
	
		cover
	
	
		
			[image: Cover.jpg]
		

	

		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Northumberland - Time and Place

			An anthology of writing celebrating the 10th anniversary of Hexham Book Festival

		

	
		
			Copyright 

			The contributing authors have asserted their rights under the copyright, designs and Patents Act 1988, to be identified as the authors of their work.

			This book is sold subject to the conditions that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			www.hexhambookfestival.co.uk

		

	
		
			About

			Hexham Book Festival 10th anniversary residency programme

			The writers who took part in this project were invited to spend time in the county of Northumberland to celebrate not only the festival’s tenth anniversary in 2015 but also the diverse and fascinating countryside, its inhabitants, its border location, coastline and historical connections. The pieces of work in this collection respond to the unique and extraordinary landscape and history of the area, we are very grateful to all the contributors who have made this such a unique anthology.
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			William Atkins was resident at Blanchland, North Pennines 

			William Atkins is the author of The Moor (Faber), a book about English moorland, which was described in the Observer as a ‘classic’ and as a ‘remarkable book’ by John Carey in the Sunday Times. He is working on a travel book and cultural history about the world’s deserts, to be published internationally in 2018. He is a 2016 Eccles British Library Writer in Residence.

		

	
		
			White Land

			William Atkins

			For the duration of a blink, as I looked out at the hotel garden that first night, I saw the furled parasols standing over the tables as a faction of men in white. The garden had been the cloister of Blanchland Abbey, and I was in the right temper for seeing ghosts.

			I was staying at the Lord Crewe Arms in the village of Blanchland, which lies amid moorland on the Northumberland–Durham county border. Most of the hotel occupies the Abbot’s guesthouse. ‘No other spot brings me sweeter memories,’ wrote W. H. Auden, who stayed here in 1930, during a walking holiday with his university friend Gabriel Carritt.

			For a year I had been travelling in some difficult places – the Gobi and Taklamakan deserts, the dying Aral Sea of Kazakhstan. I was exhausted and frazzled. I wanted to spend some time in a landscape I loved, one that did not baffle me or make me afraid. The Auden connection was something of a pretext, but it was his poetry that had first brought me to these moors a few years earlier. I was starting to understand his affection for the hotel.

			I was staying in an annexe, across the village square. On the landing, four wooden cobblers’ lasts had been laid out on a dresser, and on the wall nearby three hatters’ lasts had been adapted as coat hangers. The rooms were named after the region’s defunct lead mines – Eggleston, Muggleswick, Allenheads, Bullihope, Rookhope. The sign swinging from the door handle when you reached your room, instead of ‘Do Not Disturb’, read ‘Moor Bound’; and on the other side: ‘Moor Peace’. The sugar cubes came individually wrapped.

			A pamphlet produced on behalf of the hotel in the 1960s says of Blanchland: ‘It is as if an Oxford college had been transplanted in its entirety and dropped in a secluded cleugh of the northern moors, where no one could find it and be tempted to modernise it.’ Auden would have felt at home. The village today retains much of this aspic, time-trapped quality; it is popular among producers of TV period dramas. The villagers have been known to don crinolines and smocks in the service of authenticity.

			The village was a bastion of comfort, as it had been, in one way or another, for 900 years. In the evening, in bed, my skin smelt of hearth smoke.

			It was the week of the general election. While waiting for the results I read about the monastics who’d once lived here. The Premonstratensian order was founded near Laon, France, in 1119. The proper location having been revealed to its founder in a dream, their abbey was named Prémontre, from the Latin Premonstratus, ‘the foreshown spot’. The Premonstratensians, as they came to call themselves, were not strictly monks but a brotherhood of canons, which is to say that while they lived liked monks, as a community, their life was chiefly one of public ministry in church, rather than cloistered contemplation, and they followed the rule laid down by St Augustine of Hippo, rather than that of St Benedict. Nevertheless theirs was a life harsher, more austere, it is said, than that of Benedictine or even Cistercian monks. The order spread across France, and was introduced into England in 1146, with its first monastery founded at Newhouse, Lincolnshire.

			Nineteen years later, in this wooded valley of the River Derwent, the Premonstratensians’ fourth English house was established. It lay in a sheltered cleft amidst the overwhelming moors of Durham and Northumberland,¬ a fierce and fearsome place, impoverished by its isolation. The monks, because of the undyed habits they wore, were known as the ‘White Monks’, and the place where they settled variously as Blanchelande, Blanca Landa or Alba Landa. Following the Dissolution of 1536, the canons were pensioned off, and persisted in the setting to which they had given their name, the Blanchland of today, only in the form of ghosts. They are occasionally spotted, rare and pale as hen harriers, gliding on misty evenings over the bridge.
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			The ancient family of Crewe

			(It may perhaps be known to you)

			For generations owned the land,

			The farms, the fields on which we stand.

			– W. H. Auden & Christopher Isherwood, The Dog Beneath the Skin

			At breakfast on the morning after the election I was alone apart from a man dressed in tweeds working his way through a plate of black pudding and runny egg. He was so absorbed in the business pages that he didn’t so much as raise his head when I said good morning. The papers arrayed on the dresser by the door – the Telegraph, the Mail, The Times – reported the exit polls, and in the hours since their publication those figures had been proved right. The waitress didn’t know whether the Conservatives had held Hexham, nor did she care much, she said.

			It was a bright morning, and still. The flank of the moor across the valley was resplendent in its motley of greens and burnt browns, like the surface of an extinguished planet newly regenerated. After sitting alone over my yoghurt for a while I pocketed a banana and walked to the bridge on the Derwent. Outside the post office a handful of villagers I recognized were enjoying the morning sun and talking over the outcome of the election. Generally they seemed pleased with the Conservative victory. ‘I’m true blue,’ said one of the ladies.

			Following its Dissolution in 1539, and the pensioning off of the Premonstratarians, Blanchland fell into ruin, the estate passing first into the hands of the Earl of Derwentwater, then to the Forsters of Bamburgh, who, bankrupted, sold it to the Bishop of Durham, Nathaniel, Lord Crewe, in 1709. When Crewe died in 1721, his will stipulated that the estate should be bequeathed in such a way as to benefit the clergy and the poor. The charity established in his name manages the estate to this day. On the wall of the restaurant of the Lord Crewe Arms hang two fine portraits, one of Lord Crewe himself, the other of his pink-cheeked bride, fifty-eight years his junior, Dorothy of the impoverished Forsters.

			In 1747 John Wesley described Blanchland as ‘little more than a heap of ruins’. Twenty years later, the historian W. Hutchinson found ‘a desolate country . . . barren and mountainous’, adding that ‘poverty for ages past has reigned over the face of the adjacent country.’ Unlike the sites of other religious houses, which were ‘surrounded with rich lands’, Blanchland and its moorland setting ‘look[ed] truly like the realm of mortification’. When Archbishop Singleton visited in 1828, he took ‘a horrid road over moors ten times more dreary than Rimside or Harewood’, but found that it led to ‘a very beautiful spot . . . the very gem and emerald of the mining district.’ Moreover, he was pleased to record that ‘the general character of the population is good, they are moral and sober’. Contrary to popular belief, he added, ‘neither the registers nor public fame give any credit to the idea that the average of human life is shortened in mining societies.’ The booklet produced for the Lord Crewe in the 1960s includes the following description of the ‘unhurried efficiency’ of Blanchland’s people: 

			A Scottie proudly carries the morning paper from the Post Office across the Square; a post girl sets out with upright bearing and a hillsman’s long, raking stride with letters for the fell farms; the miners set out on their bicycles to excavate the fluorspar at Ramshaw [the lead had by now all gone]; the keepers and bailiff cultivate their gardens . . . Plenty of good work is done, but it is being done without discord.
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			Only the wealthier locals drank in the hotel bar. In the village social club (a converted cow byre) the previous night there were the voluble staff of the post office and the hotel, genial as ever, but in civvies, as it were, disrobed of their formality; gone, their ‘Mr Atkins’ and their ‘sir’. It was like entering a backstage area, and finding the famous faces wiped of their makeup, and I realized that the monastic courtyard onto which the hotel and its annexe and the villagers’ cottages faced was a kind of stage, and that part of the roles of Richard and Emilia and Freya, and the other hotel staff, in their local tweeds and handmade shoes (even, it seemed to me, the people queuing at the post office counter) was to act upon that stage, and to uphold ‘without discord’ a public version of themselves – upright bearing, raking stride; efficient citizenry of what the pamphlet called ‘the happy village’.

			It was hard to tell how the staff felt about the election, but when I’d greeted Andrew on reception and asked how he was, he only smiled greyly and covered his face with his palms. 

			The Derwent as I crossed the bridge was voluble and aglitter, and a dipper bobbed blithely on a stone rising from the shallow water. Flowers bloom late at this altitude: the riverbank daffodils had yet to fade, and the bluebells were just beginning to show. There was the white of wild garlic and the yellow of gorse. But the water and the woods did not fit my mood; I walked away from the happy village, with its TV and its radio, its Twitter and its Telegraphs, up towards the hill called Bolt’s Law, and what Auden described as ‘the finger of all questions’.

			Where the slope levelled off and the cultivated fields gave on to moorland was a cottage, and in its garden were arrayed dozens of pieces of fluorspar, edging the flowerbeds and in a ring framing a fishpond. I’d often seen small crystals of the substance glinting on the surface of mine tracks. It was a by-product of lead mining, and following the collapse of lead mining here in the 1930s, had been mined in its own right, mainly for use as a flux in making high-grade steel. ‘Where there’s lead there’s fluorspar. They use it on the shuttle when it comes back from the moon, on the heat shield.’ It was John who told me this. He was sitting on a bench by the wall of the cottage, enjoying the sunshine, and when I’d stopped to admire his garden we got talking.

			John had lived here in this house all his life. He’d been retired for a while now, he said, but he’d worked for many years at the fluorspar mine up the hill at White Heaps. ‘I used to drive a shovel, loading the wagons.’ The fluorspar, in its processed form, would be taken to steel plants in Consett and Motherwell. ‘There was even artics used to come in from France. We used to get Frenchmen stopping here for directions. And you knew they were from France because they all wore clogs.’ 

			John had amassed his specimens over the course of years. It was attractive stuff, and mysterious in the way of crystals. Some of the pieces were as big as your head. The colours were purple, rose, turquoise, blue and white. Each time a new load came to the surface, said John, he would look through it for any special pieces, and often he’d come home with some unusual find in his knapsack – a fist of particularly deep blue, say, or a pipelike formation of unadulterated white. Twenty-five years he had done at the mine, and the substance’s beauty hadn’t diminished for him. Once I’d finished the cup of tea his wife had brought me, I went on my way.

			It was a couple of years since I’d been on the North Pennine moors, and I’d missed them – their textures as much as their spaciousness: textures of grasses and shale and exposed peat; heather burnt and unburnt, young and old, green and black and, in death, white. Their human litter also – the grouse-shooters’ stone-built butts; the medicated grit for the grouse, laid out in trays by the keepers; and of course the aftermath of lead mining. It was partly this industry that constituted the appeal of the North Pennines for Auden, who had grown up in Birmingham and first encountered the North Pennines on daytrips while staying at his father’s cottage in the Lake District. It was the place he ‘loved more than any other’. In a letter to Geoffrey Grigson of 1950, he writes: ‘My great good place is the part of the Pennines bounded on the S by Swaledale, on the N by the Roman Wall and on the W by the Eden Valley.’ Many years later, on the wall of the cabin he shared with his lover, Chester Kallman, on Fire Island, New York, Auden pinned an OS map of the region. In his essay ‘The Dyer’s Hand’, he writes: ‘Between the ages of seven and twelve, my fantasy life was centred around lead mines.’ It is a realm celebrated by him in poems such as ‘In Praise of Limestone’, ‘Amor Loci’ and especially ‘New Year Letter’, in which he describes:

			The derelict lead-smelting mill,

			Flued to its chimney up the hill,

			That smokes no answer any more

			But points, a landmark on Bolt’s Law,

			The finger of all questions. There in Rookhope I was first aware

			Of self and not-self, Death and Dread . . .

			There I dropped pebbles, listened, heard,

			The reservoir of darkness stirred.

			It was to this chimney and that ‘reservoir of darkness’ – the derelict mine-shaft – that I was walking. Blanchland was wholly concealed in its valley behind me now. When Auden was staying at the Lord Crewe in 1930, according to Carritt, he loudly demanded Champagne in the public bar before sitting down at the piano and playing Brahms. He was twenty-three. A picture taken by Carritt at around this time shows Auden (‘Wystan’) with his friends Stephen Spender and Christopher Isherwood, dressed in a white linen suit – a lanky, big-footed boy, little more than the boy he had been when his obsession with lead mining took root.

			It is easy to picture him perched on the piano stool, Champagne flute on the piano-top, tired and pleased after a day spent showing his beloved mines to his young friend from Oxford; and picking out some sonata. To picture, too, the folded arms of the men at the bar. 

			The following day he persuaded Carritt to join him for a dip in the freezing Derwent. It was during this holiday, probably in his room at the Lord Crewe itself, that he wrote ‘Get There if You Can’, one of the best known of his early poems, which describes ‘Head-gears gaunt on grass-grown pit-banks, seams abandoned years ago’ and goes on to return to that epiphany, experienced nearby: ‘Drop a stone and listen for its splash in flooded dark below’. 

			Blanchland, and certain aspects of its history, can also be identified in the ‘verse drama’ he wrote with Isherwood five years later, The Dog Beneath the Skin. It begins in a mining village given the name ‘Pressan Ambo’. Auden’s drama had started life under a different title, The Chase, but, unhappy with that version, he had consulted Isherwood, who suggested some changes. The published text tells the story of a young man from Pressan Ambo, Alan Norman, who, in the company of a dog, is dispatched to Europe by the villagers, to hunt down the missing nobleman Sir Francis Crewe (note that name). The Spectator called it ‘a shoddy affair, a half-baked little satire’; and it is rather low, a bit pantomime-ish. The finale sees Alan’s beloved dog strip off its skin and – ta-da! – reveal itself to have been the absent Crewe all along.

			Well, here I was again, in the desert. From the Latin desertum, meaning ‘abandoned’. Terribly exposed – to the heavens, to the sun even when it is cloudy; and exposed, as well, to your fellow man. ‘You are being watched’ read the Farmwatch signs wired to gates. 

			A mile away, over the heather, two gamekeepers inspecting stoat traps were walking across the moor a hundred metres apart, and for half an hour I was able to watch their progress as I made mine. It never took me more than a second’s scanning of the moor to spot them. For all the moor’s vastness, for all the distance between us, nothing was more conspicuous than man; and I suppose I was correspondingly visible to them when I stopped for a piss, or sat under a solitary fir for my banana. Or tumbled over a barbed-wire fence (a botched vault) and ended up spatchcocked with one leg hitched high behind me, like a spring-snared deer. 

			As I lay there, cheek against the sod, I was conscious, as my heartbeat settled, of a real tranquillity – the lark song, the trickle of water beneath the moor grass, the ancient breeze. Moor peace. It was a terribly denuded place, the moor, really ravaged; and yet that tranquillity, I understood, derived from its very austerity.

			The Sikeheads lead chimney, Auden’s ‘finger of all questions’, stands high on the moor above Blanchland, in the shadow of Bolt’s Law and within shouting distance of a second chimney. The moor in the immediate vicinity – dense with derelict shafts, dressing floors, wheel-pits and flues – is a bombsite of rubbled craters; and, as is often true of lead works, even after more than a century of disuse, the poisoned land accommodates only the sparsest vegetation. Descending the slope nearby is the reptilian form of a flue, a stone-built tube whose clinkered arch breaks ground, and here and there has collapsed. Piped from the valley smelters, the poisonous fumes were carried high onto the moor, condensing lead onto the flue walls, which could then be recovered by boys sent up through the darkness. The stone hump itself – some ten feet across and two hundred long – is bare, as is the moor for yards on either side, poisoned by the years of fumes. There are stories here, as there are in every lead-mining community, of boys – invariably these unnamed lads – lost on the moor in snow or storm or moonless night, encountering the shelter and the heaven-sent warmth, and settling there to see the night out, only to never awaken, their sleep deepened eternally by the fumes.

			I sat beside the Sikeheads shaft and ate my sandwich, and did not think about the election. It occurred to me that here was damnation and ascension at once: the chimney a tunnel to the heavens, the shaft a tunnel to the underworld; and cocky young Auden, in Easter 1930, teetering between the two. 

			All but a chink of the shaft-mouth had been blocked off with iron plates for safety, but that chink had been left – why? Simply to answer the desire felt by Auden and every other human who came here, to set an eye to that darkness, to test it or experience it. I peered in – all that was visible by the small daylight that the chink admitted was a rim of succulent green ferns, and then the blackness. I collected a handful of good-sized stones and lined them up on the chink-edge, and one by one pushed them over: not a ‘splash in flooded dark’ but, after one-and-a-bit seconds, an iron clang. Not long ago, this shaft and hundreds like it had sunk tens of fathoms into these moors, through peat and limestone to the ‘flats’ – the veins of precious lead and fluorspar. Step by step down ladders, men and boys had climbed, from the dazzle of the open, into the utter darkness, black as dog-guts, the sound of the world above diminishing with each step. Those lives and their hardships had hardly concerned Auden; the achievement, the symbolism, but never the reality of freezing hands and rotten feet and the broken backs. ‘Nameless to me, faceless as heather or grouse / Are those who live there.’ 

			As I followed the stickled snake of the lead-flue, I was aware that the moor was scattered with rings: the footings of collapsed chimneys, the mouths of shafts, the circular sheepfolds called ‘stells’, the dimples of slumped limestone called ‘shake holes’ – and then most conspicuous, the circular stone fortifications of the grouse butts, in which, come August, men would stand aiming at the birds flushed by a line of beaters towards them across the moor.

			I had loved the moors for their stubbornness, their intractability; they might cede their edges to cultivation and even development, but their tops would remain (to borrow the Victorian word) inviolate, as nowhere else in England – too high, too wet, too unstable, too austere. But then, as I walked across heather as dense and even as barley – heather maintained as a habitat for grouse – I understood that this too, this place that I had thought free, had been turned over and wrung out for revenue: the heather was a crop, cultivated, and even if the grouse were not raised from eggs, every square foot of moor had its sterling price in birds shot and weighed.

			The wind on the tops, during those few days of walking, seemed universal in source, coming from every direction at once; and relentless. It snatched your breath from you, shoved you this way and that – now at your back, now like a water cannon on the chest; when I returned to the hotel bar, my face would be a slapped and tender red. And it was inescapable: no dell or hollow, no hillside or wall offered shelter. In the Taklamakan Desert in China I had experienced the buran, a wind that lasts for days and is characterised by its ever-shifting direction and therefore its inescapability. Any shelter from it could only be momentary. Like the buran, the wind on the moor exhausted you physically, but it was the relentlessness of its demands on the spirit that was most taxing; like being yelled at and poked, hour after hour. 

			I thought of the miners, marching up and down the fell-side for thirty years. There was no getting used to the wind because, although it was continuous, it possessed no constancy: it was not white noise; it was more like the sound of a broken engine: an assault, a manhandling, a gang-grope. The darkness of the shaft, where it was quiet and silent and warm, must sometimes have been a merciful asylum.

			When the wind became too much, when my contact lenses were husks in my eyes and the only response I could muster to the barrage was a drowned shriek of self-assertion, I made my way down the moor-side, past John’s garden with its sparkling fluorspar, towards the sheltered valley of the Derwent. 

			What was it that had drawn the Premonstratarians to this ‘realm of mortification’ 900 years ago? A more isolated spot, in eleventh-century England, was scarcely conceivable; and yet even ‘Blanche Lande’ was not quite the desert of their monastic ancestors. They had sought a counterpart to the ‘wilderness’ of Deuteronomy, but the austerity – the bitterness – had been leavened: there were fish in the river and harts in the woods. And when you climbed down from the moors, there was shelter, and from a distance the pillar of wood-smoke rising from the convectual chimney. Wilderness, desert, austerity – notions, and only tolerable as notions, except to the most horribly devout.

			In Blanchland the villagers had resumed their parts, and the hearth in the Lord Crewe Arms was roaring – it was watched closely, less an eternal flame than a high-strung pet, tended and refuelled by each waiter or barman who passed by. And it is there, beside the fire, that I am sitting as I write: later they will spit-roast ducks before it. The function room upstairs is raucous with laughter and raised voices: a meeting of the Moorland Association (the grouse-moor owners’ lobbying group). There has been a misunderstanding with the wine, and the staff are tense. 

