seeming to come out of whatever reverie had been occupying his five-year-old mind. He slid out from under the dog and walked across to the long-case clock that stood in the corner of the farmhouse kitchen. It had originally belonged to Luke’s father and was fully five times taller than the little boy who gazed up at its friendly face. The painted moon at the top of the dial smiled back at him, and the deep, slow tick … tock … tick … tock that dictated the rhythm of life inside the house brought him back to earth. ‘The little hand is on seven and the big hand is on three.’

‘Which means?’ asked Bethany, with a smile in her voice.

Adam cast his eyes downwards. ‘Bedtime.’ He sighed and walked over to his father, reaching up and kissing his cheek.

‘Night-night, Daddy.’ 

‘Night-night, son,’ said the father, without looking up from his magazine.

Mother and son walked towards the white-painted plank door in the corner of the kitchen. Bethany lifted the latch and the two began the climb upstairs. ‘One, two, three, four, five …’ 

Their voices grew fainter, but Luke could still hear their muffled conversation as Bethany prepared the child for bed. He laid down the magazine, lifted his aching body from the chair and walked over to the fire. Reaching into the wicker basket at one side of the range he pulled out a couple of dry logs and lobbed them into the grate. A shower of sparks, and the dying embers soon became leaping flames, highlighting the form of the sleeping Finn in his now customary place on the hearthrug. Luke knelt down beside the dog and stroked his head. ‘What a life you lead, eh?’ He eased back the dog’s eyelid and looked at the once almost entirely white wall-eye. Funny, really. Bethany was right. It had been much more pronounced when they’d got him. But now it seemed only half the size he remembered. 

He stood up and admonished himself for not having noticed before. They had bought Finn a year after Adam was born. Any good shepherd worthy of the name would know every aspect of his dog, be alert to any changes in his health or demeanour. But the changing appearance of the wall-eye had escaped him. Perhaps because he had not thought to look for it.

He shook his head and frowned. Next time he saw the vet he would ask him if that sort of thing happened often. If so, would the dog have better eyesight than before? ‘Funny,’ he murmured to himself. 

It never occurred to him that Adam might have been in any way responsible for the change. Why would it? That sort of thing only happened in fairy tales.
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VILLAGE SCHOOL

Doris Carr and the children of Malham Tarn School, where she taught from 1930 to 1942. Miss Carr at first stayed there during weekdays, then walked home each night to Lee Gate on Malham Moor until her father 

provided her with a pony.

Marie Hartley & Joan Ingilby, A Dales Album, 1991

They had been there before to take a look and to familiarise themselves with things before the fateful day when Adam would go to school. Kettlewell Primary was a small stone-built village school with around twenty-five pupils divided into two classes. It was a half-hour drive from the farmhouse down the rough track and the narrow roads, snaking between dry-stone walls, crossing and re-crossing the river. Luke and Bethany were relieved that – after taking Adam there in the Land Rover for the first week – their boy would be picked up by minibus at the end of the farm track each morning, and delivered back there at the end of the school day.

The school’s mission statement had chimed with their own outlook on life: ‘Our vision is to create a curriculum that encourages children to discover, explore and create. We want to help each child flourish into a caring, confident and resilient young person who has a love of learning.’

Like any parents, they worried about how he would fit in: he was an only child, unused to the daily company of children his own age. They had made efforts to integrate him (the word, which they hated, made the process sound impersonal – the very opposite of what it was meant to be) but, although he mixed with other children when Bethany took him to a playgroup in the nearest village, he remained most comfortable on his own at the farm. 

Their first parents’ evening, six weeks after Adam had started school, helped to ease their anxiety. 

‘He’s a delightful child,’ confirmed Mrs Lambert, his form teacher. She nodded at them and motioned them to sit in the corner of the empty classroom, surrounded by paintings of horses and ponies, sheep and cows. 

‘Not too quiet?’ asked Bethany, a note of concern clearly identifiable in her voice. Luke’s neck was reddening under the collar and tie he wished he hadn’t worn. The tweed jacket, too, was contributing to his unease in the warm classroom. He hoped he didn’t look as uncomfortable as he felt.