			The Lord Crewe and his young wife survey the room as they have for a century. Nobody is thinking about the election, what it means. Nobody is thinking about austerity. I turn to my library copy of The Dog Beneath the Skin and find underlined in another’s hand, 

			We the sedentary and learned, whose schooling cost the most, the least conspicuous of them all, we are the assassins.

			The fire crackles and the American tourists laugh from the bar. The wine, suddenly, is tart, and the moors beyond the darkened window seem very far away.
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			Michael Chaplin
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			Michael Chaplin was resident at Nine Banks, Allendale 

			Michael Chaplin has written many series, serials and single films for television, numerous plays for BBC Radio 4 and over nearly 30 years collaborated with Newcastle’s Live Theatre on a series of a dozen or more stage plays. Since returning to Newcastle to live he has also written various works of non-fiction about his home patch. He is inordinately fond of the valleys of the Rivers Allen in South-West Northumberland where The Rover is set.

		

	
		
			The Rover 

			Michael Chaplin

			The Man From Mohope

			Robert Dodd, The Rover

			Introduction

			In the spring of 2013, I was walking in the valley of the West Allen and made it my business to visit the church of St Mark’s in the village of Ninebanks. I was looking for a gravestone, prompted by a chance remark by the playwright Michael Wilcox who lives one valley west, along the South Tyne. It wasn’t hard to find the stone, on the left on the way to the church door, and here was its beguiling inscription:

			In

			Loving Memory of

			ROBERT DODD ‘POET’

			Born at

			Grasslewell Row, Mohope,

			West Allen, June 20th 1823

			Died at

			Haydon Bridge, September 22nd 1909,

			Aged 86 years.

			He was a Soldier in the Army

			Of the United States

			In the time of the Rebellion.

			‘Rest, Warrior, rest, thy toil is o’er

			Sleep the sleep that knows no breaking,

			Dream of battlefields no more, 

			Days of Danger, Nights of Waking.’

			Who could not be intrigued by such a brief account of a man’s long life? When I was subsequently asked by the Hexham Book Festival to undertake one of 10 residencies marking its 10th anniversary, I asked to go to the West Allen to try to find more about Robert Dodd and his life and work. In April 2015 I spent the best part of a week there, staying at the Youth Hostel in the little settlement of Mohope, on the far west side of the valley from Ninebanks, just a few yards from where Dodd was born in Grasslewell Row, a name now rendered as Kiersleywell. The hostel occupies a substantial stone house, which I discovered was once the home and office of the manager of the Kiersleywell lead mine, worked from 1729 to 1878. Next door is the former ‘shop’ where miners who lived some distance away lodged during the working week, sharing its bare facilities and often a bed. I was the sole occupant of the hostel for most of my stay, but on the last night I was joined by an interesting companion: a geologist who quite literally knew the lie of the surrounding land, spending some years painstakingly surveying a five mile strip (or was it five kilometres?) of the terrain from Nenthead in the south to the Roman Wall to the north of the Tyne for the new edition of the British Geological Survey. From him I learnt to interpret the evidence of the remains of the Kiersleywell mine around us – its spoil heaps, ‘hushes’ and ‘adits’ – and began to understand the kind of life lived by Dodd’s father and brother who worked there and, it’s safe to assume, Robert himself, before he emigrated to America. During mostly sunny days, I walked the surrounding area, getting a feel of the valley and its history, stopping to chat to local people working the land or walking their dogs. Visits to libraries in Hexham and Allendale Town revealed plenty of texture about life in small lead mining settlements like Mohope in the 19th century, but rather disappointingly, precious little about the man himself. Finally, after a delightful walk up the long lane to the high farm of Farney Shield, serenaded all the way by curlews and lapwings, the estimable Mrs Marina Wallace, farmer and the keenest of local historians, placed in my hands what I’d been looking for: an account of Robert’s extraordinary life in the form of an epic poem by his friend and fellow son of the West Allen, Joseph Ritson, a superintendent in the Primitive Methodist Church. Surrounded by new-born lambs being fed by hand, I read that not only had Robert lived and fought in the United States, but had also dug for gold in Australia, unsuccessfully it seems, and then cleared and farmed virgin land in New Zealand before returning home to his corner of Northumberland after many years away. But the man who circumnavigated the globe never quite settled: in old age he continued to wander until, a rather startlingly grim passage records, gangrene robbed him of one leg and then the other. 

			So here was a bare outline of the man’s life, but plenty was missing. It’s safe to assume he never married or had children, but there were two other questions that nagged at me: why did Robert Dodd leave Mohope and even more intriguing, why did he come back? 

			What follows is my attempt at an answer, taking the form of a first-person narrative, written by Robert on his return home, possibly in the early 1880’s. Of course it’s a kind of fiction, but informed by what I know, understand and feel about the man, and a week spent in the tiny community that made him. Sadly it’s the only memorial he’s ever likely to get, apart from the stone in Ninebanks churchyard, for of the poems he wrote, referred to on his gravestone, there is not a trace. A sobering thought for any writer… 

		

		
			When I came back to the little place where I first entered this world, it was on me own two feet, or Shank’s pony as my poor father was pleased to call it. At Bardon Mill I took my leave of the railway, a tiny thing compared to the iron horses I rode across the mountains and plains of America, choosing to come the direct route, making my way up the valley of the Allen as it tumbled through a gorge to the South Tyne, climbing slow to Staward Peel. Thus I trespassed on the Allenbanks lands of Mrs Davidson, but it was night and black as ink, and I encountered no keepers, merely a ghostly owl hunting over the haugh by Plankey Mill. Among the ruined stones of the Peel I found a grassy billet and slept fitful for an hour or two, until screaming woke me – not for once in my dreams – but an animal in the woods below, fox or badger.  I came on by Gingle Pot and met the Alston road, only a muddy lane when I left but metalled now, and struck along it, dropping down to the meeting of the waters, the East Allen turning towards Allendale Town while I followed its sister south to Whitfield. It was still dark, with the barest lightening of the sky on my left hand, and no lights in the houses of the village, but in a barn I saw a lamp flickering and pained lowing of a beast as its calf came into the world. The dawn came slowly with it…

			Its first heralds were the birds of the surrounding hills in spring - the fluting of the peewit, a plover piping, the heart-catching call of the whaupweazel - that drew me to my first view of the tiny settlement of Mohope, straggling along a lane the other side of the Whitewalls Burn. So I made the last climb of my night’s walk, Hawkuplee on my left, and finally came to Kiersleywell as the sun first peeped out over Knockshield Moor. I sat down on a boulder at the lane side in rest and reflection. It was the morning of Friday, April 13 1881, near 40 year since I quit Mohope in the year ‘42.  Well you might wonder how I brought the names of all the little places of the valley where I was born and bred to mind after such a time away. The truth is I took away a memento to keep the memory bright, spending pennies I could ill afford in a Carlisle bookshop on a map of the locality, and this I carried with me all those years, right round the world and back, and many an evening I’d take it up and gaze upon its contours and features by the light of candle or lantern, never thinking that one day I would see these places again with my own eyes. Yet here I was, call me what you will, wanderer returned, hunter home from the hills, holding the same map, tattered, torn, near falling apart – some would say, much like its owner…

			Here was a dream finally fulfilled, but if I was inclined to surrender to any weakness and bawl my eyes out, other of my senses took precedence: the weariness in my bones, hunger in my belly and discomfort in my posterior from an inconveniently situated hump on the boulder I sat upon. So I moved on, as has been my lifetime custom, in search of rest, refreshment and some sort of welcome from my people. I am sorry to report I received none of these things.

			In truth Mohope barely existed as I had known it. For a century and more the heart of the tiny commune had been its lead mine, both blessing and curse for the people of my valley, providing some means of life while simultaneously blighting and curtailing the same. But now it was gone, closed by its Beaumont owners I later learnt just a few years before, when cheap imports of lead from other countries turned the boom of earlier years to bust. So the clamour of the Kiersleywell workings was stilled forever: the hushes raced no more; the overseer’s curses silenced; the boom of a charge deep within the hill no longer scared the sheep grazing above. The house where the manager ruled his fiefdom was locked, the so-called ‘shop’ next door that housed miners from a way off shuttered. It was the same along the lane: most of the cottages I remembered no longer inhabited, for the families once living there had only survived by working the land both above and below the surface – neither keeping a few animals nor winning lead on their own provided enough to keep a family in the essentials of life. That was the case with my own family, and by and by as the lane dropped down past Green Sike and Redheugh towards the Mohope Burn, I came upon the home where I was born and lived until I was almost a man. I knew none of my family lived there still – mother and father were long dead - yet I was not prepared for its ruination, a mere pile of toppled stones with a gaping roof. I entered and here it was, finding our battered old enamel cooking pot on the stone hearth of the fireplace, that I gave way to melancholia and wept. But then I heard a mewing out the back door and found a lamb minutes old nestling in a clump of primroses we used to dye paste eggs at Eastertime. The ewe licked its child as it strained for a first suck of mother’s milk. It wasn’t much, but evidently there was still life in Mohope, just. That morning I did not linger for long. I abandoned my plan to live in that place, knowing I must have the noise and bustle of a great conurbation and went straight to find it, in Haydon Bridge. It was here in comfortable lodging at the General Havelock inn that I executed a new plan: to write something of my life before senility corroded my recollections of it.  

			I was born in Grasslewell Row, Mohope on June 20th 1823. My father was John Dodd, then 47 years of age, smallholder and miner. My mother Sarah was a good bit younger and had already brought a boy and a girl into this world: Thomas, 15 years my senior, and another Sarah, aged five. Father was a Mohope man, Mother an incomer. They became acquainted when she began working the teams of hardy galloway ponies that carried panniers full of bings of lead away over the hill to the smelter in Allendale Town, and by and by she gave up the travelling life to wed and settle, and it is clear to me that it is from her that I inherited the inclination to wander. 

			The Kiersleywell mine was at the centre of all our lives. Yes, we had two fields running down from the cottage to a burn and the sparty waste ground on its banks, each of which the size of what we called a ‘darg’, a little bigger than an acre; and yes, they enclosed a few cows, sheep and their young ones in spring: and we had a paddock by the house for our hens and pigs, whose waste enriched a fecund vegetable garden; and yes again, while we profited from the land, selling its produce locally – Mother’s butter was especially delicious, when we were allowed to eat it - our labour on the land was kept to the margins of the day, or even the dark of night, by virtue of the fact that shifts at the mine lasted up to twelve hours five days a week, and six on the Saturday, with Sundays kept for God rather than man. Like most miners’ families, we were Primitive Methodists and often attended two services on the Sabbath in the tiny chapel of Appletreeshield. Now if this makes us sound true evangelicals, please to bear in mind that the ranting of the preachers, the bellowing of the congregation and the excitement of some soul exclaiming a vision and falling into a trance represented the only entertainment we ever had, apart from the occasional visit of a Magic Lantern man or Wombwell’s Circus, with its elderly acrobats and moth-eaten lions.

			I digress. The mine…

			I started my working life there when I was eight years old, leaving the little school at Ninebanks, embarking on a life of self-education, joining the rest of my family at the winning of lead. Many will not know but here I will tell that unlike coal, whose measures lie horizontal through the earth, veins of lead rise vertical to the surface. A scholar once told me that it was the Roman people, the builders of the Wall to the north of our valley, who first found and esteemed the lead outcropping in the limestone hills of the upper valleys of the Tees, Wear, South Tyne and Allen. They made pipes and suchlike for their bath-houses with it. Indeed it is said it was they who to extract it first used the method of ‘hushing’: a gentle and melodious word for a violent act. A stream is dammed above the vein, then after a time the dam struck away so the resulting torrent tears away soil and stones to expose the lead so it can be worked. There were hushes at Keirsleywell, but in my time they were used mostly to clear waste from the surface workings, and the two underground veins 150 feet apart, the East Cross and the West Cross, were mined with access from an ‘adit’ or level dug 1600 feet into the hillside from its portal, with cross-cuts to reach other workings like the Sun Vein at Mohopehead, and vertical shafts to improve the flow of air for the miners. These men included my father John and brother Robert, and my mother put her skill to the handling of horses after the levels were widened to permit their access for carrying away the lead. In time I joined my sister Sarah in the washing or ‘dressing’ floor at ‘buddling’ the rock: breaking the stone – or ‘bouse’ as it was known – with a clumsy tool we called a ‘bucker’ on a stone bench into smaller pieces to separate the ore from the useless spar and quartz, crushing and picking at it and then sieving it over and over to collect even the smallest morsels of lead. In the trough the heavier lead sulphide, what the Romans called ‘galena’, fell to the bottom, while the waste we named ‘gangue’ was carried away. Your hands were immersed in cold water most of the shift and the tumbling of the sharp rocks broke open the skin so much that every hour I watched my life-blood wash away into nothing. A song of the time, ‘Washer Boys’, has the truth of it:

			It’s early in the morning,

			We rise at five o’clock,

			And the little lads come to the door, 

			To knock, knock, knock,

			So come, my little washer boys, 

			Come, let’s away,

			We’re bound down to slavery,

			For fourpence a day. 

			Fourpence a day, fourpence a day,

			We’re bound down to slavery,

			For fourpence a day. 

			Perhaps I was fortunate. Over the hill to the east, boys like myself were instructed to crawl up the mile-long flue built to carry poisonous fumes from the Allendale smelter to a chimney on the fell-top to pick scraps of lead from the interior surface of the stones. It was common knowledge these individuals rarely survived their twenties. Be that as it may, I must tell you that from the first day, the very first minute, of my employment in the mine I abhorred it with a passion; the drudgery of it only made bearable by fevered speculation of how I might escape it – come, let’s away! - and daydreaming of all the places in the world to which I might one day travel. Even as the smallest boy I would take off from home, up the valley to Nenthead, over the moor to Alston, or wander the hills visiting outlying farms, coming home with an egg in my pocket, or my cap full of field mushrooms. I’d meet other travellers who would stop and talk to me: one such was Mr Isaac Holden, born and raised a few yards from my home, who also escaped the lead to wander, in his case around the surrounding hills to sell tea; another Bonny Mary, the so-called Demented Wanderer, who endlessly roamed far and wide, carrying nothing but a small cushion on which she sat or laid her head. It was said she was well-born, but after she ran off with an officer who wooed then jilted her, the blackguard, she was disowned by her family and lost her wits. People were kind to her, perhaps because they feared her curse, and gave her food, clothes and tobacco – she was a great smoker – and she was gentle in return. Whenever I met her, she never failed to stop, touch my head and reach into her pocket for a pretty stone from her collection. I think her name was meant ironically, but then I saw that behind the ragged coat and the dirt, with her jet-black hair and luminous eyes, Mary truly was bonny, with a life and a soul that was free. How I wished to be like her! 

			As my boyhood advanced, and I began to grow into manhood, my father’s diminished with similar inexorability. In his 50’s his health and vigour gave way, a lifetime’s hard labour taking a bitter toll. Many lead miners sickened with consumption, especially them that shared lodgings and often a bed in the mine shop during a working week away from home. Father escaped that lung ailment, and the slow poisoning of the system from ingestion of lead, but succumbed to another: what was called ‘the black spit’, repeatedly coughing up blue-grey mucus from the dust from drilling and explosions underground, what we called ‘stour’. His breathing became laboured and his appetite impaired – often what he took for breakfast was vomited back as he walked to work – and his strength simply ebbed away. Finally he became so bad he was obliged to give up the lead, if only at my mother’s insistence, and work only in the open air of our small-holding. This was all very well, but of course it meant one less wage, albeit a tiny one, and any thoughts I entertained of making my own life away from this place receded into the yonder. I never spoke of my dreams, but one person nevertheless understood them: my mother. I was always close to her, the only one of my family who looked to me, my father withdrawing into himself as his illness took a hold, my brother Robert so much older and with his own plans, and my sister far too interested in boys other than her little brother. But I was my mother’s youngest and I felt her fondest, and she seemed to see inside my mind, and this is how it came out that she understood about to desire to leave my home and her.

			One day – I must have been about 13 years – I was wandering from Hard Rigg across to Cold Knuckles when I came across a man with a cheerful whistle coming the other way and we fell into conversation. It turned out he was a South Shields man who had been visiting his brother in Alston and now making his way back home. He needed to finish the journey by the following morning for he was a sailor with a ship to leave on the evening tide, a collier brig taking Tyne coal to the Baltic Sea, and the ports of Lubeck and St Petersburg, to return with cargoes of timber and tallow, dried herrings and hemp. This was his life, summed up by his booming cry ‘Russia and Prussia, Memel and Shields!’ but he had been to Greenland on a whaler, and fought around the seven seas on Navy frigates during Napoleon’s war. When I asked him which of many places to which he had sailed he would like to return, he had no doubt. A place of freedom, where a young man could make something of himself! And with that he dug into his pocket, pressed a small coin into my palm and went on his way, singing a shanty to the peewits.

			That night I was in my bed looking at the coin when Mother came to wish me goodnight. She asked what it was and I gave it her: on one side the image of a great eagle with arrows in its talons, on the other the head of a lady wearing a band proclaiming ‘Liberty’, circled by the words ‘United States of America’. Later I learnt it was ten cents of a dollar piece, or dime as the Yanks call it. She examined me. ‘You would like to go there, wouldn’t you?’ I nodded. ‘Robert, you cannot, not now, but one day you will and I will help you.’ 

			She was true to her word. My departure was delayed when my sister bore a child out of wedlock, a boy John, named after his grandfather, and we had to bear the loss of her income as well as the disgrace – we did not attend chapel for some months, until the minister agreed at last to baptise him - but then expedited when my brother himself escaped the pit, finding employment as a police constable in Allendale Town at the princely emolument of one guinea a week with boots. Even at the age of 30, he showed no interest in finding a wife, despite plenty of interest coming the other way – a handsome man, especially in his uniform, and with a secure job for life, he was quite a catch – and he carried on living at home in Mohope, his only extravagance a fine grey pony to carry him back and forth the five miles to Allendale Town. The bulk of that one guinea a week was pressed into my mother’s grateful hand and our finances began slowly to recover from the abject and insecure state that I had known from my earliest times. In the months that followed – I must have been 18 years, coming on 19 – Mother would smile at me every so often, a look that spoke a secret message to me; wait my lad, be patient, your time is coming…

			It was then I fell into a friendship of the deepest kind with Nellie May. 

			I had known her all my life. She was good ten year and more older than I, and lived at a place up the lane towards the mine called Green Sike, after a stream that brought fresh water from off the hill. She was married to a man by the name of Willie Stout, and for years he had worked in a team underground with my father and had shown the family many kindnesses when Father’s health began to fail. They had been diggers at the lead, or ‘greavers’ as they were called, working closely side by side as shoulder-fellows. Away from the mine Willie Stout was a greatly gifted horticulturalist, his garden a wonder to all; in late summer folk would come from miles around to wonder at it. Not for Willie the kind of allotment in which other miners produced the basics of life – potatoes, turnips, cabbages and the like. He set his mind to conjuring fruit from the unlikely ground on that sloping fell bottom: an orchard with apple and damson trees; bushes of soft fruit, the most succulent gooseberries, rasps, black and redcurrants, all covered with nets to repel blackbird thieves. Husband and wife shared the picking, while Nellie May produced jam that won prize after prize at the local shows, and every household in Mohope was given a jar for Christmas, being permitted choice of their fruit. Not content with this, Willie then set to building a little lean-to on the southern side of Green Sike for his next scheme – the growing of grapes. But our friend and neighbour never harvested the crop, not because it failed, but because he did not live to see it. His lungs did not fail him, but the mine took him another way, the simplest and quickest: a fall of rock came down on him. His friends dug his bleeding body out and he was borne home down the lane to his Nellie May. The Allendale doctor was sent for, but a sudden blizzard, then thick ice, kept him away. It took Willie five days to die, and Nellie May held his hand all that time, waiting in vain for a sign of life. Finally he spoke her name, shivered and was gone. A few days later the entirety of Mohope, man, woman and child, followed his coffin across Myrtle Bank, boots plunging into deep snow, to Appletreeshield Chapel, where the two streams on either side were frozen solid, and we sang for his life and mourned his death.

			Nellie May was left on her own, for she had no children, and from the day of her husband’s funeral, she kept to her own, shunning human company. For years she had had her own employment at home, making fine straw hats that were prized at fairs from Haltwhistle to Stanhope, but this she left off, abandoning her workshop. From time to time she was seen walking the lanes roundabout – she too became a wanderer – but discouraged conversation, indeed barely uttered a greeting to those she met, even folk she had known many years. My mother had been a particular friend of Nellie May, but even she was spurned: when she visited Green Sike, and she did many times in the months after Willie’s death, her knocks went unanswered. Everyone feared this isolation could only end in Nellie wasting away in body and spirit and following her husband into the grave, but finally it was broken, and by an unexpected agent. Thinking of another way to reach her friend, my mother sent me to Green Sike one Sunday with a dish of dinner, nothing fancy but good wholesome food. She asked me to carry it up there for a clever reason, for Nellie May had always been kind to me as a child, fond of me too perhaps. As I approached the door, I saw Willie’s precious vine had fruited in the outhouse, but the grapes remain unpicked, shriveling on their stalks. I knocked and stood, waiting without response. I knew Nellie May was within for I’d heard the sound of a poker rattling a grate as I first raised my hand to the door, and so knocked again. A curtain shivered, so I called out, ‘Nellie May, it’s only Robert Dodd.’ I heard movement inside, then the door opened an inch or two, and her eyes appeared, bonny brown eyes but inexpressibly sad now. I smiled at her and spoke her name, holding out the dish.

			‘Good day now. Some cured ham from our pig and new potatoes from the garden. Will you take it?’

			A hand came out and took the dish. She examined it and then its donor. Her gaze was steady, but she did not speak.

			‘I…I am glad to see you,’ I said to fill the silence. ‘Shall I come next Sunday?’

			I waited for her reply. She nodded twice and closed the door.

			When I returned seven days later, there was no waiting at the door this time, she answered straight off, and I received three words in reply to my chatter about local goings-on. And as Nellie May closed the door, she murmured ‘Thank you, Robert.’ Week by week, our encounters lengthened, though they did not exactly constitute a conversation, more a monologue from me with a few acknowledgements from her. But there was always that steady gaze of hers, which I could never wholly fathom.   

			Finally came the Sabbath she opened the door wide and invited me inside. The sitting room was sadly neglected, as was her person, and she muttered a brief apology for both and invited me to sit, turning away to fill the teapot from a singing kettle on the fire in the range. When she stood and turned, she stopped dead, staring at me. Then I noticed a strange thing: the cup and saucer in her hand, intended for me, began to shake, so much so the tea began to wash over the side.

			‘Are you all right, Nellie May?’ 

			At that she raised her free hand – it too was shaking – and gestured at me sitting at the chair beside the fire. She opened her mouth, but only one word emerged.

			‘His…’ she muttered.

			Suddenly I realised the cause of her distress. What a sorry fool! I was sitting in Willie’s seat, the first to occupy it since his death. I jumped up.

			‘Nellie May, I’m sorry…’

			I got no further. The shaking redoubled, she dropped the cup and began to weep. I held out my arms and she fell into them, burrowing her face in my neck. Her crying was like the breaking of a dam, as at a hillside hush, but the torrent of her grief, finally let go, lasted longer. She clung tight to me, her arms around my waist. At last the sobbing subsided, but still we held on to each other. She pulled her damp face from my neck and looked at me. I apologised again, but she placed her fingers on my lips.

			‘No Robert,’ she whispered, ‘you have done me a great service today.’

			We looked at each other, our faces a few inches apart as still we held each other. I saw there was colour in her cheeks now, a spark of light in her eyes – how truly bonny Nellie May had become! She was gazing very intently into my eyes and I into hers, so I felt I was losing myself in their deepness. Her lips parted and hesitantly she moved them towards mine. We kissed, hesitantly at first, and then with growing warmth. She made a soft moaning in her throat and took a half-step forward so her body was pressed close to mine, then she held my head in both hands, stroking my face, knotting her fingers in my hair. Still we kissed, then she pulled away and with quick, eager hands undressed me, then herself – how the polished ivory of her skin gleamed in the light of the fire – and we laid on the rug in front of it and possessed each other. You must know, I must tell you, it was the most wondrous thing that has ever happened to me in my travels around the world through my 60 years. There has never ever been one such as my Nellie May.

			Afterwards, I slept the sleep of kings, waking slowly and drowsily becoming aware of her moving gently around the room. She had not dressed and the sight of her form and grace aroused me again. As she put the kettle on the range, I reached out and caressed her leg. She smiled down at me.

			‘Come now, lad. I’m making more tea and then you must go, to preserve my reputation.’

			So reluctantly I dressed, as did she, and then we sat for five minutes on either side of the spluttering fire – it was that useless ‘crow-coal’ from Nenthead - not exchanging a word but with our looks and smiles enjoying the most intimate of conversations.  At the door, I looked back at her and of course she understood, placing a soft hand on my chest.

			‘Thank you, Robert. I hope I may see you next Sunday.’

			She smiled and was gone – and I was lost. How could I wait seven days before I saw her again and give myself to her? Every hour crawled, a day felt like a year of my life. I could barely eat, or speak to family or workmates, yet all my senses were so acute they almost overwhelmed me: the shadows of clouds on distant fells, the chuckle of a burn in spate, the pungency of damp earth. If I was enraptured by Nellie May, I was also in love with the world. After three days of such painful intensity, I knew I could not bear to wait for the Sunday. I would have to return to Green Sike to see my love again.

			But before I get to that, I have one other conversation to report. During the week, my mother took me aside and asked if it was still my intention to leave Mohope and make my way to the New World. At first I did not reply, my mind teeming with contradictions, and finally blurted out that this had always been my intention. She took my hand and said that being so, she thought the time for my departure had now come. She had latterly come into a small inheritance on the death of a maiden aunt, and that in addition to the small-holding income and Thomas’ wage as an Allendale policeman meant they could now manage without my small remittance from the Kiersleywell mine. I nodded, but did not reply, and she asked if anything was wrong. I told her no, and she understood, or rather misunderstood, remarking that now the moment had arrived I was bound to feel a little hesitation - it was such a momentous step and of course it would be a wrench to leave my family and friends. I nodded, and she told me again to keep my plan to myself for if my father heard of them, he would move heaven and earth to scupper them. Then her last words:

			‘I will miss you much, my lad, but I am convinced it’s for the best. Your happiness and health lie elsewhere.’

			How I wondered at that. Did my mother speak the truth? I no longer knew.

			The following night, I lay in bed, waiting for my family to sleep until I heard the even breathing of my brother in the bed next to me, and my father’s snoring shaking the roof tiles. I slipped out of bed, dressed and left the house by the back door. I ran along the lane to Green Sike, which was in darkness, so I rapped gently on the bedroom window. A lantern was lit and its glow came to the door.

			‘Who’s there?’

			‘Me.’

			She opened the door and gave me a look of admonishment.

			‘Robert…’ 

			‘I couldn’t stay away. I had to see you.’

			She stepped aside to let me in and this time took me into her bed and the rapture was twice as before.

			Afterwards, we lay in the darkness and then I felt Nellie May slipping into sleep. I could not follow her, but after a while she woke with a cry. I reached for her hand to calm her and her body sagged against me, head against my shoulder. 

			‘How lovely,’ she murmured, ‘to have you here.’

			I did not reply – what could I say? – and after a few moments she spoke again, in a different tone.

			‘What’s the matter?’

			‘Nothing,’ I replied, but didn’t even convince myself. She sat upright and lit the lamp again on the bedside table to consider me.

			‘I don’t believe you. I can see it in your voice, on your face, even the way you held me, or rather didn’t.’ I sighed and she added, ‘Please don’t tell me untruths.’

			So I took her at her word and spoke of my long-held dreams and their imminent realisation.

			‘Oh’ was all she said.

			‘But now I’m not going!’ I cried out.

			‘Robert, Robert…’

			I sat up and held her by the shoulders.

			‘I love you! I want to marry you!’ She shook her head, almost with a smile. ‘Don’t laugh at me!’

			‘I’m sorry. Let me say, listen a moment. I love you too, you have brought me back to life, but this love of yours and mine, is not the marrying kind, don’t you see?’

			‘But love is love, is it not?’

			‘No, Robert. This cannot be. Let me spell it for you.’

			‘No,’ I muttered and turned away. 

			‘I am a widow woman with nothing to my name. I am 36 years old while you are, how old?’

			‘I will soon be 20, but what does that matter?’

			‘So I am twice your age. I cannot bear children. I am barren. I expect you would like a son, but I cannot give you one. I have no future. I will soon be old and worn-out. Your so-called love would wither and die…’

			‘Please…’

			‘And whatever others might say – though such a marriage would make us pariahs – I will say that I will not have it. You will go to America and make your way in the world, not stay here with me to chew on your folly.’

			I did not reply, instead showed my callow years. I hung my head and wept. She said no more, just held me.

			An hour or so later, I left, still tearful. At the door, I turned to her.

			‘Bear up now, Robert.’ she said. ‘Thank you for what you’ve done for me. I hope I have given you something in return.’

			‘I will never forget you.’

			‘Yes, you will, dear lad. Go now and don’t look back.’

			So I went, and walked down the lane, keeping my eyes on the road ahead. I fancied I heard a cry in the darkness behind me, but it was probably just the wind.

			A few nights later, I rose again in the night to quit the house, though not this time for Green Sike, but for God alone knew where, stealing away like a thief in the night with nothing but the coat on my back and a small bag containing a few clothes and food for the journey. Mother came with me as far as the Alston road and there we said our goodbyes. She handed me a final gift of five gold sovereigns she had squirelled down the years to add to my paltry savings, then she turned for home, and I climbed the fell on my way to Haltwhistle and the long walk to Whitehaven and a ship for Philadelphia. 

			I stopped before the Allen slipped from view and looked down at Mohope for the last time, so I thought. I fancied I saw a lamp glowing dimly in the house of Green Sike and I remembered the lady’s assertion that one day I would forget her. She was wrong. Through all the momentous events that followed – fighting in the Union Army against the Confederate Rebellion, prospecting in the Ballarat goldfields of Australia, clearing virgin land in New Zealand and farming it, though war and peace, occasional riches and deepest poverty, great friendships and bitter loneliness, danger and despair – I never forgot Nellie May, or stopped wondering what had happened to her. 

			When I returned to my valley near 40 years later, completing my long circumnavigation of the globe, these feelings were still in my mind, for you see, I never stopped loving her. I never found a woman that came close to matching her. Still I sought such as her, and do so still. Well, they might call me ‘The Rover’, a poor loveless soul to whom wandering became a life sentence.

			That night long ago, as a new day began, I turned away from the Allen and set it all in train, putting one young bold foot in front of another…
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			A Record of Killing

			Melissa Harrison

			A pair of Ordnance Survey Landranger maps are spread out next to one another on the living room carpet, while a larger-scale Explorer map, new when I arrived but already soft from folding and refolding, lies half-open on a chair next to my rucksack and camera. The sofa is scattered with library books and old gazetteers with titles like The Middle Marches, Northumberland: Vision of England and The English Gate. The room has looked like this now for a week.

			I am trying to understand where I am, having come to Northumberland with very few pre-existing coordinates; while I used to know Newcastle a little, the land north of the city, towards the National Park was, for me, a tabula rasa. So I have been busy filling in the white spaces of my imagination, throwing up a rough scaffold that will let me see the stone cottage where I’m staying in relation to the little moorland town of Rothbury, and Rothbury in relation to its river, the Coquet; Coquetdale in relation to the Simonside and Cheviot hills.

			And everything in relation to the Scottish border. In understanding this part of Northumberland – which means, for me, understanding its past – it is the border that seems to matter, not Newcastle, or anywhere else in fact; it is the border that history orients itself along, like a long-gone magnet drawing the iron filings of events. For this idyll of quiet country lanes, heather moors and stone-built villages was – and still remains – a contested landscape: one scarred by conflict, and with blood and iron and ashes in its soil.

			Act 1. COQUETDALE

			“The people of Coquetdale be best prepared for defence, and most defensible people of themselves… of any that do inhabit endlong all the frontier or border of the said Middle Marches of England” – The Commissioners’ Report, 1605

			I woke on my first day in Northumberland to find that the world had disappeared. Officially a town, though in size and feel a village, Rothbury lies in the valley of the Coquet, hills rising around, and during the night a chill autumn mist had settled into the low ground. I could hear the bells of All Saints tolling eight, while jackdaws spoke their names from the slate roofs around, occasionally emerging from the whiteness only to disappear again on urgent avian missions. With almost no phone signal or internet, the town outside obscured and my mental map as-yet unplotted with places, I began my two weeks in Rothbury lost in a cloud of unknowing.

			By noon the sun had burned the mist away to reveal a blue October sky, and the grey stone houses had begun to steam and sparkle. I locked the cottage door behind me, though there seemed little need, and took a narrow alley up to a lane that ran along the backs of the houses, then another steep alley, ‘The Nick’, part of an old pilgrims’ way that once led up to a holy well. Within half an hour I had reached a sandstone fell clad in bilberries, bracken and heather, the huge Northumbrian skies spread above me and around. Below me lay Rothbury, its looping river glinting in the sun, Coquetdale itself a rich, emerald green plain amid the endless browns and duns of the high ground.

			WW’s Comprehensive Guide to Northumberland, written in 1888, describes the town like this:

			“On the north bank of the finest and most famous trout stream in the county lies Rothbury, the capital of Coquetdale, and the centre of a district where the lovelier and the sterner aspects of Nature appear in close proximity. Enjoying the pure air of the hills and the moorlands, Rothbury, from its position in the deep and romantic gorge of the Coquet, is yet sheltered from the withering blasts. On the north a bold and picturesque ridge interposes between the little town and the windswept moors that stretch away to Thrunton Crags. On the east the vale seems closed by the wooded and heathery heights of Crag-end [now the National Trust property of Cragside]. Southward rise the gently moulded slopes of the Simonside Hills. To the westward only is there an open prospect of any extent, and this embraces the richly cultivated vale of the Coquet, with the high ground above Hepple and Holystone.”

			Those of us who spend our time in towns and cities very seldom get a sense of the landscape we live in: its shape and contours, how lightly our settlements sit upon its surface. I always find it moving. But while Coquetdale may look now like a peaceful countryside idyll, for hundreds of years it was anything but. For this is reiver country. 

			The Border reivers were clans, or ‘surnames’ – both Scottish and English – who, in the centuries leading up to the Union of Crowns, took advantage of the inaccessibility of parts of the frontier lands and their lack of good governance to thieve and pillage, stealing livestock across the border and from one another, switching allegiance at will and conducting deadly blood feuds that could go on for generations.

			The roots of reiving – to ‘reive’ means to rob – were laid down by the long periods of war between England and Scotland, when, subject to the ravages of the armies on both sides, those who lived in the Borders had to survive as best they could. A violent code sprung up, one in which loyalty to one’s family name far outstripped any to king or country.

			The Border Laws were designed to make use of these family loyalties, with surnames answerable for the misdeeds of their members and complex processes in place for the pursuit and restoration of goods and cattle. Anyone cut off by their clan became known as a ‘broken man’, his life forfeit – though many such men simply fled to the Debatable Lands in modern Dumfries and Galloway, an area in which neither Scottish, English or Border laws held sway, and raised hell there.

			Yet the behaviour of reiver families like the Armstrongs, Grahams, Croziers, Douglas, Charltons, Robsons and Kerrs was tolerated and at times even encouraged by the wardens, the local nobility, and even by heads of state, like Henry VIII, who found a savage but distant internecine war politically convenient. It wasn’t until the Union of Crowns in 1603 that reiving society was disassembled, nearly 150 men executed within weeks of James’s accession to the English throne and the rest left with no border to escape over. Four centuries later the terrible memory of the reiving years persists, handed down to us in our modern word ‘bereavement’.

			The confession of Geordie Burn, executed in 1597, is one of the only direct testimonies we have from a reiver. Sir Robert Carey, warden of the English East March, wrote down what Burn said before he died:

			“He voluntarily of himself said that hee had lived long enough to do so many villanies as hee had done; and withal told us, that he had layne with [ie raped] about 40 men’s wives, what in England what in Scotland, and that hee had killed seven Englishmen with his own hands, cruelly murdering them; that he had spent his whole time in whoreing, drinking, stealing, and taking deep revenge for slight offences.”

			The confession is a stark contrast to the romantic image of reiving handed down in the famous Border ballads, both those collected by Sir Walter Scott as The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border and those published half a century earlier by Bishop Percy in his Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, which he dedicated to Elizabeth Seymour, Duchess of Northumberland, a descendant of Henry Percy who features in one of the collection’s most important ballads, ‘The Battle of Otterburn’ and beyond that of William de Percy who arrived here from France in 1067. For the most part the ballads portray reivers as brave and admirable outlaws who lived by their wits and refused to submit to authority. It’s as though there sprang up a conspiracy of silence about their true depredations, so important did reiver mythology become to local identity and culture.

			Reading the ballads today, of course, it’s hard to overlook their bombast and mawkishness: “All found them [ie reivers] eloquent in disaster,” as Godfrey Watson, in The Border Reivers, wrote. Yet it seems that in some circumstances a rudimentary sense of honour did hold sway in the form of an unwritten imperative to shelter fugitives – particularly anyone fleeing from justice. Clan heidsman Jock O’ The Side Armstrong, who famously took in the fleeing English earls after the Rising of the North, called it “a liberty incident to all nations to succour banished men”.

			Nobody in the Border areas was unaffected by reiving. In bad years there was little point in planting crops when they might at any moment be razed to the ground, and no use in building good timber houses when they could just be burned. Revenues for the area plummeted, reflecting the fact that the once-productive Border areas became economic and at times literal wastelands.

			In the mounded churchyard of All Saints in Rothbury the older graves are carved with dozens of reiver family names: Douglas, Hall, Robson, Selby and of course Armstrong (Cragside, a National Trust property just a mile outside the town, was built by the Victorian industrialist and gun manufacturer, William Armstrong). And the long years of conflict left their mark on Coquetdale in other ways, too. Dotted around the valley are pele towers and the humbler bastle houses: stout, stone-walled farm buildings built for defence into which both livestock and people could retreat to wait out raids. Unique to the Borders, there are now about three hundred bastles surviving, although many now are in ruins. 

			Small and doughty, made of grey, roughly dressed stone, Woodhouses bastle was repaired and re-roofed in the 1990s and now the National Park have it on a long lease from the landowners at the nearby Holystone Grange. I hitch a lift there in the Park’s white LandRover with one of the rangers, Mark. On the way we drive past a squat concrete pillbox, part of the Coquet Stop Line built to slow invading Germans during the Second World War. Rothbury isn’t far, of course, from Hadrian’s Wall, and looking out of the Landy’s window I think about the way this landscape bears the scars of century upon century of threat.

			The bastle’s situation is beautiful, nestled into the crooked arm of the Dues and Harehaugh hills, with views down to the River Coquet. A stone’s throw away lies the 19th century Grange, approved of by Pevsner, its lovely gardens encircled by a low stone balustraded wall. Around the Grange stretches parkland dotted with mature trees turning red-gold in the October sun, the grass grazed by handsome black sheep. It feels entirely safe, entirely pastoral – which makes the strong, defensive structure seem all the more poignant.

			This is a building whose meaning is fear and survival, with walls well over two feet thick. Its blank side, as we approach, is pierced only by the smallest of apertures for light and ventilation; once, the entrance would have been on the first floor, reached by a ladder that could be pulled up to render the bastle almost impregnable. That doorway has long been filled in, its position barely visible now from the outside; Mark produces a key and we enter by the lower, livestock entrance with its double-check jamb and slots for two huge defensive bars.

			Inside is a low, barrel-vaulted byre where the animals would have been kept until danger had passed; it’s dark and smells of damp, and is several degrees colder than the autumn afternoon outside. In one corner a stone internal stair, very old but not original, curves up to the upper storey, its worn treads piled high with nesting material brought in by jackdaws; there are dead chicks, too, among the heaped detritus. I look over to Mark, who gives me a nod; gingerly, the mass of twigs slipping and crunching underfoot, I begin to climb.

			This is the second bastle house I’ve visited. The other was an outbuilding at Raw Farm near Elsdon, a few miles west of where we are now, in a far more remote and exposed location. There, a set of exterior stone steps led to an upper chamber in which, in 1791, an old woman called Margaret Crozier (at one time a reiver family name) was killed by the thief and outlaw William Winter, recently released from prison and allegedly of ‘faw’ [sometimes ‘faa’], or gypsy stock.