Mrs Lambert laughed. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being quiet! Believe me, I wish I had a few more who were.’ Then, seeing the look on Bethany’s face, and noting the discomfiture of her husband, ‘Well, thoughtful, perhaps. I do like a bit of spirit, but I like a capacity for concentration, too. Adam has plenty of the latter. He seems to take it all in, and when I ask questions he sometimes has the answers, sometimes doesn’t. Pretty much like all the others. And at playtime he’s not standing on his own in the corner. He was at first – that’s understandable, bearing in mind his upbringing high in the dale – but now he joins in with their games. You really have no need to worry.’

Luke slackened his tie and Bethany heaved a sigh of relief. ‘We were just concerned that he should fit in. He spends so much time alone on the farm – I mean, on his own with us, rather than with other children.’

‘Oh, that’s the case on all the hill farms, Mrs Gabriel. I’m well used to their individual quirks and their ability to be self-reliant. I’ve come to admire it. I can’t imagine teaching in an inner city again, which I did in my twenties.’ 

‘Gosh, what a change!’ offered Bethany.

Mrs Lambert smiled. ‘I was fired with a missionary zeal in my younger days. I wanted to make a real difference, especially to those I felt had had a raw deal, those to whom life had dealt a poor hand. I battled away for the best part of ten years until my father told me I had done enough. He knew I loved the countryside – the Dales in particular. He was a classic quiet Yorkshireman.’ Here she glanced at Luke. ‘He said to me one day, “You know, country children deserve a good education from a dedicated teacher every bit as much as those who live in the city.”’ Mrs Lambert smiled again at the memory. ‘I’ve never forgotten. He was right, of course. And I realised I’d done my bit by then. I imagine he thought that if I carried on for much longer in the middle of Bradford I’d just burn myself out.’

‘So you came here?’ asked Bethany.

‘Yes. And that was twenty years ago. I’ve not regretted it. This is a special place, filled with special people. Some are a bit odd’, she raised an eyebrow, ‘but aren’t we all? Individual, perhaps. Which is why I especially warm to Adam. He’s an individual and this school prides itself on bringing out the best in every child – making the most of his or her capabilities and aptitudes, rather than believing that one size fits all and placing academic achievement above all else.’ She turned to Luke, who had been attentive but silent through the conversation so far. ‘I should think that’s what you would want, isn’t it, Mr Gabriel?’

Startled to be addressed directly, Luke coloured. ‘Yes – yes, of course.’

‘Please take your tie off, Mr Gabriel. You must be roasting. These classrooms are heated for children who have less in the way of natural insulation than their parents, not to mention less tweed!’

Luke was grateful for the concession. He slipped the tie into the pocket of his jacket, then leant forward on his chair. ‘So you think he’ll be all right, our Adam?’

‘I’m sure he will. I’ve been watching him carefully. One of the best things about a village school is that our classes are small. I have only fifteen children in my care, which means that I can get to know each of them well and see what needs addressing, what their strengths and weaknesses are.’

‘Mmm.’ Luke’s brow furrowed.

‘Adam does have weaknesses – he’s not very keen on sums, but he sticks at it and eventually masters them, and his writing is … not the neatest.’

‘Like his father’s,’ murmured Bethany. Then, conscious of having unintentionally slighted her husband in front of their son’s teacher, she turned to Luke. ‘Sorry. I mean …’

‘Not my strong point,’ agreed Luke. He held up a large, calloused hand, ingrained with the oil that even Swarfega struggled to banish. ‘Used to fettling sheep and tractors rather than wielding a pen.’

Mrs Lambert continued: ‘What he loves are our “Forest School” sessions when we’re out in the dale – in the woods or down by the river. He seems to come into his own there. Suddenly, instead of being just one of the crowd, he takes the lead. Not in a bossy way, you understand. He just has a natural affinity with nature and the other children are aware of that and respect it.’

‘But don’t they all have that up here?’ asked Luke, genuinely surprised.

‘No. Oh, they’re all familiar with their surroundings, but … How can I put it? Adam is really at one with the countryside. He not only knows the names of the birds and the wild flowers—’

‘Oh, that’s me, I’m afraid,’ confessed Bethany. ‘I’ve been talking to him about nature here in Langstrothdale ever since he was born, even when he couldn’t understand the words. We used to press the different wild flowers between newspaper put underneath the rug in the sitting room and then stick them into an album and write their names alongside them. You know, horehound and evergreen alkanet. He liked the sound of them as much as anything.’

‘Well, it’s paid off. But, as I was saying, he not only knows their names but … Have you ever read any of Laurie Lee’s books, Mrs Gabriel?’