			In 1603 the Privy Council ordered all gypsies to leave Scotland on pain of death; many simply crossed the border and hid out in the Cheviot hills. Nearly two hundred years later, their descendants were still there. “This man belonged to a family which was one of the worst of a bad gang of faws who formerly infested this part of Northumberland, robbing and threatening the small farmers,” reported David Macritchie a century later in Scottish Gypsies Under the Stuarts. “Winter is described, by the country people who remember him, as a tall, powerful man… of a most savage countenance”.

			After being held in solitary confinement for 11 months Winter swung for the murder in 1792; contemporary accounts record the fact that, chained and manacled, he still managed to carry one of his two female accomplices to the gallows after she fainted upon hearing their sentence. His rotting corpse was hung from a gibbet on the high moor, within sight of Raw Farm, as a warning to outlaws; a gallows (not the original) still stands at Steng Cross today, until recently with a wooden head dangling from it. Eventually the case became known to Lord Baden-Powell, who liked to hold up the chief witness, a young lad called Robert Hindmarsh, as an example to boy scouts of admirable civic behaviour. Following Winter’s execution Hindmarsh fled the area, died at just 22 and is said to have spent the rest of his short life in fear of reprisals. 

			In 2014 local band Gladstone recorded a song about William Winter and his crime. Raw bastle, where the murder of Margaret Crozier took place, was never occupied again – or not by humans. When I was there the dogshit on its upper floor was testament to its modern purpose as a kennel.

			There’s something strange about seeing a stone floor in an upstairs room. For a moment, at the top of the inner stair at Woodhouses bastle, I wonder how safe it is to step out onto, but then I remember the dense, barrel-vaulted chamber below us, holding it up. The four-hundred-year-old flags are strewn with pale, barred barn owl feathers and the pellets they regurgitate made of tiny bones and fur, and Mark points out two triangular owl boxes above us amid the timbers supporting the modern roof. It’s good to know the bastle now protects a new set of residents, particularly as barn owl numbers have plummeted nationwide, the result of modern farming practices and a lack of suitable places to nest. At least they are rarely persecuted any more, as other raptors that feed on game bird chicks so often are. 

			At some point during the period when the bastle was open to the elements a tree grew from the upper storey; the stump is still visible, its searching, birdshit-splattered roots cut away almost flush with the floor. Near one of the tiny, south-facing windows the letters ‘RG’ have been deeply carved in an antique, serif hand long since softened and greened with algae. The other window has a stone basin hollowed out of its deep sill so that someone might sit and wash clothes or crockery there, and I can’t help but run my hand along the smooth, cold stone. It’s always the domestic details, the marks of use, that bring long-ago lives within touching distance. 

			Reiving season began around this time of the year, October, when the livestock were down from their summer pastures in the hills. I imagine what it must have been like to see a bale-fire lit by a neighbour, and to desperately try to herd your sheep, cattle and horses into the fortified lower room; then to bar the doors, take to the upper chamber and pull up the ladder, and hope against hope that the reivers would ride on past you in the dark. As Mark points out wall niches and stonework I gaze out towards the hills, listening to the sudden rumble of live machine-gun fire at the MOD’s Otterburn Training Estate.

			I pick up a few barn owl feathers and take a couple of photos, but I know even as I do so that there’s no point, I know my camera won’t have captured anything real about the bastle. Before we leave I stand for a long moment, chasing the feeling of the place in my mind; something I can neither find words for nor understand. 

			Act 2. SIMONSIDE

			“The focus is on entertaining individuals who really appreciate excellent shooting in beautiful surroundings” - Ralph Percy, 12th Duke of Northumberland (Sporting Gun magazine)

			“All this used to be left fallow over winter,” our walk leader, John, tells me as we pass a field of forage brassicas. “So much around here has changed.” I ask what else he’s thinking of; he says that in recent years a great many agricultural buildings and shepherd’s cottages, derelict for time out of mind, have been bought up and repaired; some of the old farms have been spruced up and are taking in tourists for bed and breakfast, too. “It’s good to see,” he says.

			I have set out, with a group of about fifteen people, on a ten-mile guided walk. We’re a mixed bunch: holidaymakers, retirees, two artists, some kitted-up hikers. I wasn’t sure what to expect – whether it might feel like a forced march, whether I’d struggle with so much enforced company – but I’m enjoying it. Not having to worry about map-reading leaves more room to think.

			We’re heading south and uphill out of Rothbury towards the long, forbidding outcrop of the Simonside range, home, legend has it, to malevolent nocturnal creatures called duergar (from the Old Norse dvergar, for dwarf), renowned for leading travellers astray. The stories were, I suppose, a way of keeping children and those unfamiliar with the area away from the steep crags and treacherous blanket bogs in the dark.

			Our route takes us up past Sharpe’s Folly, a thirty-foot, fairy-tale tower commissioned by the rector of Rothbury a century or more after the reivers were no more, in part to relieve unemployment among local stonemasons, in part to use as an observatory. Despite being listed it’s in a sad state of disrepair, saplings sprouting opportunistically from its cracked and castellated parapet. The views from it down into Coquetdale must have been staggering.

			We take to the high ground, walking uphill through heather and bracken and crossing a huge, recumbent drystone wall. It is the boundary of a deer park built in 1275 by the Percys, French nobles who came to Britain at the time of the Norman Conquest and who own this land, and much of Northumberland, still. The game park enclosed the site of an ancient hill fort, one of several in the area, but we bypass it, making for the high point known as Lordenshaw where there’s a cluster of cup and ring marks: mysterious, 5,000-year-old petroglyphs found at several sites in Northumberland and beyond. Last year one of the stones was tagged by a local family with three scratched names alongside the ancient carvings. Already weathered away to invisibility, the graffiti made the national news and was dubbed a ‘heritage crime’ by police. 

			A narrow path leads us on through knee-high heather. It must have been a sea of purple in late August but now, in October, it’s a faded, tweedy brown. All my life I’ve been drawn to upland landscapes, particularly Dartmoor and Cumbria: heather, peat and granite are what I love best. Yet I’ve never before walked a grouse moor, and it’s a very different experience. No sheep, cattle or ponies graze. Instead, squares and rectangles of heather have been burned down to the vulnerable and precious peat, a practice that helps boost the numbers of grouse. White sticks indicate the position of their trays containing grit to help them digest the heather and produce healthy eggs, while here and there on the skyline loom the dark butts where, on shoot days, the guns wait for the game to be driven towards them. And then there are the birds themselves: every so often one explodes, clucking, from the heather, whirring away from us like a huge, black, low-flying moth. 

			Despite the scars left by burning, despite the strange patchwork of old and new growth, the hills are beautiful in the austere way I love best - and yet my overwhelming feeling is one of exclusion. Despite this being a National Park, despite the open access laws and rights of way, it’s clear that this part of the moor exists not to be enjoyed by me or my fellow walkers, but to produce game birds to be killed as a pastime by people whose lives are profoundly different from my own - and it shuts me out, imaginatively. 

			That’s not the only thing making it hard for me to come into relationship with this place: grouse moors can be perilous places for writers of all kinds and classes. Rumour has it that writing about them too frequently cost one columnist his job; meanwhile, others have been called out for not tackling the subject at all. Walking across one, instead of a blank page ready to fill with ideas and impressions, I feel crowded on all sides by arguments, statistics and campaigns. 

			I write novels that explore the judgments we make about one another, the seductive dangers of certainty and simplification, and the competing realities that exist between people and communities. I do that by trying to keep my mind open, tolerating uncertainty and complexity, and remaining plural, rather than partial. So as I walk the moor I admit it to myself: to shoot well, to ride to hounds - there is a part of me that would love to do these things, that would find them deeply and atavistically thrilling. More than that, I’ve always been susceptible to the romance of long tradition - and when it comes to the countryside I sometimes detect a streak of small-C conservatism beneath all my progressive and socially liberal values. The truth is, so many of the things I love persist because they have been protected from change.

			But it’s not just to bag game birds, or even to continue a tradition, that people pay thousands of pounds for a day’s shooting here; it is to spend time with those of their own kind. And that’s natural: we all seek out people whose values and backgrounds chime with our own. But this really is another world, as I realise when I read up on its etiquette and traditions later that evening: quandaries like choosing the correct shooting attire, tipping the beaters and pickers-up, and properly filling out a game card. However hard I try, I find it hard - particularly under austerity - to square its this kind of privilege with the South London streets around my home.

			Nevertheless, there are realities of rural life that can not easily be encountered from a distance, and I’m just as aware of my metropolitan naivety as I am of my long-held beliefs. Grouse moors benefit the local economy - and with few major employers in this area that’s not something to be taken lightly. The local hunt, I’m told, has continued almost as normal, kids go out lamping with lurchers and most of the badgers by the side of the road will have been shot and dumped there to look like roadkill. The truth is, there is no ‘view from nowhere’ when it comes to knowing how best to manage our landscapes and our wildlife: not mine, not the conservationists’, and not the landowners’ either.

			When it comes to high intensity, driven grouse shooting the pleasure and tradition must be set against the cost: the environmental damage caused by burning heather and the use of lead shot, the persecution of raptors and the slaughter of mountain hares, all of which could be ameliorated by a move back to walked up shooting and smaller bags. These are not just issues for people who shoot, or for those who own the land; they affect us all, because the natural world is part of our shared and living heritage - and ultimately, the damage to grouse moors is not something any of us should accept or ignore.

			I’m not surprised when conversation among the group turns to hen harriers; everyone seems to know that they’re in trouble, and people chip in with stories of persecution gleaned from the press. With its wealth of upland habitat Northumberland should be able to support twenty or so breeding pairs, but this year there were just two nests, both on protected Forestry Commission land. On most grouse moors harriers aren’t welcome as they take chicks and affect profits; again and again they are found dead, or mysteriously disappear. It’s not just hen harriers that are a target, either; I’m told by the walk’s back-marker about a goshawk nest not far away that was kept a strict secret. Mysteriously, though, a fire was lit directly under the tree. “Often it’s a case of raptors being disturbed and moved on, rather than killed,” she says.

			One of the walkers in the group has a story about a local jailed some years ago for taking peregrine falcon chicks from a nest not far away. “He was planning to export them to Saudia Arabia,” he tells us. “But the gamekeepers would probably have delivered him a whole box of chicks if they’d known what he was up to.” He says “O.P.” to mean ‘observation point’, and talks of stake-outs and witness statements, so I ask him what his involvement was. “I can’t tell you that,” he replies.

			We stop for lunch near Spylaw, an old shepherd’s cottage pressed into recent service as a scout hut; on the horizon six white wind turbines turn slowly against a pewter sky. From this point on the going gets tough: deep mires of quaking sphagnum, bog cotton and clumps of rushes; black water that sucks at our feet and creeps in over the tops of our boots. For years seen as unproductive, good only for draining, we now know that peat bogs carry an 8,000-year-old cargo of carbon, as well as holding on to rainwater to mitigate flooding in the valley below, making them vital and irreplaceable parts of an upland landscape. Eventually we reach a deep gully, Selby’s Gap, once a favourite place for reivers to hide cattle stolen over the border from Scotland; then we enter the Forests of Rothbury, through which lies the final third of our route.

			Along with the Duke of Northumberland and the MOD, the Forestry Commission is the other big landowner around here. It was set up immediately after the First World War, during which Britain struggled to source enough wood for trenches and pit supports. With post-war food production a priority, many pine plantations were sited on land that wasn’t suitable for agriculture - either boggy or too steep, and therefore difficult to access - in the belief that by the time the trees had reached maturity we’d have found a way of harvesting them. We haven’t, or at least, not economically, and here as in many other places, hundreds of thousands of pines are reaching the end of their natural lives and dying where they stand. Many of the more level sections, though, are being successfully logged; long timber trucks rattle through Rothbury laden with huge pine trunks, while geometric sections of land around the town are a uniform dark green. Pine plantations with their deep, monocultural shade support far fewer living creatures than native deciduous woodland, although here they are one of the last bastions of the red squirrel, driven out of much of the rest of the UK by American greys.

			We reach an expanse that was felled about twenty years ago and never replanted, the stumps and brushwood simply left to rot. It’s a blasted heath, a wasteland: acre upon acre of silver-grey matchwood as far as the eye can see. It looks like Tunguska, or something out of a disaster movie: a world desolate and destroyed. The right of way is lost and, clambering over slippery rotting wood with only a few self-seeded sitkas to break the monotony, we’re glad of the help of our guides.

			Parts of this walk have been extraordinarily beautiful, but imaginatively unreachable; other parts have been treacherous to walk through but ecologically rich, or necessarily hard on the romantic eye. A traditional and profitable grouse moor; a walkers’ romantic idyll; a pristine habitat for wildlife: there’s a collision of impossible idealised landscapes taking place here, and I don’t mind admitting that at least one of them is my own.

			As we head back down to Rothbury passing a ruined pele tower much robbed for stone, I think about this beautiful, feudal place, about who it really belongs to and what a complex question that is. Who owns Simonside’s precious blanket bogs, or the granite rocks on which the enigmatic cup and ring marks have been carved? In the eyes of the law it’s Lord Percy, 12th Duke of Northumberland – though you might prefer to believe that it’s all of us, via the National Park whose boundaries they fall within. But perhaps these things best belong to the ordinary people who live here, who are born and die within sight of the Simonside hills. Perhaps the local family with their car keys, or their chisel, had a point.

			Act 3. RIVERSIDE, ROTHBURY

			“It feels like I’m watching a film, not real at all” – Raoul Moat, Murder Statement, 4.7.10

			A row of eleven houses lines the Coquet just after it passes under Rothbury’s town bridge. They’re modest and neat, with well-kept front gardens: ringside seats, you might say, for the broad, shallow river. Their upper windows wink in the low October sun, staring down at everything on the bankside: dog walkers, toddlers running after ducks, and me, passing and re-passing between the houses and the water, careful not to seem as though I stare. As I walk I listen to the rumour of the river, fast and garbled, heron-haunted: something happened here.

			Five of the houses claim, as well as their own front garden, a square of riverbank, despite being separated from it by a public access track and grassy slope. One section is roped off with neat wooden posts and a low black chain, another is separated from its neighbour by rose bushes in which sparrows fuss and quarrel. Some are used for parking, while in the very centre of one lawned plot a single, unregarded colchicum has sent up an etiolated lilac spear.

			In the last a small, wrought-iron bench faces the water. It’s easy to picture it: coming out of your front door of an evening and crossing over to your own grassy square for a smoke, or a glass of wine, as cars pass over the bridge and the sun sinks behind the heather-clad hills that encircle the town. It could be, though, that it’s mere decoration, rarely used; perhaps the purpose of the bench is to stake out the territory, stop others from using it. Perhaps it’s like a coat on the back of a café chair. You have to wonder how official these little plots are, whether the claims of ownership implied by posts and chains can really be enforced. And yet, conscious of myself as an outsider, conscious of the camera around my neck and of all that has happened here, I keep off.

			A little further on, towards the now-famous storm drain with its locked cover and mundane danger signs, the bank reverts to tangle. Cherries and birches drop yellow leaves on hogweed and limp nettles, horsetail, brambles, burdock, the blood-red berries of a stray cotoneaster, a shy meadow cranesbill in late flower and huge, cabbagey butterbur leaves rotting back black-purple in the chill October air. It’s a strange mixture of weeds and going-over garden plants: neither ugly nor pretty, neither garden nor wild. 

			Here. I photograph the tangle, concentrating on colours and forms; I crouch and peer in, trying to identify as many species as I can. Everywhere, autumnal spiders’ webs are hung with silver diadems of dew, while behind me lies grass of the most mute, municipal green. I know all the details, but I can’t get any purchase on it: it feels far away somehow, or on a screen. I can’t stop imagining how I look, how ghoulish I must seem, haunting the riverbank where the gunman Raoul Moat took his life. And then, unbidden, I see the riverbank from above, in brutal diagrammatic form: the TV gaze. It’s not possible for me to find my own way to it, I realise; I can only see the site now through the cracked lens of the news. I was brought up to find the past in places: stone circles buried under bracken; bombed-out city plots. The past was what we were interested in, what we valued as a family. But I can’t find it here. 

			Half a mile downstream, along the town’s old lovers’ walk, it feels OK again to stare, OK to snap away. The Thrum is a local beauty spot, a narrow sandstone channel through which the Coquet roars white and loud, the rocks worn into smooth, otherworldly shapes by the rushing water and carved with generations of village names – including, apparently, my ranger friend Mark’s. At one time, kids would dare each other to leap the gap; in fact, in one of John Mackay Wilson’s famous Tales of the Borders, Willie Faa, the gipsy king, jumps the Thrum and leaves his pursuers behind. A water mill once took advantage of the powerful current there; derelict for decades, it is now a private home, its swanky conversion the subject of a recent TV show. Despite the caravan park on the opposite side of the river and the anglers staking out the shady bank, the Thrum is redolent with the past.

			I don’t actually know how much Raoul Moat’s manhunt and eventual suicide on the riverbank has marked the people here. I have no idea how much they still think about what happened five years ago, if at all. Perhaps all they see, as I visit and revisit the riverside, is a woman taking photos of plants. 

			In a taped conversation with a social worker not long before he was imprisoned for violence against a child, Moat, born and bred in the West End of Newcastle, said that he couldn’t get used to the city at all, that what he wanted to do was live in the countryside. “I’m the farming type,” this nightclub bouncer, steroid-taking bodybuilder and disher-out of ‘straighteners’ (punishment beatings) said. Rothbury was a place he loved; he’d rent a caravan here and fish the Coquet for trout and salmon and drink in the Railway Arms and Newcastle House; he even went out with a local girl, who still lives here. When he went to ground in the storm drain it wasn’t as a stranger; Moat was someone who many people in Rothbury knew. 

			It’s not hard to see why he loved coming here. To someone from a city, as I am, too, Rothbury seems to hold out the promise of the good life. I’ve spent some time in rural communities but it’s hard to think of somewhere so self-contained, somewhere that’s retained so many useful services: not just the five pubs, three cafes and post office, but a butcher, a baker, a draper and a shoe shop, a sweet shop, toy shop, an ironmonger, and a country store selling twin lamb drench, tack, mineral licks and the kind of hardwearing flannel shirts that farmers wear. The town’s library shares a building with the Coquetdale arts centre and the two-car police station; there’s even a community hospital, and a vet. The result is a beguiling – and strangely nostalgic – sense of Rothbury as being somewhere you could live and die with most of your needs met.

			“Oh yes, we get lots of people moving here, thinking they want to live in the country,” a local woman tells me. “They don’t stay long – they feel isolated, I think. And if you ask the police they’ll tell you domestic violence, with the incomers, is a big problem.” I ask what she means by isolated; surely everyone has a car now, and there are regular buses to places like Alnwick and Hexham, and as far as Newcastle too? “It’s a funny thing,” she replies. “You sort of get stuck. The other day I set out in the car to drive to Kielder. I got half-way there and it suddenly seemed a long way away. I turned around and came back.”

			She tells me about the landslip some years ago that blocked the main road out, and the bad winter when pipes froze, the electricity supply faltered and the town was cut off from the outside world for ten days. “When the Co-op van eventually got through there were queues outside,” she says. “And the farmers around here lost a lot of stock in the drifts. It was hard.” The town is isolated in other ways, too: broadband is slow and fitful, and I get no phone signal at all in my cottage. I remember my first morning here, when I climbed the hill and looked down to see the houses and church nestled by the river, the high, dun-coloured moors stretching out far beyond them and around.

			“The people of Rothbury in former times were amongst the wildest and most uncivilised in the county. For fighting, gaming, and drinking they had a worse reputation than the inhabitants of [notorious reiver valleys] Tynedale and Redesdale,” writes WW Tomlinson in his Comprehensive Guide to Northumberland (1888). There’s little evidence of it now: its five pubs are friendly, albeit mostly half-empty; the greetings in the teashops warm. 

			That evening, at dusk, I walk the other way along the riverbank, upstream this time and west. It’s Saturday night, and around a bend in the river I pass a shingle spit where the town’s teenagers are hanging out, music blaring on tinny phone speakers, a row of three-litre bottles of Coke, no doubt mixed with vodka or rum, cooling in the water. They are just far enough away from the town bridge to be unobserved. These kids would have been in primary school back in 2010, and I wonder what they remember of the long July week when a lone gunman, a murderer, outwitted the authorities, hiding out in the heart of this lovely moorland town, stealing food from empty houses and posting Get Well Soon cards to the woman he had nearly killed.

			‘Moat’ is a habitational name that refers to a strong, defensive structure, either ringed by water or sited on a ‘motte’, or mound – as in a ‘motte and bailey’ castle, like the Mote Hills in Elsdon, once the capital of Redesdale, near Winter’s Gibbet. It’s a name that’s local to Dumfriesshire and the Borders, though little heard of in the South; in fact, one of the old Northumberland gazetteers I pick up second-hand in Alnwick is by an Alan D Moat. 

			After his suicide on the riverbank, a Facebook page entitled ‘RIP Raoul Moat You Legend’ was set up. “I think he’s a legend for keeping them on their toes for a week, it’s funny how he hid” wrote its founder. Moat was a tall, powerful man who had shot and seriously wounded his young ex-girlfriend, the mother of his child, and killed her new partner; and then shot an unarmed policeman, sitting in a squad car, in the face. 

			One woman, with no connection at all to Moat, travelled to his funeral with her three sons, telling the press: “I just think he is a hero and I wanted to pay my respects. He kept them coppers on the run all that time.” It seems that the idea of the outlaw is a powerful hook, even today, for myth-making – something Moat was acutely aware of himself and which can be seen in the letters and statements he left behind, taunting the police and addressing the members of the public who were avidly following events on TV. Veering between the bombastic and the self-pitying, they are nothing if not eloquent in disaster.

			Apparently, vigils are kept – though not by anyone who lives here – on the riverbank at each anniversary of Moat’s death. 

			On my last morning, jackdaws and doves debate the dull grey sky above the town as I wait outside the pub for the X14 bus to Newcastle. There is to be a shoot, and young men in fleeces and corduroy are gathering around off-road vehicles, talking and smoking. They are locals rather than visiting bankers: two, still in white Reeboks with their tweed breeks, are drinking Fanta and eating sausage rolls from the bakery, which has opened early. They’ll be acting as loaders or beaters today, no doubt.

			The X14 hauls itself, shuddering, up the steep hill out of Rothbury and onto the burned and patchworked moor where red grouse hide in the heather and will soon be killed. The skies are huge. Everyone on the bus knows one another, and they ask after each other’s children, illnesses, news. At Longframlington a group of women get on, dressed up to the nines despite the hour: “Nothing like a day out shopping and drinking,” announces one, to the whole bus. “More drinking than shopping,” replies another. The back seats explode into laughter.

			The sadness I feel at leaving Coquetdale is unexpected and complex. Returning to life in a vast, busy city is going to be hard, I can already tell; I know, too, that within days this town will feel like a dream-place. 

			When I was coming down off Simonside after my guided walk I thought about this part of Northumberland, who owns it and what that means. I thought about all the overlapping claims on it: historical, environmental, economic, cultural, and of the way that it exists in the imagination, from mine to Sir Walter Scott’s, the National Park rangers’ and the Rothbury residents’, Lord Percy’s and Raoul Moat’s. What I’ve learned in my two weeks here is that this is not one place but many, at the same time idealised and compromised – as all landscapes are in the end.

			I am leaving behind a lovely place of long conflict where for centuries men have sheltered and shed blood and taken deep revenge for slight offences. In my pocket, wrapped in a plastic bag, is a souvenir: a single barn owl pellet from the bastle house, dry and light, made of compacted fur and – as I will later discover – the bones and skulls of four field voles. It is a perfect record of time spent killing, like the confession of reiver Geordie Burn, or Raoul Moat’s Murder Statement; or like the luxury, leather-bound shoot books given to the wealthy as a memento of a weekend’s shooting on the moor.

			<ENDS>
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			Kathleen Jamie was resident at Hadrian’s Wall

			Kathleen Jamie’s poetry collections to date include The Overhaul, (2012) which won the 2012 Costa Poetry Prize, and The Tree House  which won both the Forward prize and the Scottish Book of the Year Award. Kathleen Jamie also writes non-fiction including the highly regarded Findings and  Sightlines. Her most recent collection The Bonniest Companie appeared in 2015. She lives in Fife.

		

	
		
			Four Prose poems

			Kathleen Jamie
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			Them and Us 

			Having witnessed the wall rise along the southern skyline, powering  

			from ridge to ridge, heard the horses champing, the marching feet, 

			they returned to their roundhouses and corrals and by firelight, 

			recounted what they’d seen. Word spread. Women fetching water, 

			bairns tending geese all heard tell. What did they imagine? No-one 

			had known such an edifice - hill-forts maybe, but a wall that went on for days?  What was the term for this affront, this statement of conquerors’ might? 

			Like a log in the fire something shifted, blazed in the mind. If we didn’t know already, we all knew then which side of this ‘frontier’ we belonged.
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			This Too Will Pass (I)

			After the long withdrawal and forgetting, the empire’s edge

			(or the line of its fatigue) is bequeathed to various civil authorities:  

			the tourist board, National Parks etc., who between them set up signposts, 

			panels, leaflets, interpreting everything from toadstools to the stars. 

			It’s a mild and stormy November. At last, at day’s end, the rainclouds 

			part, the soaked land shines, sunshine glances on a birch-leaf twirling

			in a cobweb, on red-and-orangy wax-caps, even on the Wall itself, 

			those precious stones upon which we’re told not to climb. From a thornbush 

			a lone black crow caws across the moor, twice, three times, as they have, 

			crows, every day since the northward retreat of the ice.   

			[image: ]

			This Too Will Pass  (II)

			H Pooley  & Son, Patentees, of Liverpool you are both gone to dust 

			but the cast-iron artefact dispatched from your Victorian foundry  

			outlasts you. It’s algae-green now, save for a lever worn smooth 

			by the curious hands of every passing walker. What was it, this relic 

			half obscured by bushes? A weigh-scale, a means of changing points? 

			The track runs, Roman-straight, from the viaduct that carried, once, 

			coal and lead above the River South Tyne. What gobbets of steam 

			and black smoke this valley must have choked on. From the trackside 

			a footpath tips steeply among beech-woods to the riverbank, 

			under the soaring arches. The river races, and out between the cutwaters

					look - 

						a salmon leaps.
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			Lady 

			where is your well, your sacred spring? Not so much as a sign

			marks the place, just a stone amid wintery vegetation, a fence 

			to keep sheep from the bog. Who’d have thought you were ever 

			honoured here, with offerings and coins? That this frontier, 

			all forts and marching men and desolate spears, was softened by one 

			feminine element? Where are you, in your flowing dress, reclining 

			with your pitcher? We need you, goddess.  Assault weapons, jeeps, 

			razor wire and guard dogs, cement panels raised then sprayed 

			with crazed graffiti; the world over women in scarves and long skirts

			weep at military checkpoints. Coventina of the green source, 

			I throw you a 10p piece, but it’s lost in the chilling mud.  
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			Sarah Moss was resident at Hexham and South Tyne Valley

			Sarah Moss is a novelist, travel writer and Professor of English and Creative Writing at the University of Warwick. She began an academic career researching eighteenth and nineteenth century English Literature, but turned to fiction when she could never get a seat at the British Library after doing the school run. Sarah’s fifth novel, The Tidal Zone, will be published by Granta in July 2016. Her work is translated into several languages.

		

	
		
			Skin and Stone

			Sarah Moss 

			I

			I’m not writing at the moment. I mean I am, obviously, writing this, my fingers are on the keyboard, the letters appearing one after another as they do. But I’m not writing a novel.

			It’s the first time in fifteen years I’ve been not writing a novel and I don’t like it very much. A novel in the head, I discover, is a shelter from the stormy blasts of what they call real life, something to think about during long meetings or prize-giving assemblies or in the queue at the butcher’s on a Saturday morning, another world into which the writer can slip when the usual one isn’t delivering the goods, which is quite a lot of the time. 

			I decided to stop writing. Not permanently, I’m not abjuring the rough magic, just leaving it to recharge for a bit. I finished a novel a few weeks ago, one written burningly fast, and then re-written burningly fast and then re-written again. Usually at the moment I’d be settling into the research for the next one, already sensing the shapes around me in the dark, beginning to make notes and burrowing around bits of the university library where Eng Lit people wouldn’t normally set foot (medical textbooks, last time, and lighthouse engineering and the art trade with Japan in the nineteenth century). Instead, I’m trying to pause, to wait and see, to let the earth turn under my feet. I’m trying to be open to what’s around me instead of tramping off down another narrative path, to wander and meander and stroll.

			I’m not a natural wanderer. I was rigorously trained in map-reading from an early age, coming from a family devoted to flying light aircraft, mountain climbing and sailing in places where it’s usually raining or foggy and invariably cold. Carry a compass, a torch and the OS map at all times. Know your destination, your route and your ETA. Aviate, navigate, communicate, and don’t expect anyone to come and get you when it all goes horribly wrong. There’s no such thing as bad weather, only substandard children. I run, now, ten miles three or four times a week, rain or heatwave. I think it’s a sign of moral weakness, or at least poor map-reading and it comes to the same thing in the end, to use the SatNav. I carry a compass and a torch in my backpack, find them when I’m scrabbling for a train ticket on the way into London. I know that when it all goes horribly wrong I’ll have only myself to blame, and I don’t expect anyone to come and get me. And for the last fifteen years I’ve written one novel after another, overlapping so that I never stop.

			Writing a novel, I sometimes tell students working on their imposingly titled Long Project Module, is like driving across a medium-sized country in the dark. From West Cornwall, let us say, to the edge of Scotland. Make it Ardnamurchan, which isn’t much lit and has roads even narrower and bendier than West Cornwall. (Oh, I don’t know. I’m sure it happens to people all the time. Use your imagination. You were on a spur-of-the-moment winter break in Marazion when your eccentric and much-loved Scottish great aunt had a fall and required your presence at the cottage where she hopes to see out her days.) Writing a novel is not only like driving in the dark, of course. I also tell my students, depending on the day and my own recent pursuits, that it’s like knitting a jumper for someone you’ve never met or baking a decent loaf of bread, domestic metaphors partly intended to reclaim the practice of literature from the Room-of-One’s-Own brigade, but if you don’t mind we’ll stick with our overnight dash across Britain for now. No SatNav, but I suppose the research you’ve done in advance is a kind of map. The point is, you need to know where you began and where you’re going to stop and to do the thing well, sensibly, giving the general impression of competence to anyone who might happen to occupy the passenger seat (your sister, for example, whom you pick up from her inter-war semi in Bristol on the way, where she shuts the front door quietly behind her not to awaken the children who will be faced in the morning with the fact of their mother’s midnight departure, although only in a way that will help them to build resilience because her partner is a more than capable father who will not only leave work early to collect them from school but remember that they need swimming kit on Thursdays and also wash their hair at bathtime), you need to follow a logical route, quick if not direct, recognisable to the casual observer (no, we won’t add a casual observer at this point) as a reasonable way of getting to B from A. You need to hold that OS map, and probably also your torch and compass and survival blanket, in your head, while also maintaining an amicable conversation with your sister, who is not enjoying her job any more and wondering if she should pack in this – this nursing thing and set up a small business supplying cupcakes to office parties and weddings, except that the cupcake moment perhaps ended a while ago even in the provinces and macaroons have a shorter shelf life and are harder to arrange in pyramids. So you’re driving along, trying to remember exactly which one is a macaroon and also keeping an eye on the petrol gauge and trying not to be dazzled by the unnecessarily bright lights of the car behind, and the point is that as long as your headlights are showing you your stopping distance, you can keep going. You won’t be able to see the whole route and you don’t need to, you just need to know that it’s there and that if you keep going, barring falling asteroids (I don’t think we’ll have an asteroid this time), deer leaping out of the woods in the dark and some drunk idiot in a Range Rover coming the other way (yes, he has potential; the kind of man who pats your arm and believes that learning how to use a washing machine would compromise his masculinity), you’ll reach your destination in the end. That’s what it’s like, one of the things that it’s like, to write a novel and that, for now, is what I’m not doing.

			I’m not either, of course, in practice, doing much standing and waiting, because I have a full-time job and a family and proofs to correct and jumpers to knit and miles to run before I sleep, and because all of these things expand in the usual way to fill the time I would usually reserve for writing a novel. But I am trying to think again, to start again from the beginning, about making things. About creating.

			I have just turned forty. It is unlikely, for quite specific medical reasons, that there is as much life ahead of me as behind me. Banal. 

			II

			Walking, this time, not running, because I suspect that running is another compulsive activity, another dependence, I climb Causey Hill. On the road rather than a footpath, I’m not trying to prove anything just now, not carrying the OS map, nor a compass, not aviating, navigating or communicating. Sauntering, you might say, although I’m sauntering pretty fast because I can’t see a path up a hill without needing to proceed briskly to the top. The hedges are frosted and the puddles frozen, my exhalations left hanging in the air like empty speech bubbles. I’m eyeing up houses, the way I always eye up houses, because we’re not quite satisfied by the house we own two hundred miles away in Leamington Spa and because I can’t go anywhere without thinking how it would be to live there, what breakfasts and irritations and moments of quiet affection play themselves inside these bay windows, behind that green front door. Novelists, always breaking and entering.

			A caravan park comes into sight on my right, pine trees high above and around it as if it were an Alpine farm. Part-time lives, holiday lives, a place of retreat. The mobile homes have wooden verandas where you could sit in the evening sun and watching the shadows of clouds passing over the hills opposite, and the steam – it’s only steam, my landlady said – rising from the sawmill by the river. There’s no-one living there now, mid-January, only a man driving a small tractor who stops and waves to let me cross the black-iced turning in front of him.

			Up. I’ll get warm soon, not-sauntering up this hill, but inside my padded gloves my fingers are still pinched, the chilblains I carry all winter whimpering like substandard children out in the rain. Above the houses and the possibility of other people, I pull my hand-knitted scarf up over my nose and mouth and pick up the pace. Fields spread around me, yellow under the winter sun, and not far away is the snow-line, the place where pale brown winter moorland turns white in the space of a few metres, and from there flows white into a pale and distant sky. Stone walls, white sheep beige against the true white of new snow, etched stands of bare trees, the shapes of the land laid bare in black and white. Here we are. Here.

			Bare trees and tangled hedgerows line the road, their shapes deeply familiar to me. Thorn, twig, dessicated berry. My Yorkshire grandparents, the lanes around their house on the rural edge of suburbia, afternoons walking with my grandfather and coming home cold-fingered to my grandmother’s cakes and Mr Kipling’s fondant fancies for tea. Oh, stop it with the nostalgia, with the mythmaking, will you stop telling stories long enough to go for a walk. (The cake was often a Dutch butter cake she’d been taught to make in the 1950s by a friend who’d survived the famine in occupied Amsterdam and married a soldier from Leeds; I have the recipe in my grandmother’s handwriting tucked into How to be a Domestic Goddess but I don’t make it very often because it’s called butter cake for a good reason.) A crow comments on my progress from a branch overhead and I’m warm enough now to stop for a moment, to listen. Something small rustling under the hedge, wind through the trees, my own heartbeat and the sound of my sleeves against my jacket, a small click in my neck as I turn my shoulder. More wind. The sky to the north is darkening and I should turn back soon but I go on my way, past the empty racecourse with its weathered notices about parking and the locking of gates; my boots are new and chafing my right ankle, leather on skin, cow skin on my skin, and I remember that whether I am making a novel or not, there is another kind of creation always happening in me, the dividing of cells, the shedding and renewal of skin, the healing of grazes and chilblains as flesh repairs itself. Sometimes my knee hurts when I run, but after a day without running whatever was harmed has healed itself. I set my pace against my breathing, two steps in and three steps out, a body in the world. On the other side of the hedge, pregnant sheep rearrange themselves, and wait. 

			Back in town, the rain beginning to fall, everyone is muffled, hoods up, noses running. I stop by the bookshop, my natural harbour, to say my new idea out loud and see if it sounds sensible to the casual observer. I thought I might talk to the makers, I tell Claire and Hilary. I thought maybe if I can watch other people making things, and if they’ll tell me about what they make and why and how, it might – I don’t know. It might be something. Might constitute, at least, leaving my rented cottage in Marazion and getting into the car, arranging the road atlas open at the right page on the passenger seat. They give me a cup of ginger tea, the assent of the casual observer and directions to three or four art galleries and the workshop of someone called Andy Bates, who makes things in leather and set up a community group which tried very hard to buy a wood from aristocrat who owns all the land around here. He’s lovely, they say, you should talk to him.

			III

			I follow Claire’s directions, up the lane to the old market place, across the front of the Abbey. A millennium of footsteps, I think, where I walk, all those boots and shoes and sandals wearing the dust beneath my rubber soles, all my predecessors pulling up their scarves and shawls and hoods against the wind on this corner, and I shiver as they shivered; I do not, however, cast a thought into the future, towards those who might pass this way and imagine my passage in fifty or a hundred years time, although it is not just bodies that do the same thing at the same place and surely some earlier person, a sequence of earlier persons, have thought my present thought in my present place. Someone has stood here, someone in a hooped skirt or a farthingale, wrapping a tippet or a spencer around her shoulders, and imagined that one day I will stand here. Those of us on this pavement today exist in the imaginations of the dead. It is not useful to give too much thought to the idea of your own non-existence; carefully I look both ways, all four ways, before crossing the road.

			Andy’s studio is above the wool shop, in a row of old stone buildings that have probably been shops for hundreds of years. I potter around the shop, stroking yarn I don’t need (like many knitters, I have so much yarn that if I stopped writing entirely and knitted full time it would probably take me a couple of years to run out) and sweeping together courage to present myself unknown, uninvited and full of nosy questions in someone’s workplace. A few years ago I would have been incapable of any such thing, but since then I have travelled alone around Japan and spent enough time at the hospital bedsides of beloved people not to waste my life in hesitation. I find the worn wooden stairs behind the shop and climb up, past rattling sash windows and lumpy stone walls, to the door at the top, where I take a deep breath and knock. I’m sorry to disturb, I say, I’m a passing writer, I’m here about the literary festival, sort of, and I wondered if I might possibly, just a few moments of your time if you’re not too busy, if you don’t mind, or I can easily go away and come back another time, or indeed just go away if it doesn’t sound the kind of thing –

			I find myself sitting at Andy and his colleague Emma’s worktable, wrapping my hands around a mug of Earl Grey, my gaze drawn back to a leather bag hanging above Emma’s desk, newly finished and perfect. There are rows of gleaming tools on the walls, bright metal with polished wooden handles, and pictures of projects which, being completed, have gone away to museums and clients’ houses. I don’t even make the material form of my books and yet I get to keep them: reproducibility must affect the experience of making. Emma and Andy are making unique objects, each one formed by their hands, their tools and their minds on a particular day and in a particular place. Then the work of their hands goes away. These creations are formed also, I think, noticing the creases in leather, the colours in feathers, by the bodies of the animals that make the raw material; later, Andy will show me a mask he made of his own face using leather scarred by the living cow’s encounter with barbed wire. Skin on skin, healing and making.

			It’s mostly but not only leather. Emma and Andy make lots of things. Useful things: bags, belts, knives. Arrows and arrowheads, spears, tress-rings for holding your hair out of your face. Objects of beauty: bags, belts, knives. Arrows and arrowheads, spears and tress-rings. Some of it is museum-bound, handling collections for visitors to feel and heft, replicas for the glass cases so that when we’re presented with a shard of rust and a label saying that this is a medieval dagger we can see the dagger as well as the rust. They’re making ghosts, ways for the present to haunt the past, a whole knife to lie beside the one that’s almost gone. Making things that are no longer there. Some of it is made on commission for people who want to own a unique thing, some for galleries interested in what can be done with leather, how far the material can be taken. Some of it is made for theatre and television companies needing armour – leather is lighter, cheaper and easier to wear than metal and can be made to look the same – and odder costumes for fantasy and sci-fi films. Sometimes they’re making previously unimagined objects, like the mask, sometimes reaching towards the hands and minds of medieval and Neolithic craftspeople. Right now, however, they are having lunch and I have a date with an art gallery. Come back, they say, any time. Use our studio as your base while you’re in Hexham, sit here as long as you like, watch us or just be warm and drink tea and write. Whenever you like.