‘Just the one – Cider with Rosie.’

‘Do you remember what Laurie says about his mother? That the plants and flowers used to turn towards her almost as though she were another sun?’

Bethany laughed. ‘Yes, I do!’

‘I have a feeling that Adam is a bit like that. It will be interesting to see how he develops. But for now, rest assured, he’s doing just fine.’ Mrs Lambert rose to her feet, indicating that the interview was at an end. 

‘Thank you so much,’ said Bethany, a note of relief in her voice.

‘It was my pleasure. Oh, and as far as the school nativity play goes, do you think Adam would be comfortable playing a shepherd?’
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SOLO

Only children believe they’re capable of everything. They’re trusting and fearless …

Paulo Coelho, Aleph, 2011

‘Nice to know we needn’t worry,’ said Luke, as he eased into bed beside her. 

Bethany did not look up from her book. ‘Yes,’ she said absently.

‘What are you reading?’

Obligingly, she folded the book so that he could see the jacket and the title. Luke leant forward and read out loud: ‘The Enchanted Places by Christopher Milne.’ He frowned. ‘Should I know him?’

‘You probably do as Christopher Robin.’

‘The one who “went down with Alice”?’

‘Yes.’

Luke lapsed into silence. Bethany hoped that the interview was completed and that she could get on with her bedtime reading. Her hopes were short-lived.

‘I didn’t know he’d written anything himself. Didn’t his dad write The Wind in the Willows?’

Bethany sighed impatiently. ‘No. That was Kenneth Grahame. Christopher Milne’s dad wrote Winnie-the-Pooh, and When We Were Very Young and Now We Are Six and—’

‘Oh. I never read Winnie-the-Pooh. Beatrix Potter was more my thing. Peter Rabbit and Jemima Puddleduck. My dad said you knew where you were with a duck and a rabbit. Winnie-the-Pooh always seemed a bit … well … wet.’

Bethany raised an eyebrow, made to reply but thought better of it and went back to her book.

Her husband persisted, ‘Why are you reading this one?’

Bethany sighed again, more heavily this time. Luke was clearly in a chatty mood, and she was attempting to immerse herself in the childhood of Christopher Robin. ‘Because he was an only child.’

‘And?’

‘Adam is an only child.’

‘Yes. But—’

Bethany gave up and closed the book. ‘Christopher Milne really suffered as a grown-up. Everybody knowing he was Christopher Robin, and all the baggage that came with it.’

‘What sort of baggage?’

‘Well, apart from “going down with Alice”, there was stuff about Christopher Robin saying his prayers and drawings of him as a boy wearing baggy bloomers and hauling Pooh around everywhere. He became famous all over the world.’

‘Scarred for life, was he?’

‘I think he was a bit.’

‘What happened to him? Sticky end?’

‘No. He opened a bookshop in Dartmouth.’ Bethany glanced at the photograph of the bespectacled author on the back flap of the jacket. ‘But he seems a bit chippy. Well … quite bitter, really. It certainly affected him as an adult. All that fame and adulation as a boy.’

Luke flopped back onto his pillow. ‘You’re thinking that Adam will go the same way? Resentful of being an only child?’

‘I hope not.’

‘But he’s not in the public eye. Nobody’s selling poems about him or drawings of him hauling a teddy bear around, are they?’

‘No, but … Oh, I just worry that he’ll miss out. Being on his own. Not having a brother or a sister.’

Luke stretched out his arm and tucked a stray wisp of hair behind Bethany’s ear. ‘You’re not worrying again, are you?’

‘A bit.’

He stroked her forearm with the back of his hand. ‘You really shouldn’t. It doesn’t matter, you know.’

‘It’s just—’

‘One of those things,’ cut in Luke. ‘Just one of those things.’

‘But it’s my fault.’

Luke propped himself up and cupped his hand beneath her chin, turning her head to look at him. ‘We’ve been here before.’

‘Too often?’

‘Often enough to know that it doesn’t do any good, doesn’t get us anywhere.’

‘But it is my—’

‘No. I’m not having this.’ A hint of steeliness had crept into Luke’s voice. ‘It’s not right that you blame yourself for us not having any more children.’

‘But the doctor said—’

‘The doctor said you were lucky to survive the first and that it would be unwise to have any more. That’s just the way it is.’