			When I return, Emma’s away. It’s still cold out, and on the old stone stairs, and Andy has the heating roaring. He’s going to make things this morning, he says, but first he’ll just show me a few photos, give me a sense of what they do. On the way towards his computer I’m beguiled by an arrow hanging from the ceiling, a dark feather and a small stone point. Yes, he says, crow feathers, when he’s working on arrows it becomes important to him to find the primary flight feathers and he can spend days browsing under trees for exactly the right thing. More animals, I think, birds’ feathers to wing arrows to kill? – deer, he says, mostly deer. Andy opens a drawer and takes out a flint spear point: look, it’s serrated so it will go in easily but not pull out, so the animal can’t rub or tug it out, and here’s the spear, which is made like a javelin, heavier at the front than the back so that it lands hard. He made some of these for a museum, and when the curators arranged them the spear-heads broke off the spears and they phoned him to discuss it. Andy went back to look at them and realised that the originals were designed that way. The whole point was that the spear-head would come off and remain embedded in the animal’s flesh. You spear it and then track it while it dies and then, he says, it would have been like coming back from the supermarket, everything there and ready to be taken apart and put away. The parts that can’t be preserved, the offal, for immediate consumption, the big muscles for smoking and drying against days of scarcity. Sinews for sewing, bones for making tools, toys and musical instruments, skin for tanning to make clothes, shoes, bags and sometimes tents and sleeping bags. Some of the innards can be cured for use as water-bottles and wine-skins. Andy himself has done all of these things. Not the killing, you’re not allowed to kill animals with bows and arrows and even if you were, he wouldn’t because guns have given animals better deaths, but he’s done everything else. 

			Leather, Andy says, is skin tanned to make it ‘non-putrescible.’ This is a new word for me. Without tanning, skin inevitably corrupts, falls apart. Dust to dust, worms have eaten them. Leather, however, lasts longer than the hands that make it. I remember the Roman sandals in the museums along the Wall, the medieval leather gloves in the Abbey. Leather is skin made incorruptible. One of the ways of tanning skin is to rub the animal’s brain matter, fat and marrow into its skin, sometimes using its own bones as tools. Every animal contains exactly enough brain to tan its own skin.

			His leatherworking tools look like nineteenth-century surgical instruments. Things for opening bodies, cutting skin and stitching it. Anvil, awl, pricking iron. A lump of beeswax for waxing the thread used for sewing; more animals. It crosses my mind to imagine them all here in this attic room, the cows, calves and deer, the birds and the bees. 

			I eat meat, and eggs and honey and cheese. I have never thought that killing and dying are matters of choice, or taste. I watch Andy’s hands using the pricking-iron to pierce vegetable-tanned leather for the waxed needle and thread. I watch them cut calf-leather with a sharp blade. His fingers and palms are of course scarred, in some places burnt, mostly healed.

			Skin on skin.

			IV

			Following the advice of several people in town, I take the bus out to the Hearth at Horsley, a converted house and church hall occupied by a co-operative of artists’ studios and a café. It’s the kind of project we don’t seem to have in Warwickshire; I don’t know if there really is a remarkable concentration of professional craftspeople and artists in Northumberland or if you’d find them anywhere if you looked hard enough. The bus passes through several desirable villages, along a stony river, beside grey dry-stone walls dusted with ochre and silver lichens. There are sheep, and then, despite the frost still painting all the shaded grass, a couple of tiny and uncertain lambs. My grandmother used to stop her car, usually in the middle of the road, when she saw the new lambs, and wind down the window and call to them, a bleat in her voice: lambs, oh lambs! She lived all her life in sheep country, looking up to moorland and hillside made by centuries of grazing. One of her favourite stories was about the time a sheep stole her lamb sandwich as she picnicked on top of Whernside, and she’s the one who taught me to knit, and to bake, and also to read when I was refusing or failing to learn at school and everyone was beginning to worry.

			I walk firmly through the café, past the smell of coffee and some serious cake, towards the studios. I don’t really know who I’m hoping to see or what excuse I can make for being here, why anyone, especially anyone self-employed, should pause in their work to talk to me. I peer through doors and find myself thinking that I might, after all, buy a print or a pot, I could just be here to spend some money in the usual way. I start at the top floor, mostly because it means I can postpone knocking on doors lower down. I peer into a studio, intrigued because I can see a Victorian dress and a layered patchwork and I spent a lot of my teens making weird clothes for myself, and a nice woman opens the door and says come in, have a look, this is what I’m doing, fancy a cup of tea? She’s dissecting an Edwardian silk jacket, to remake it in a new form. I lean over to watch her work, to watch her hands using the unpicker to sever and remove stitches made a hundred years ago. The jacket’s in a poor state, she says, no museum would be in the least interested, although I haven’t said anything and I can see that the only interesting thing about the jacket is its age. Chemical dye, a mixture of machine and hand-stitching, already made over a couple of times. There is a faint sweat stain on the back. Mandy holds it up and we estimate the size and shape of the body that wore it, someone smaller and plumper than me. The yellow jacket is ‘boned’, which means that rigid material is sewn into it to constrain the wearer, to keep her back straight and her tummy tucked in and perhaps to hide the lines of her corsets. For many decades, the boning in women’s clothes was whalebone, or more precisely baleen from the mouths of whales that filter plankton from sea water. The bodies of tens of thousands of such whales were landed on the east coast of northern Britain, at Whitby and Berwick and Aberdeen. Imagine, I think going about your daily business knowing that the stiff seams of your dress held bones that had swum the depths of the great oceans. Imagine knowing that your clothes were the charnel house of a whale. (This is a ridiculous thought unless I am willing to call my feet the embalmers of a cow or my stomach the acid bath of a pig. I often go about digesting fish which have swum the depths of the ocean.) Open it if you like, Mandy says, have a look, I’m taking it apart anyway.

			I use the unpicker to open the seam and slide out the boning, which is the size and shape of the wooden sticks that used to be in the middle of ice lollies, the sort you could chew until the last traces of synthetic orange gave way to the taste of wood, and then to splinters. It’s encased in old paper, browned by old sweat. It would not have been possible to wash this garment. Take the paper off, says Mandy, so feeling like a vandal I pick it off with a fingernail and tear.

			The underlying object is a flat strip of steel with round holes in it, probably to facilitate sewing and save on materials. This particular dead whale is imaginary, although as we have established that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.

			On the floor below, I find Ruth. Her studio is foaming with wool, mounded in baskets and jostling in cubby holes, some spun and dyed, some still clouds of fleece. Come in, she says, sit down, would you like some tea? (Happily, I would always like a cup of tea, and I am noticing in a new way just how much tea is the currency of goodwill in England.) She puts the kettle on and settles back into a wooden rocking chair, picks up her knitting. I take mine out of its bag. It’s grey outside, but this room feels full of sunlight, something in the warmth of the wooden floors and the stone walls and the hillside through the window. Ruth spins and weaves, and does spinning and weaving classes and demonstrations using traditional technologies, drop spindles and wooden handlooms. She shows me: a drop spindle is a weight shaped to twist fleece into yarn as it dangles from the spinner’s hands, while the fingers work to pull the fleece to the desired thickness. She takes up her knitting again. All the yarns here are dyed using garden and moorland plants, berries and madder and woad, and the colours are soft, a William Morris palette. It’s one of those conversations that quickly becomes important. We talk about our mothers, about marrying late in life – Ruth – and early – me. About knitting as a form of meditation. Our fingers flicker, mine around a bright and certainly not vegetal peacock merino yarn which is becoming a shawl I will later dislike and unravel, hers making a pale grey scarf. She tells me about working on local archaeological digs, about medieval loom weights and spinning wheels. Anglo-Saxon spindles still work perfectly well, she says. Nothing much has changed in a thousand years. How old, I ask, are the ones in that basket, the ones you just showed me? She shrugs. Early medieval. She was on a dig where dozens were found and afterwards, when everything had been mapped and catalogued, she asked the archaeologist if she could have one to use. She passes it to me and I hold it, thinking about eight hundred years, about the hands that have been where mine are now. Skin on stone, that’s how we know the world, that’s how we pass through.
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			Harry Pearson

			[image: ]

			Harry Pearson was resident at Hexham Abbey

			Harry Pearson was born near Middlesbrough. He has been shortlisted for both the William Hill and Thomas Cook/Daily Telegraph prizes. Slipless in Settle, a travelogue about club cricket in the North of England won the 2012 MCC award and was the British Sports Book Awards Cricket Book of the Year. The Far Corner – A Mazy Dribble Through North-East Football has been named as one of the fifty greatest sports books of all time by both the Times and the Observer. He has an honorary doctorate from the University of Teesside and lives in Hexham.

		

	
		
			Fear is the Only Darkness

			Harry Pearson

			In Hexham Abbey, a warm April morning, St Anselm’s Day. The scent of hydrangeas. The choir from Queen Elizabeth High School rehearses Vivaldi. Sunlight streaming in through an east facing stained glass window dyes the stone flagged floor Aegean blue. On a painted wooden panel Death menaces a robust looking lady in a red gown and broad-brimmed hat. She looks at his skeletal figure and scythe with mild irritation, as if to say, ‘Oh you again. What is it now?’ A medieval carving of a young women in coif gazes down on me from a niche above a commemorative plaque. The look in her eyes suggests she has mistaken me for somebody she knows and loves. I ignore her. I am thinking of my old history teacher.

			Mr Morgan came from the valleys of South Wales and had played wing for Cardiff in the glory years of Bleddyn Williams and Billy Cleaver. He had a voice so deep and rolling he made BBC rugby commentator Eddie Butler sound like a pipsqueak, and a bardic gift for poetic imagery. Speaking of Europe in the centuries after the collapse of the Roman Empire, Mr Morgan said, ‘Only the monasteries and the abbeys kept the guttering flame of civilization alive; tiny pinpricks of light in the long winter’s night that had engulfed the known world.’

			Since moving to Northumberland in 1991 I have thought often of Mr Morgan’s words while tramping along Hadrian’s Wall, reading the writing tablets at Vindolanda - with their appeals for news from home and warm underwear - or studying the memorial stone to Flavinus, the Gaulish standard-bearer in the Petrian Cavalry, which stands in the South Transept of the Abbey. Flavinus’ helmet is topped with plumes, His horse rears above the prone and naked figure of a Celt, abandoned in an animal-like posture of surrender. The pose is almost identical to the depiction of Alexander on the sarcophagus that stands in the Museum of Antiquities in Istanbul. The figure that cowers beneath the hooves of the Macedonian king’s horse, is clad in the tight-fitting clothes of a Persian soldier, but the pose of triumph is the same. The horse is integral to it, a symbol of harnessed power, of civilization triumphing over barbarism. But barbarism, as Mr Morgan knew, is never truly conquered. It is only driven away, as a flashlight banishes shadow.

			Those of us born in the 1960s lived under the constant threat of nuclear Armageddon. The apocalypse, and the bleak nuclear winter that would surely follow pre-occupied novelists and film-makers, governments, too. Once a year on Teesside, when I was growing up, they tested the alarms that would sound the three minute warning, a blaring cacophony that echoed across the shopping precincts and factories leaving a stunned and eerie silence in its trail. Leaflets advising what to do in the event of an attack (lock yourself in a cupboard and put your hands over your ears were what it amounted to) were pushed through our letter boxes. Our dreams were filled with mushroom clouds and firestorms; the gruesomely mutated forms of future generations. If there were any.

			As a teenager I terrorised myself reading post-apocalyptic fiction: Neville Shute’s On the Beach, Level 7 by Mordechai Roshwald and Robert Heinlein’s Farnham’s Freehold. Two decades later, looking at the remains of the bathhouse at Chesters where the legionaries enjoyed the luxury of piped hot-water and underfloor heating, it struck me that the collapse of the Roman Empire was itself an apocalypse. That when the Rhine froze in December 406 and the Vandals, Alans and Suebi swept south across the ice, they wiped away the world as surely as a flight of ballistic missiles would.

			The darkness had come to Northumberland several decades earlier than it did to Italy. In 367 ‘A conspiracy of savages’ (as soldier-turned-historian Ammianus Marcellinus characterised it) made up of Saxons, Franks, Picts, Scotti and Attacotti launched a well-planned and swift offensive from North and East. The northern attackers swept over Hadrian’s Wall with ease. The garrisons were butchered and the Dux Brittanium captured, tormented and killed. All the Roman settlements of the North were overrun, inhabitants slaughtered or enslaved. Only a few surviving soldiers made it back to London. Branded as deserters, they were summarily executed by the authorities.

			Count Theodosius arrived from Gaul and with ‘legions of courageous young men’ pushed the invaders back again. An uneasy peace was maintained for fourteen years, but then another attack swept the Romans away. In the chaos that followed nothing can be certain. It seems order was briefly restored by Flavius Stilicho around 401. For a while at least fragments of Wall held fast - disconnected strongpoints for an increasingly desperate population. Sitting around their fires at night the survivors of a broken civilization must have heard the wolves howling in the blackness beyond the masonry walls and known the end was edging ever nearer.

			Later, I read Riddley Walker, Russell Hoban’s masterpiece. In Hoban’s novel the centuries-after survivors of a devastating nuclear war live draped in animal skins, hunt with spears and scavenge amongst the wreckage in the muddy rain swept countryside of Kent. Every once in a while their wanderings take them to Canterbury where they gaze in tearful wonder at the ruins of the cathedral, marvel that people could once have built such great things and imagine that the pillars of the crypt are tree-trunks turned to stone by some magic they have yet to rediscover. In much the same way the Saxons stared in awe at the great aqueducts and coliseums of the Roman Empire and imagined they must have been erected by some extinct race of giants.

			They’d have thought the same, Hoban’s Eusa People, if they’d come across the wreckage of Hexham Abbey.

			Saint Wilfrid’s cathedral was built nearly 300 years after the sack of Rome, with salvage from Roman ruins (Flavinus’ memorial was used as a paving slab). The act was practical rather than symbolic (The Roman mason’s knew how to cut stone), but it hard not to see it as establishing some continuance. After all, Constantine, who had been proclaimed Emperor by the legions in York, had converted to Christianity around 330. God had come to him as a bright light somewhere in the Meuse Valley, where the teenage Joan of Arc would later see flashing stars that presaged a visitation from the saints. 

			Mithras was the god of the Roman Army. There is a temple dedicated to his worship a few miles north of Hexham. New converts to Mithraism went through an initiation rite that involved entombment and emergence, reborn, from blackness into the sunlight. It is hard to believe the newly Christian Emperor did not find something in the story of Christ’s resurrection that was comfortingly familiar.

			Wilfrid’s basilica was the greatest building north of the Alps, only the fifth stone church to be built in Britain, the second with glass windows. Wilfrid imported craftsman from all over Europe to work on it. The place was splendid, exceeding every other church in England, the walls hung with purple silk, laced with gold, the air perfumed with incense. Benedictine monks were brought from their monastery at Monte Cassino (The Northumberland Fusiliers, whose standards hang in the Abbey, would fight there in World War Two) to staff it, choristers came from Canterbury to teach Northumbrians to sing.

			The majesty of the new cathedral marked the brand of Wilfrid’s faith. Early Christianity in Northumberland followed the Celtic tradition of Saint Columbanus. Characterised by simplicity, this was a gentle, kind devotion and so profound it touched even wild animals. When Saint Cuthbert stood in the sea all night to purge himself of sin it is recorded that on emerging from the water a pair of otters curled up around his feet to dry and warm them.  Cuthbert and the other Celtic monks lived the lives of ascetics, dressed in rough cloth and hard leather boots. Quirky miracles attached to them: a monk who stole a cheese turned into a fox, blackbird’s eggs hatched in praying hands, wet cloaks hung out to dry on sunbeams.

			A coeval of Saint Cuthbert, Wilfrid was born in Northumberland in 634, the year Saint Oswald defeated the pagans at Heavenfield. A man of refined taste, elegance and good manners, diplomatic, affable, Wilfrid aspired to majesty. When he emerged from the sea his feet were likely warmed and dried by liveried servants. 

			Like the soldiers on Hadrian’s Wall, Wilfrid dreamed of the south, of Rome. He spent time in Italy and loitered about the court of the Merovingian Kings in Lyon, a byword for opulence. Much later the Merovingians would be tagged as the direct descendants of Jesus Christ, French journalists swallowing a hoax and Dan Brown sent the tomfoolery around the world: travelling at the speed of lies.

			Wilfred was mesmerised by the grand cathedrals of Gaul and Italy. He persuaded the Church in England to adopt the Roman way, abandoning the ascetic wind-scoured simplicity of the Celtic tradition for the harmonious, scented grandeur of Rome. A painting of him in the chapel shows a man with a long gaunt face, sad eyes. His hair is tonsured - the style was all the rage with the Italians. Wilfrid was the man who brought it to Britain.

			Through a mixture of piety and diplomatic manoeuvring Wilfrid acquired lands and title. He was made Bishop of York, born aloft on a golden throne to the sound of celestial music. When he moved from place to place he was accompanied by an armed retinue ‘as splendidly accoutred as that of any king.’ It did not go unnoticed. Bridling at the bishop’s ostentation Queen Ermenburg, second wife of Egfrid King of Northumbria noted, ‘His table is served with gold and silver dishes, throngs of clients decked out in proud array crowd about him as he sallies forth’.

			Wilfrid brought the relics of saints to Hexham and great learning too. As Mr Morgan said, Hexham Abbey kept the flame of civilization, of faith, alive. But a candle casts only a small amount of light and out in the shadows beyond strange creatures lurked.

			In December 1994 I got off the last bus by St Peter’s Church in Newbrough. It was a cloudy night. Once the bus lights had vanished down the road a darkness enveloped me that was so total I felt I could touch it. I was disoriented, a feeling almost of weightlessness, like I was floating off into deep space. I walked up the road to my house unsure of where the hedgerows and ditches were, pausing every few paces to touch the ground and check that I was still on the gravel road. I had no sense of where I was or what had become of the world. In the darkness you feel vulnerable. Northumberland has less light pollution than most places in Northern Europe, but for most of human history there was no light pollution at all, anywhere. The night was always like this. And who knew what might lurk in it, or where it ended, or when? In such consuming blackness it was easy to imagine monsters.

			People still do, of course. Tynedale has legends of huge panther-like felines that stalk the wilderness, evading hunters and leaving no evidence of their presence whatsoever save in the columns of the local newspaper, which regularly feature eye-witness accounts of the beasts appearances (although a wild and by all accounts shy creature the big cat seems oddly drawn to suburban gardens). Often such articles are accompanied by grainy black-and-white photos of animals which either look suspiciously like Labradors, or are of big cats so small they call to mind those old fairground sideshows that used to exhibit “The world’s shortest giant”.

			I even thought I saw one myself once. One morning in spring I was out walking the dog in open country a few miles from my house. It was around 6.30am, there was a touch of frost in the air and a low, gauzy mist hung in the valley. No one else was around and the damp atmosphere created a soft, enveloping silence. We had just emerged from a small grove of birch and fir trees when I saw it. It was coming down the slope on the other side of the footpath. Its body was reddish-brown and it moved with the low-slung, flowing motion of a hunting predator. Up ahead of the prowling beast a group of young rabbits nibbled the silver-tinged grass apparently oblivious to the approaching menace. I assumed at first that the animal was a fox, but as I watched a terrible realisation came upon me: the creature did not have the fox’s characteristic bushy, white-tipped tail. Moreover, it was bigger than any fox I had ever seen and it moved across the ground not with the fox’s dainty high-stepping action but with the sinuous grace of…a leopard. For a moment I stared in disbelief and then, as the creature stalked ever nearer the rabbits I realised something: It was not a big cat at all, it was just an ordinary domestic cat that was a lot nearer to me than I thought. 

			Light and perspective plays strange tricks on us. Old women transform into trees, a human headed dog turns out to be a man in a long coat crouching to tie his shoe lace, the gravestones in a church yard glow in the rising sun as if they are on fire.
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			The verger is putting back the choir stalls. Primulas and primroses decorate the font. A couple of engineers have come to service the lift. A group of visitors from the Home Counties wander past, talking in low voices. I recall walking through the Vatican in 1976, a group of Liverpudlians behind us, one saying in a thick Scouse accent ‘Keep your eyes peeled. If we’re lucky we might get a glimpse of His Holiness.’ At the entrance to St Wilfrid’s Chapel – the Book of Remembrance laid out on a Saxon grave cover – I stop to look at the stone carvings.

			The monsters that haunted the medieval world came in many guises, they lurked amongst the every day. Here is a stocky bearded man strumming a harp, a young woman with a seraphic face combing her hair, a shepherd tending his flock, another musician playing the bagpipes.  In between these domestic scenes a knight mounted on a donkey-like horse slays a dragon, his lance jammed in the creature’s mouth. It has three feathered wings and its head is lupine. Then a three-faced creature, a skull where one ear should be, a grim set face on the other side, the head of a demon screaming from between his thighs. A hunched figure with a bird pecking at his back. A wide face, held between spread hands, eyes wide, and teeth bared, like some ancient version of Edvard Munch’s Scream. A grotesque monkey eating a bun, a steel collar around its neck.

			More weirdness is to be found in the wooden misericords. Here a fork-bearded head beneath a bonnet sits atop the body with the proud tail and spurred legs of a fighting cock and man with wild centre-parted hair, a scowling, mad face displays the plump body of a creature winged like a bat.

			Prominent amongst the misericord carvings is the image of rotund masculine face, decked out in a headdress of hawthorn leaves, roots and stems emerging from his mouth. His tongue protrudes aggressively, like an All Black doing the Haka. This face does not only appear on the misericords. It is all over the Abbey, carved into stone flags, and peering down from the hexagonal roof bosses. This is The Green Man. His images of first appeared around the time Constantine saw the light, though he didn’t get his name until 1939, dubbed by Lady Raglan in an article written for a fashionable folklore magazine.

			There is much debate over what the Green Man represents, if anything. He seems to have his origins in Celtic and Norse mythology – the god Nodens perhaps. But despite his Pagan resonance, the Green Man looks out at worshippers in churches all over the world, from Iceland to Australia. It is possible he in some ways encapsulates elements of the Christian story – the rebirth of spring after the tomblike darkness of winter, faith in the return of the light

			Hawthorn blossom was associated with the Green Man and the Green Man with May Day. This had always puzzled me, because hawthorn is rarely in blossom on May Day. Or at least it isn’t nowadays….

			Time changed. Europe switched to the Gregorian calendar we use today in 1582. But when the idea was put to Elizabeth the First of England she consulted with her protestant clergy. Sniffing some Papist plot, they advised her to stick with the Julian calendar and so she did, and so did England for another 170 years. The change came finally in 1752. It must have been disorientating. Prior to the switch the English New Year had always been the 25th of March, which tied in with the coming of spring (That’s why the tax year starts in April). 1752 started on the Gregorian New Year, 1st January.  As a consequence 1751 is the shortest year in English history. It lasted just 282 days. The Gregorian calendar was also eleven days ahead of the Julian Calendar, which meant that in 1752, a chunk had to be cut out of September (Benjamin Franklin – in what were then the American Colonies - joked that he went to bed on September 1st and woke up on September 12th , the best night’s sleep of his life).

			The man responsible for pushing through this massive change in British life was the Earl of Chesterfield who allegedly only wanted the reform because he was tired of having to put two dates on the letters he wrote to his mistress in France. May the 1st in the Julian calendar is May 12th today, and that was how the hawthorn blossomed in time for May Day.

			Theologians in Wilfrid’s time believed the Green Man was a symbol of the sins of the flesh, he would not have been welcomed in the Abbey then. But by the Fifteenth century his pagan power had drained away. He had ceased to be a god, and become a decoration. By Victorian times he was simply a symbol of Merry Olde England and church architects of the Gothic revival scattered his face about the place with the lack of concern with which a teenager might these days pull on a t-shirt screen-printed with the face of Chairman Mao.
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			In 874 real and fearsome creatures swept in from the darkness. The Vikings sailed up the Tyne.  A civilization whose life was founded on wood, they were repelled by stone buildings and destroyed all they could. 

			One year on Bornholm, a tiny Danish island in the Baltic Sea we went to an orchard where Danish re-enactors had established a Viking encampment for the day. I was used to seeing English re-enactors. They looked authentic but spoiled the effect by speaking in droning nasal accents. ‘I am Eric Forkbeard, Shadow-bringer, warlord of the Norsemen!’ they shouted, but they sounded more like Simon from the bought ledger department.  The Danish Vikings were quite different. When they shouted it was in a language with a jumping rhythm, hard consonants and rolling, percussive Rs. When they banged their shields with their sword hilts and bellowed, it was genuinely alarming. We spoke with one of them afterwards, a man from Jutland with the pale blue eyes of a husky. We told him we came from Northumberland. He smiled, ‘Ah, yes, Northumberland, we went there many times,’ he said with a wistful grin, as if recalling the sack of Lindisfarne. Later we saw him on the ferry still dressed in Viking costume, busily texting on his smartphone, his shield and spear propped up against a table in the café amongst discarded crisp packets and paper cups.

			In May, the tiny village of Kirkjubour in the Faroe Islands, I sat in a 900-year-old Viking house that once served as the Island’s parliament, towed across the sea from Bergen like a Norse version of Fitzcaraldo’s opera house, they said. Beyond the window a whitewashed church lashed by rain and in the North Atlantic sound behind it a sleek boat rowed by twenty men, square orange sail bowed by the wind, scudded past on its way to a festival in a nearby port. The farmer I was having coffee with, Joannes Pattursson, leaned back against the dark timber wall, fingered the burnished, brass-inlaid scabbard of a four centuries old whaling knife he has been showing me and said, ‘The men here are genetically 80% Norwegian and the women genetically are 80% of the British Isles. Maybe you will meet some aunt here without knowing it.’ 

			The Norsemen razed Wilfrid’s great Basilica, angered by its sense of permanence perhaps. It remained a ruin for over 200 years until the Augustinian canons came from Yorkshire in 1112 and set about repairing it. The work was long and complex. It took over a century to complete, then was regularly threatened with destruction by marauding Scots, though the fact that St Andrew was its dedicated saint helped keep it safe on more than one occasion. Lanercost Priory, dedicated to St Mary Magdalene, was not so lucky.

			Not that Hexham Abbey got away unscathed. The Scots stole the Abbey bells. Bell metal was valuable. There was a lot of it too. The great bell of Hexham monastery was named Mary and weighed the same as a female hippo. 
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			One of the stone carvings by the entrance to St Wilfrid’s Chapel depicts an oddly sinister scene: a fox dressed in a monkish cassock and wearing a simpering expression, addresses a flock of squawking birds. This is a common image in medieval churches, the fox preaching to geese. It is a German proverb (‘When the fox preaches, mind your geese’) but one which seems to come from the tales of Reynard the Fox which first became popular around 1350. The folk song Reynardine is probably Northumbrian, though the ballad’s tale is not of an actual fox, but of an outlaw who switches from fox to man, some vulpine equivalent of the werewolf, or something conjured from some inherited memory of the Ulfhednar, the fiercest of all the Viking warriors, who fed on a hallucinogenic mushrooms, chewed the edges of their shields until their mouths foamed and clad themselves in wolfskins.

			The fox is cunning and false, the geese foolish and gullible. The fox lures them in with his preaching with the sole intention of eating his flock. That is the message here. It appears a strangely anti-clerical warning to post in a church. In truth, it was propaganda, an admonition to the faithful not to listen to the Lollards, a Christian sect that rose in popularity at the same time as did the tales of Reynard the crafty fox.

			The Lollards were pledged to turning English Christianity away from the opulence of Rome that Wilfrid had introduced. They objected to the chantries, incense, elaborate art work, tapestries, statuary and other fine trappings they considered idolatrous. The Lollards (possibly from a Dutch word meaning mumblers, the etymology is confused) were founded by John Wycliffe an Oxford theologian. They were the genesis of the Puritan movement, except along with opulence they also denounced the supposed benefits celibacy – surely a vote winner in Chaucer’s England. 

			The Lollards menaced not only the Church, but the entire order of feudal England. Wycliffe’s followers preached not only religious, but social revolution. ‘Were we not all born of Adam and Eve? How then can they claim to prove that they be lords more than us, save by making us produce and grow the wealth that they do spend,’ asked Lollard preacher John Ball in 1377. It was a question for the ages.

			One leading Lollard, Richard Wyche, came to Tynedale to preach, but the locals were less goose-like than they might have been and he seems to have had little lasting impact. Later, aged 80, Wyche was burned for heresy at Tower Hill. Miraculously his pyre gave off a scent of incense and his charred remains were said to smell as fragrant as perfume, which was viewed as proof of his holiness. For in the Middle Ages only the saintly did not stink.

			The unification of the crowns brought an end to Border warfare, but the destruction was not yet finished. Darkness not done. First came Henry VIII and the dissolution. Treasures looted, graves pillaged, the bones of ancient monks ground up and sold to farmers as fertilizer. Wilfrid had gained for his church the rite of sanctuary. Henry abolished it. The last prior of Hexham was hanged in front of his own gates. But that was not the end of it
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			I walk around the Abbey clockwise and counter-clockwise. On every circuit I see something I didn’t notice the last time. The polished brass letterbox of the vestry. The grave covers decorated with crosses and with swords – the hilts of which are in the form crosses. The Saxon gravestones carved in graceful flowing patterns in mimicry of Roman mosaics, though they incorporated Irish influences. Foliage intertwined, with vines and leaves and plump fruit. There’s a painted panel of the lion and the unicorn, the lion with a scowling bearded face that puts me in mind of George Galloway; a Medieval stone carving of the Virgin Mary struggling with the infant Christ who – frantically waving his arms about - looks much less like a baby than a miniature man: ‘Honey, I shrunk the Messiah’.

			I peer from a distance at the statue of St Christopher beyond the alter rail. It’s been knocked around a bit, and the child Jesus that once sat on the saint’s shoulder has been abducted. Like other carvings in the Abbey, this one has a Nubian face.  I had wondered how the masons would have known what Africans looked like. But perhaps Dark Age England was not quite so purely Anglo-Saxon as we thought. When Theodore of Tarsus – whose relationship with Wilfrid would not be entirely happy - was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 669, he brought to England with him Adrian. Adrian was a Berber. The Berber kingdom extended from the Mediterranean coast all the way to the River Niger in Mali. Sources describe Adrian as ‘a learned African’, ‘a fountain of letters and a river of the arts’. 

			Christopher seems to have been a Berber too, one of a tribe called the Marmaritae who lived in the desert on the eastern edge of what is now Libya. According to local legend the Marmaritae were exceptionally tall, had the heads of jackals and fed on human flesh, barking at the moon. In some Eastern Orthodox versions of his story, Christopher too was a hound-headed, baying, cannibal giant. His meeting with the infant Christ redeemed him and he was given human form. Converted to Christianity and served in a Roman auxiliary cohort, like those that manned Hadrian’s Wall.

			I circle the Abbey. I go up to the top of the night stairs and admire a carved wooden chest, finches perched amongst flowering shrubs. I look at the gravestones of the Hexham tradesmen – a couple of butchers, a cordwainer. I read off the names on the wall plaques more or less by habit. I do it whenever I pass a war memorial or through a graveyard. Jorge Luis Borges wrote: any remembrance, however small, is the only afterlife of which we can be certain. 

			One day a student organist is practicing. The notes tumble out in pretty clusters. The organ pipes are made from tin and lead and so thoroughly polished they seem to glow. An assistant verger smiles and says, ‘You don’t want to be here when they tune it. The noise is torture.’ Visitors walk past, the smell of fabric conditioner, a wooden cross decorated with lilies.

			The assistant verger is taking me to have a peek around Prior Leschman’s chantry. To get to it we have to pass through the gate of the altar rail.  It is hard to imagine that this low wooden barrier once created a wave of hostility so violent it lead to the beheading of a King. Altar rails had been re-introduced to England by Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud.  The puritans flew into a fury over them. They kicked them down. They got arrested. They kicked them down again. It wasn’t just the altar rails, of course. The Puritans were angered by many things within English churches (the Scots had refused to comply with Laud’s commands and were invaded). Their anger mounted as Laudanism spread.

			Eventually the damn burst. The Puritans unleashed a fury of destruction.  They decapitated the statues of the saints, felled stone crosses, painted over medieval frescoes and smashed thousands of stained glass windows. It was not mere vandalism though. It was part of a legal process of destruction. In 1643 Parliament had established the Committee for the Demolition of Monuments of Superstition and Idolatry which oversaw the iconoclasm.

			There was little science to it. As Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle noted in her poem ‘An antient cross’.

			‘Yet peaceful nature, nor yet humble Mind,

			Shall not avoid rude ignorance that’s blinde,

			That superstitiously beats down all things

			Which smells but of antiquity…’

			In the coming years they’d pull the tongues out of Quakers, ban dancing, the theatre, football and Christmas, flog boys for playing cricket. In Oliver Cromwell’s England religious fundamentalists patrolled the streets, scrubbing make-up from the faces of women, sending to the stocks those whose clothing was considered sinful, fining or imprisoning those who swore. Watching the bulldozers flattening statues in Persepolis, I think of Cromwell’s rule. It was our own ISIS. The fox had won.

			Prior Leschman was lucky enough not to witness any of this. He died in 1480. We step into chantry which contains his tiny tomb. He is depicted wrapped in his Augustinian cassock the hood pulled down over his face so only his chin is visible. Across from him is a painted wooden panel depicting the resurrection though in it Christ rises from a wooden coffin, while a medieval merchant looks on. The painting is dotted with odd symbols – those of the masons, a trio of dice.

			Prior Leschman is very small, I try to estimate how tall he was and figure around 4 foot 11. In his robe it’s hard not to picture this diminutive man scuttling across the Abbey’s stone-flagged floor like Yoda in Star Wars. And what is it that Yoda tells Luke Skywalker? ‘Fear is the path to the Dark Side. Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hate and hate leads to suffering.’ Maybe fear not faith was Cromwell’s problem.

			There’s something else that comes to mind too. Sitting in my grandparents’ house in Teesside. It’s Saturday night, I’m ten-years-old, I have a cold. I’m in my dressing gown (Brentford Nylons, claret and blue, it crackles with static like an indoor electrical storm) and Star Trek pyjamas. I’m in the armchair by the gas fire drinking Ovaltine. The TV is on. Tyne-Tees. The continuity announcer tells us we are about to watch a new series set in the American West. I am excited. I picture horses and gun-smoke, hear a theme song by Frankie Laine. Instead the series opens with the sound of melancholy Eastern inflected music, images not of Monument Valley or stagecoaches pursued by Apaches, but a lone man trudging across a desert. The opening scene was even more surprising. A small shaven-headed boy in a black robe in conversation with an older monk with the milky eyes of the blind. ‘Of all things, to live in darkness must be the worst’ the boy said sympathetically. The blind monk smiled, ‘Fear is the only darkness’ he replied. It was my first encounter with anything approaching philosophy. The words from the first ever episode of Kung Fu stuck in my head for decades.

			[image: ]

			On the Saturday of Easter I attend the Vigil at the Abbey.  The crucifixion had brought a sense of darkness and chaos to Christ’s disciples, they felt the world slip into shadow. They lit candles and recited tales from the Old Testament to rekindle their faith, bolster their morale. As I listened to the story of the parting of the Red Sea, the scent of incense wafted from a burner carried me back to Western Oman. A trip two years ago, to a palace said to have belonged to the Queen of Sheba. It was on the coast near Salalah, overlooking a turquoise creek where pink flamingos stalked amongst the reeds, and the sailed dhows that had once carried Sinbad on his voyages bobbed against a wooden jetty. Salalah is where the frankincense trees grow, twisted in the stony desert. Cut an incision in the trunk and milky resin bubbles out emitting the musky smell of a martyred Lollard.

			The Easter candle is lit from a brazier in the Abbey grounds nearby a twisted willow tree where catkins dance in the moonlight. Carried back inside the flame glows in the shadows of the nave, the great stone arches above like the ribs of some petrified leviathan (or so they’d have seemed to Riddley Walker)

			Mr Morgan in our history classroom (the smell of chalk and India ink) smiles cynically in my memory. He had a gold incisor that glinted in the sun. ‘Creation and destruction, one forever following the other. For, you see, children, civilization is hard work for mankind,’ he said ‘whereas barbarism comes natural to us.’ 

			And the bell rang and Mr Morgan chuckled to himself and said, ‘And believe me, boys and girls, I know of what I speak - for I have played rugby football against the French.’

			In the Abbey the candle flickers. A prayer is offered to the Nigerian schoolgirls kidnapped by Boko Haram twelve months ago. The flame of civilization may burn a little brighter than it once did, but the darkness still lurks.
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			Holy Island

			Ross Raisin

			She lies inside the warm belly of the dune and looks out over the furred complex of sandhills, at the sea. The sun, in, out, of the swift clouds is on her back. She closes her eyes, allowing herself the pleasure of it. The sea presses against the island.  Waves crash and suck at the shingle beach below the dunes. The warmth, the rhythm of the water, lull her - but she returns her eyes sharply to the sea, scanning the bare horizon, willing herself to remain vigilant.

			The following day is colder. A wind is through the dunes. At the crest of the sand slope tiny white flowers quiver in the marram grass. A bank of raincloud a few miles out is moving over the sea, advancing on the island. For an instant she thinks that she sees something. A dark speck. She keeps her eyes focused for a long time on the same patch of water, but it does not appear again.

			There is a low rumbling behind her. She moves to the other side of the dune and lowers herself by the earthy spyhole at the top, from which vantage point she can see the top of the quarry and the roofs of the scattered colony of cottages that is growing up beside it. She waits, her forearms pulsing against the sand. There are voices. The whinny of a horse. She creeps closer to the spyhole, watching the opening a short distance away where the wagonway on its raised embankment emerges from the sand hills.

			The usual two men appear, at the head of a convoy: behind follow a grey horse, harnessed to a dumpy wheeled tub rolling along the tracks of the wagonway; a boy; a second, larger, chestnut horse; another tub, then two more men at the rear. As their course curves closer to her she can see the heaped chalky stone inside the first tub and the faint white smoke above it when the tub judders over the track joints. She tries to listen to the conversation of the front men, but she can pick out only the odd word. Rain. Castle. They are Scottish, she thinks. Their boots, clothing, faces are smeared white. The hooves of the horses too are whitened, and as they pass directly beneath her she notices the white prints on their stomachs, which she knows, as she observes the boy moving between the animals, patting, stroking, are his. Every few steps the boy turns to glance at the men behind. When the one she presumes to be the foreman, because his clothes are not stained, quickens his pace to join the men at the front, the boy slips from his pocket a halved apple and feeds it to the grey horse. Then, without taking his eyes off the foreman, he drops back and repeats the action for the chestnut.

			The procession travels past her, towards the south shore and the kilns below the castle. It begins, lightly, to rain. Before she has pulled her shawl fully over her head it is a downpour. Craters plug the sand around her face. She scrambles to her knees, watching the men rush for the saddlebags strapped to each horse, to take out covers that they pull over the tubs of limestone. She waits until they are a good distance ahead before she gets to her feet, runs out from the dune, jumps the tracks and is away over the brown exposed farmland across the island for home.

			The fire is going in the kitchen.  Her mother crouches beside it, pressing a spoon against the dry salted cod that is roasting in a pan on the hearth girdle.  She has changed into dry clothes but her hair is still wet, clung to the rain-raw skin of her neck.

			‘Will you see on the butts, Elfrida?’

			The girl gets up from the table, where she is binding lats for a crab pot, and goes out the back. Rain pours from the roof down a channel into the water butt. It is almost full; she shunts it aside and slides into its place a second, empty, butt. When she is back inside she sits again at the table to continue working at the crab pot, watching her mother by the hearth.

			‘They are come in their numbers, the limers,’ the girl says.

			Her mother does not look around from the fire. They fall again to silence. There is only the sound of the rain, the minute crackle of fish skin.

			‘More cottages is gone up. I seen them from the dunes up by the Head.’

			Her mother stands up. She goes to the corner of the room and bends to inspect the weather glass.  The level in the jar has dropped, the water drawn up into the small upturned bottle that floats inside.  

			‘They have you interested.’

			‘They are getten a lot, is all,’ the girl says, but she lowers her face so that it does not show in the light of the candle that she is working from. Her mother comes to join her at the table. She takes up two lats and begins, quickly, skilfully, to bind them. There is a rash on the back of one hand, another on the exposed part of her chest, and Elfrida knows that she has been at the harbour all day, sitting in front of the herring houses, viewing the passage onto the sea.

			They complete the base of the pot, eat, clear away, and her mother goes up the stair. She goes out to check on the butt and finds that the rain, which has been easing with the approach of evening, has stopped.

			She leaves the cottage and walks through the village to the path up onto the Heugh.  When she is at the top she lays a blanket over a large stone, a few steps from the cliff edge, and sits down. From here, even in the ebbing light of the sun she can see for miles around. To the west the wet amber gleam of the mudflats stretches away to the mainland. Below her – a sheer rock fall to the shingle beach and the harbour, on the other side of which the Needles tower above Black Law. Hope surges inside her chest at the sight of them; the urgent belief that they must be visible still from the sea.