In the silence that followed Bethany’s eyes filled with tears. ‘But you’d like—’

‘I’d like a wife who doesn’t beat herself up about it. Who doesn’t take the weight of the world on her shoulders, or who thinks I’m unhappy because we’ve only got one child.’

‘And aren’t you?’

Luke shook his head emphatically. ‘No! Not at all. You heard what Mrs Lambert said. Adam is a happy country boy. We’ve always thought he was and now she’s confirmed it.’

‘But he has to be so self-reliant.’

‘Is that such a bad thing?’

‘No, but …’

Luke turned to face her square on. ‘He has two parents who think the world of him. He lives in a magical place that he loves, and now we know he’s getting on all right at school. Where’s the problem? Nobody’s forcing him into the public eye, or publishing drawings of him dragging a teddy-bear around. He’s not shy and retiring and he’s not loud and attention-seeking. It strikes me he’s about as balanced as he could be.’

Bethany sighed resignedly. ‘I know. We’re very lucky. It’s just that every now and again, when I see other families …’

‘The grass is pretty green up here in the dale, you know.’

She rested her head on Luke’s chest. ‘It’s not that I’m unhappy. Just wistful sometimes. Wondering …’

‘Well, stop wondering and be grateful for what we’ve got. We’ve got a lovely little lad and so far he seems as happy as a sand-boy.’

‘He does, doesn’t he?’ Bethany spoke as though to reassure herself. Then she asked, ‘Do you think he’ll stay on the farm? Would you want him to?’

‘I want him to do whatever he wants to do.’

‘You say that, but you’d be a bit disappointed if he didn’t want to, wouldn’t you?’

Luke thought for a moment, his eyes focused on the middle distance. ‘I suppose I’d be a bit surprised because he seems so happy here … so comfortable.’

‘But if he didn’t want to stay, you wouldn’t force him? I mean, you wouldn’t put any pressure on him to carry it on?’

Luke looked hurt at the suggestion. ‘Of course not. I’ve seen enough families ripped apart by parents who expect their children to fulfil their dreams. The parents’ dreams, I mean. Especially when it comes to farming. It can only end in misery … or even tragedy.’

Bethany was surprised at the anger that seemed to have crept into Luke’s voice. ‘Tragedy?’ she asked.

Luke nodded. ‘The Fletchers. Over the moor towards Hawes. Old man Fletcher had three sons and none of them wanted to take on the farm – having seen what it had done to their father. It had made him a slave to a particular way of life.’

Bethany did not frame a question, but it became clear from her expression that she was unaware of the Fletcher story.

‘Ted Fletcher ran the family flock on Wether Fell Side for years, as his father had done before him. He took it for granted that at least one of his lads would want to continue. His Swaledales had one of the best reputations in North Yorkshire. Ted’s lambs always got the best prices at the auction mart in Hawes. The envy of the county they were.’ 

There was a faraway look in Luke’s eye, that of a sheep farmer mentally appraising another’s flock. Bethany had seen it before, whenever they attended Kilnsey Show or their Land Rover was held up on the road by a stray ewe determined to throw herself under their wheels. ‘And none of the boys took it on?’

Luke shook his head, his jaw set and his eyes staring at some invisible remembered scenario. ‘The eldest went into engineering – somewhere in Leeds – and the middle lad became a teacher, up in … Darlington, I think.’ 

‘What about the youngest?’

‘His last hope?’

Bethany nodded, her expression betraying her fears.

Luke shook his head. ‘They thought he’d be the one to carry on. He said he would, and for a while it looked as though all was going well, but after three bleak winters he decided he’d had enough and went down to London to study law.’ Luke paused, as if marshalling his thoughts. He went on in a soft voice, seemingly devoid of emotion. ‘Ted and his wife carried on for another year, but the next winter was bitterly cold. Houses were cut off by snowfall and the becks froze solid. It just went on and on for weeks on end. Then one day Ted went off in his Landy over the moor. His wife saw him go and thought he was off to find any sheep that had been cut off by snowdrifts. By the time it got dark and he hadn’t come back she called the Swaledale mountain rescue team.’ Luke stopped. Despite the evenness of his tone the memory was clearly painful.

Bethany was reluctant to break the silence, but her eyes asked the question.

Luke smiled, which ran counter to the words that followed. ‘They found his body in a gully with a twelve-bore shotgun by his side.’ He turned to Bethany and she could see the mixture of anger and despair in his eyes. ‘I’m not going there. It’s not worth it.’

‘Did you know him well?’

‘Dad did. It hit him hard. He didn’t show much emotion, my dad, but I remember him taking me on one side – I suppose I was about eighteen at the time – and telling me that nothing was worth a life, not the dale, not the sheep, not anything. The important thing about families, he said, was to realise that they were all different, and that every member of your family was different from you. They might be of you, but they’re not the same as you, and if you make the mistake of trying to mould them in your own image it can only end in disaster.’

Bethany squeezed Luke’s hand. ‘But you did follow in your dad’s footsteps. You did become a sheep farmer.’

Luke’s tone changed as he made to brighten the atmosphere. ‘Lack of imagination. Couldn’t think of anything else.’

A cynical frown crossed Bethany’s face. ‘Really?’

‘No. I’d always wanted to be up here. Knew this was where I was meant to be, what I was meant to do. I think Dad just wanted to let me know there was no way he’d force me to do it, and that if I wanted to do something completely different it was all right by him.’

‘Would it have been, do you think?’

Luke laughed softly. ‘Oh, I think he would have been heartbroken, but he wanted to let me know that he knew he had no right to expect me to take on the flock. It was his way of giving me a let-out if I wanted to leave, even if by then he must have known I was willing to carry on. I suppose he just wanted to be absolutely certain that he was doing the right thing as a parent.’

‘What about your mum?’ 

‘She kept her peace. Never really entered into it. I think she wanted it to come from my dad – the admission, I mean – but I always knew she thought any child should be allowed to find its own way. They might have been hill farmers born and bred but they were surprisingly open-minded when it came to careers. I’ve always been grateful for that.’

Bethany put aside the book she had been cradling throughout the conversation, placing it on top of the growing pile on her bedside table.

Luke changed the subject. ‘That heap’s going to topple if you don’t thin it out. Why do you keep them all there?’

‘Because my sheep-farmer husband has never got round to putting up the bookshelf I’ve been asking for in the corner of the front parlour. Short of stacking them up the stairs I have nowhere else to keep them.’

‘Oh. Yes. Right. Well, I’d better get on with it, then.’

‘If you would. In the meantime I’ll just have to get used to being surrounded by books and sheep.’ She put out her bedside light and turned on her side. ‘I’ve just had a thought …’ she murmured.

Luke switched off his own bedside light, eased himself alongside her and kissed the back of her neck. ‘What’s that?’

‘What part is Adam playing in the school nativity?’

‘I know,’ he replied, a note of resignation in his voice. ‘A shepherd.’

‘And who illustrated Winnie-the-Pooh?’

‘Walt Disney?’

Bethany dug him in the ribs with her elbow. ‘Philistine.’

‘Ow! Who, then?’

‘E. H. Shepard.’

Luke chuckled and held her closer. ‘It seems you just can’t get away from sheep and shepherds, can you?’
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WHILE SHEPHERDS WATCHED

We pictured the meek mild creatures where

They dwelt in their strawy pen,

Nor did it occur to one of us there

To doubt they were kneeling then.

Thomas Hardy, ‘The Oxen’, 1915

The December day had been bitterly cold. ‘Too cold for snow,’ muttered Luke to his farmhand, Jack Knaggs, as they brought down the sheep from higher ground into the folds nearer the farmhouse. Jack’s reply had been typically curmudgeonly, yet not without its own inarguable logic: ‘It snows in t’Arctic, dunt it? An’ it’s bloody cold theer.’

Luke had heard the pronouncement countless times over the years, but it still made him smile. Jack had worked with Luke’s father for as long as either of them could remember. Then, when Andrew Gabriel had retired as a tenant farmer on the moors above Hubberholme, Jack considered that his own employable days were numbered. Who would employ a man in his fifties when they could just as easily choose a twenty- or thirty-year-old with a longer working life in front of them? 

A widower now, Jack lived in the smallest imaginable terrace cottage – two up, two down – in Yockenthwaite, a couple of miles downstream from Langstroth Farmhouse. After about a month of going for his copy of the Yorkshire Post, and walking a neighbour’s dog down by the river, it was clear that such sedentary pursuits would not be conducive to a happy retirement. 

‘’S mekkin’ me maungy. It’ll not be long afore I
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