			She looks out at the open water. A wind that she can see but not feel batters the Farnes, foams over the concealed ridges of rock that lie just below the surface. Last summer, there had been storm after storm. The herring shoal, as it migrated down the coast, had been unpredictable and the island cobles, her father’s amongst them, had drifted further and further out to sea in search of it. They had provisioned for three nights. By the sixth night her mother ceased her vigil by the harbour. After eight nights her father returned, with the other survivors: the sixty-three men out of ninety who had set out. 

			A shifting breeze brings the smell of smoke from the village, snugged into the corner of the island behind her. The weather has been kinder this summer, she reminds herself. The men have set out better provisioned – her father with seven days of squeezed corned beef and onion sandwiches, water, tea. She recites her usual blessing, pulls her shawl tight to her chest against the strengthening wind. By tomorrow the excursion will have entered its second week. She trains her sight on the black throat of the harbour passage onto the sea. An awareness of duty, and her mother, holds it there, or tries to – but her eye is drawn back to the land at the side of the passage where the castle, massed against the darkening sky, rises above the six glowing orange rims of the lime kilns. Since they were lit the previous week they have burned all day and all night, and before long they are the only thing remaining in the gloom, except for the intermittent flare of the lighthouse on Outer Farne.

			She watches the convoy roll out of the sand hills and she shrinks back as they pass below her. Once they have gone ahead she is pulled by guilt to squint a final time at the sea, before she comes out of the dune.

			There are no hills or long grass so she follows stealthily on the shingle alongside the wagonway, wind and spray lashing her cheek until she is close to the south shore.  Through the gap between two large boulders she can see a great deal of activity beneath the castle.  Men are coming in and out of the access tunnels at the base of the kilns.  A schooner is moored at the staithes by the foreshore – a pulley-wheel in its rigging winching down a basket of coal to where three men stand on the rocks ready to reach and guide it. She looks for the quarrymen, and spots them stationed by the track up to the kiln tops. She watches the boy, stroking the chestnut horse’s neck, until the foreman appears from an access tunnel, at the head of a small group. There is some calling out which she cannot understand, and her gut hollows at the sudden thought of her father – his opinion of these migrants; these landsmen.

			Ropes are tied to one of the tubs. Some of the men move to the front of the tub and take up the ropes, wrapping them around their waists; others form a ruck behind the tub, bracing their hands against it. At the foreman’s command they begin to heave it up the slope to the kiln tops – and it does move, slowly, but some of the men start to slip in the mud, losing their footing sliding with the tub back to the bottom.

			The foreman claps his hands and two men move towards the horses. The boy shakes his head. He stands between the horses, gripping their reins. The foreman says something to him and points to the tracks up the slope. Again the boy shakes his head. More men advance and there is a short struggle as the boy is restrained while the chestnut horse is tethered to two ropes.

			The new combination of horse and men ascends steadily. When they near the top the boy breaks from where he is detained and runs to the slope. ‘Tis over hot for her,’ he shouts – he is Scottish, she comprehends, pressing her forehead to the stone gap. There is a commotion, but the boy indicates with his hands that he does not intend to stop the operation. He runs easily up the muddy slope and positions himself by the horse’s head, talking into its ear, cupping a hand over its eyes.

			As the horse reaches the level ground at the top she notices the heat haze above the pots, the air rising and glistening over the castle ramparts. The horse starts stamping, arching its neck. The boy unties it from the ropes while the men, shielding their faces with their hands, turn around and put their backs against the tub to drive it towards the lip of the first pot. It tilts, tips, and limestone cascades down the chamber. There is a dull crash, sparks jumping above the pot, but her eyes move to the horse, and the boy, his mouth against the animal’s neck, soothing, stroking, guiding it gently back from the pot.  

			She is woken early by the sound of feet outside. Voices. There is a loud knocking at their door. A moment later there is another at the next door, then the next, repeating, echoing down the street. She gets out of bed and goes into the kitchen where she finds her mother, dressed, pulling on her boots. Her face is bright, desperate.

			‘They are home, Elfrida.’

			Other people are hurrying down the street: wives, mothers, sisters, sleep-dazed children. An old man is coming out of a doorway, through which the embers of a fire breath slowly in the dark. She stays in step with her mother, who is almost running now: she is making a noise, a thin repeated moan, that shocks Elfrida, embarrasses her. Her mother, though, seems oblivious to her presence – her eyes are set on the pink horizon of sea and then the harbour that is coming into view as they hurry with the others down towards it.

			The tops of coble sails show above the barnacled roofs of the herring houses.  Blood is thundering at her temples. She counts the sails – realising, before they reach the back of the throng of women, that they are not all there. Half, at most. She scours the sheds along the harbour where men are hauling in carts and shattered remnants of wood but she cannot see her father so she looks to the cobles, bobbing and broken on the water, and cannot find his own. Some of the women are crying.  Two have their arms around their men, sobbing into their chests. Another woman is on her knees, trembling, alone. Elfrida wants to take her mother’s hand, but her mother’s hands are bunched into tight red corals of knuckle and she knows that she cannot go to her.

			A fisherman, a friend of her father, is at the water’s edge, addressing the crowd. Behind him, half a dozen men stand motionless, looking down at their boots submerged underneath the green skin of water.

			‘No shelter, nothing,’ the man is saying, ‘and thereckly the entire sea is boiling and we cannot see an arm’s length.’ The men in the water remain silent as he relates the story and it occurs to her that they have rehearsed this; they have agreed on these words to say to the stricken congregation of women.

			‘We are pulling buckets, and all we are thinking is to get left the storm but when it is passed we are someway a clean distance off where we were, and it is only us, these cobles that you see here.’

			‘Did you not go back?’ one woman shouts.

			‘Ay, of course. But nothing. Nothing.’

			‘They are swep away?’

			He lowers his face, shaking his head. ‘I couldna tell you. I don’t know.’

			Her mother begins to walk away. Elfrida turns instinctively to go with her; but there is nothing that she can say. She does not move. She watches her mother’s even progress away from the harbour. Through the clouds a weak blanket of light is thrown upon the crumbled remains of the priory as she passes below it, onto the village lane, out of sight.

			All afternoon her mother has kept to her room. She came out for the short silent meal that they have recently finished and now she is in there again.  Elfrida watches the passage by Castle Point merge into the rocks and the black sea beyond. Two seals playing in the harbour are perceptible now only from the occasional oiled flash of fur as they jump and slip about each other.  She urges herself to feel more of her mother’s pain, but it will not come – she feels instead a blank, a blackness; and the constant sidling desire to turn her sight to the six molten rings.

			Three figures are walking up the shore below her. She steps to the edge. When they are almost level they look up, all three, to where she stands. She is afraid, exhilarated, but she stays rooted to her position. They look away, then continue down the shingle until they are beyond the rocks at the corner of the island. She waits, her shoulders stiff with cold, until the black spots of their heads come into view again on the other side of the rocks, walking on and gradually receding into the dark sheet of the mudflats. An uprising of seabirds launches, some way ahead, at their approach. A moment later she listens to the passing thunder of wings, follows and loses the flock in the night sky.

			The curing begins the following morning. Elfrida and her mother make the walk down to the harbour in long boots, oilskin jackets and shawls wrapped across their chests. The same gathering of women is outside the herring houses, hair pinned above pale faces, waiting by the silver blaze of fish that is piled inside a line of carts, already stinking in the sun.

			Mrs Allan, who used to teach Elfrida in the school, arranges them into threesomes. She comes up to Elfrida and her mother and signals for another woman, May, whose man is returned, to join them. As she calls the names Mrs Allan places her hand on her mother’s shoulder. Elfrida sees the fingers squeeze; sees her mother clasp Mrs Allan’s elbow in return, and she is hurt by this fleeting gesture, left out, a child.

			They file through the doorways of the two upscuttled boats, into the dark stale workspace. Some of the taller women drag in the carts and pour the herring into the long, brine-filled troughs that cross the length of the room. Elfrida binds May’s then her mother’s hands with strips of flour sack cloth to protect them from any slip of the gutting knife. She can feel her mother’s breath on her face as she ties the strips fast with thread, running it round and round her sturdy, unflinching hands, stroking secretly over her fingers with each circuit.  

			The teams take up their formations along the troughs and are immediately to work, with no explanation or preparation, straight into the fast rhythm that will continue into the evening. Elfrida starts pricking on, scraping the scales from the herring and cutting off the heads into a basket. She slides each completed fish to her mother and May, who gut and separate the cleaned fish into a bucket, ready for packing. A sunset of blood deepens over the cloth on her mother’s hands, working beside her own. Blood pools in the trough, drips to the floor. All around them the room is silent but for the sound of scraping and gutting. Sliced necks. The soft patter of piling heads. There is the wet stink of guts. The basket between her feet filling with eyes. Through the bright doorway the men are at work: some folding drift nets and torn sails, for the women; some sitting and tending to the bust hulls of their cobles, which have been lifted and lined up on wooden blocks along the side of the harbour, like casualties.

			Elfrida, carefully, regards her mother. She studies the side of her face for any sign of what she is thinking, but there is nothing. She is intent only on her task, the quick skilful dance of the fish and the gutting knife in her hands.

			They break, late in the afternoon. Each woman is allotted a single herring, which they take home to fry and eat with bread, onions, a meal that will become as inevitable over the coming days as the thick clag of oil in their hair and the briny cuts on their fingers.

			When Elfrida and her mother have eaten, Elfrida, left alone, clears the plates and, with the time that remains before the evening shift, goes up to the Heugh. The air is warm and still. The sun has lowered behind the Needles, and for a tiny moment two brilliant halos flame around them. At the throat of the harbour a porpoise breaks the surface – it goes back under and she traces its course, anticipating where it will come up again.

			‘Alright.’

			She startles.  He stays, unmoving, at the top of the path.

			‘Sorry.’ He points to a rock close to her own and walks towards it. She finds that she cannot respond, even to move her head.

			He sits down on the rock.

			‘A view, that.’

			They both look down at the drop.

			‘I seen ye, up a height here.’ She does not know if he is looking at her. ‘Ye the harbour pilot eh?’ he says, and she is at once fearful that they have been talking about her, the quarrymen, laughing at her. But when she glimpses across at him he is staring at the cap on his lap, his hands fisting, unfisting inside it. Four miles over the sea the castle at Bamburgh is backlit, then gone.

			‘Speak English?  Where ye from?’

			‘Here.’

			‘I’m from Dundee. Working for Nicoll’s, burning the lime. I stay next the quarry.’  He stands abruptly. ‘Ye can see it from here.’ He points, as if it is new to her, as if she does not know by heart every dune and pool and plant of the place.

			‘I am away to work,’ she says, getting up.

			He does not understand, so she nods in the direction of the herring houses. ‘Curing.’

			He continues watching her. She feels herself colouring and wonders if he can tell through the dusk.

			‘Good night,’ she says, and begins the descent towards the village.

			She can hear her mother’s voice inside the cottage as she nears it, coming back to pick up her oilskin. Assuming that she is praying she waits on the step until she has finished, but there is a succession of ratcheting sobs, words, muttered and broken in between. She moves back from the step and walks alone down to the curing sheds.

			When her mother arrives, a short time later, she hands Elfrida her oilskin, without comment, and Elfrida does not look at her face; nor, fearful of what she might detect there, does she let her mother look into hers.

			The morning is grey and soft. A fine mizzle dampens their faces as they hasten towards the bustle and laughter that is audible before the edge of the village. On the approach to the sheds they see that a new group of women, a dozen or so, have arrived. They stand apart from the islanders, in yellow aprons, talking. Herring girls, from the mainland. They are looking out at something. Elfrida views with them, surveying the kiln tops, the wagonway, flushing with unexpected relief when it dawns on her that they are looking at the castle.

			‘Shake your feathers, you lot, come on now.’ Mrs Allan claps her hands and the crew of silent island women watch the newcomers, all of whom are young, some not much older than Elfrida, go inside the first shed.

			A team of three is stationed to one side of her at the trough. She tries, without attracting their attention, or her mother’s, to follow their conversation   rapid, Scottish about Berwick, the poor state of their dormitories above the curing sheds there; the relief of decent rooms now, above the pubs, where there is not the constant reek of fish. Or men, one of them says, quietly, though Elfrida senses that May and her mother hear it too.

			Their work is quicker, more precise, than the island women. From last season she knows that they will have been moving down the coastline since the spring, trailing the migrating shoal, stopping at each of the fishing towns along the way – accumulating money, stories, adventures, moving on. Their four teams finish the first gutting almost simultaneously. They sort their fish into piles of three sizes, then each of the packers climbs with a simple easy motion into their barrel to arrange the first layer. Many of the island women slow or stop to observe. In very short time they have the layer flush and clamber out, pour salt into the barrel, then press it down with the tamp stick – except for one girl, whose team, Elfrida suspects in mockery of the island women, lower her by her ankles into the barrel to tamp down the layer of salt with her hands.

			He comes at the same time, as the sun is burning into the back of Bamburgh Castle. He nods in greeting and sits on the same rock. For some time, neither of them speak. When she gives a cautious glance over she sees that he is stroking a thumb over a long red weal on the centre of his palm.

			‘Tide is running,’ he says.

			She looks at the thickening membrane of water over the flats. An ancient excitement – altered tonight, new – runs through her: the knowledge that the island will soon be cut off, freed, taken by the black swarming sea.

			‘Ye ever get left this place?’ he asks.

			‘Ay, of course.’

			They fall silent again. Her mind turns to Berwick. The tight busy streets. The herring girls, laughing in their dormitories. She wonders if he has seen them; if he knows that they are on the island.

			The last time that she was on the mainland was in the winter, with her father.  He had been in need of new netting and had borrowed a horse and cart from the Arms’ landlord in agreement that he would pick up the pub’s supplies for the week.  She can remember his quiet carefulness with the horse; her own determination not to disappoint him.  And, strongly, the same sensation of being adrift that she has known each time she has been away from the island.  The strange threatening absence when the noise of the sea is not all around her – even while it echoes still inside her body, soft and insistent as the blood in her veins.

			She pictures with sudden clarity his coble, wrecked, wood and boxes and floating sandwiches.  A need to be home grips her.  She gets up, barely letting herself look at the boy while she mumbles a goodbye and walks away.

			The next evening he has something for her.  Nestled inside his cap, which he carries with slow reverence up the path and across the cliff top towards her, is an egg.

			‘Where d’you get this?’ she asks.

			‘Ahint the quarry.’

			‘It is took’d off a nest?’

			He smiles. ‘Clam the rocks for it.’

			‘It’s a Cuddy Duck. You’ll have to put it back.’

			He gapes up at her, baffled, disappointed. ‘This is all I took. There was more.’

			‘They are not for taking.’

			She is surprised at the force of her own words. They both look at the perfect green shell, spruttled all over with thin white streaks, like a prize gooseberry. She imagines showing it to her mother. Here, look, I have been given an egg. This is what I have been doing, thinking, with my time while you are praying and hoping and grieving alone. Small tufts of down are still clung to the shell. ‘You must put it back,’ she says again, and leaves him there, cradling his cap.

			While they work that evening, rain begins to tap on the roof. She is not onto the next fish before it becomes loud enough that they have to shout above it. The herring girls rush to the doorway to look outside at the steaming harbour. Her mother, though, does not look up once from her work, her eyes remaining fixed on the slice and twist and purple slurp of entrails onto the table.

			Mrs Allan lets her go early, when she has come to the end of her batch. She goes outside into the rain, but instead of following the path home she starts to walk in the opposite direction, following the edge of the harbour, past a bait pile of shellfish taller than herself, then along the foreshore past the schooner moored at the staithes and – shielding her momentarily from the rain – the castle ramparts, until she comes to the kilns. She pauses, listening to the chemical fizz of water hitting the roasting lime, then continues on to Castle Point.

			Through the misted dark she cannot see further than her fingertips reaching towards the sea. She shivers at the caress of water running down her neck. Her face feels bruised with cold, but she stays there, refusing to yield. Diffused for an instant through the sea fog is the minute brightening of the lighthouse. She lets out a cry, a howl, which immediately disappears.

			The rain persists through the night and into the morning. Inside the shed the air hangs with damp. The herring girls are quieter than usual, and Elfrida grows certain that they can sense the anxious mood of the island women. Her body aches. She knows it is likely that she will fall ill. She scrapes and slides and discards the tornbellies, staring into the bucket of eyes, trying to concentrate.

			Before lunch the wind picks up and a belt of clear sky moves in from the sea. Excitement speeds through her at the sight of it, which she suppresses, knowing, however she tries to convince herself otherwise, what it is for.

			He is there, waiting for her. Straight away he tells her that he has returned the egg: he did it at night during the rain and almost slipped to his death the rocks got that slick. She says that she is pleased. He smiles, studying his feet.

			‘Are ye working the morning?’

			She shakes her head.  It is a Sunday.

			‘Will ye meet me?’

			‘Where?’

			‘Anyplace. Here. Show me the island?’

			She tells her mother that she will be gone for the morning, and has planned an explanation that she is taking out over the flats with a small party collecting ragworms for the start of the cod season, but her mother does not ask, so she leaves her in the kitchen, kneeling at the hearth.

			He is ready on the Heugh, a cloth sack over his shoulder. Her skin goes cold when he comes towards her, but he stops a few paces away.

			‘We’ll be off, then?’ he says.

			She steps carefully onto the steep stony path, charged with an awareness of him behind, following her. At the bottom he comes alongside and they walk together onto the beach. To their left the tide is full out and the flats lie bare beneath a thin haze. They skirt around a soft wet heave of seaweed: brown, dark green, seamed here and there with red, then yellow, like a forest at the turn of the season. He does not appear uneasy at their silence, she thinks. They slow to watch a curlew toying with a crab – tossing it into the air then monitoring it scuttle brokenly away before going again in chase of it.

			They enter the sandhills. They rise along ridges where marram grass brushes against their legs, then dip into the hollowed shelter of the dunes, which are warm already in the sunlight. He lets her go ahead of him to pass through a narrow gully – and they come upon a pond. A small tree grows at the centre of it, directly from the water.

			‘I’ve no been down here before.’

			She does not know how to reply, so smiles, but he quickens ahead and she judges that he has recognised where he is – the quarry visible now away to one side.

			‘You’ll have the sea thereaway just now,’ she says.  And as they come over the lip of the next dune it is there, shimmering and unending before them.

			‘We’ll sit down here eh?’ To her surprise he pulls from his sack a rough woollen rug, dusted with white patches. He lays it down on the bank facing the sea and she waits for him to sit down – but he gestures for her to go first so she lowers herself at one side of the rug, and is relieved when he settles down at the other.

			‘I’ve pieces,’ he says. She cannot help letting out a small laugh when he takes out two unwrapped sandwiches, uncut, a brown filling seeping from the middle.

			She shakes her head.  ‘Thank you.’

			He takes a large bite from his sandwich, gazing at the sea. ‘That Berwick?’  He points, chewing, to the huddled smudge of town far away on the mainland.

			‘It is.’

			‘Dundee’s too far to see,’ he says, staring north, intently enough that he is not distracted by the doleful signal of a seal, screaming from the rocky peninsula beyond the beach where an eccentric party of seals and spread-winged shags are enjoying the sun together.

			‘Yer family work the herring catch eh?’

			‘Depends the season.’

			‘Yer da, he a fisherman?’

			She turns her face from him. Her throat is constricting. A small noise escapes her and she knows that here, now, she is going to cry. She laughs weakly, as the tears come, because it is happening in front of him. She fights to control herself but he is moving closer to her and as she sees his face, gentle, unembarrassed, she lets herself place her head against his chest. His shirt smells of something animal; horses, she realises.

			‘I’d heard tell about the fleet. I’d no thought – just no thought, sorry.’

			She stays against him for a moment. When she pulls away he is mindful not to look at her while she wipes her face.

			He goes into his sack. ‘Here.’ He produces an earthenware mug, full of blackberries.

			‘These is off the bushes by the wagonway.’ He hesitates, then offers the mug, grinning.

			‘I’m allowed to take these eh?’

			She smiles, picking a couple out. ‘Them that wants them is welcome.’

			A sudden rush of noise from behind makes them both start. A dense flock of knots – twenty thousand or more – appears over their heads. He twists, grabbing his sack, and holds it above her. For several breaths the dune is in shadow – and then the flock passes, the sun once more on her face. She watches the dark cloud of birds speeding to sea, a long tendril at the back swirling and thinning, splitting from the main body, then absorbed again into its mass. He stays where he is, close to her.  He is stroking the red mark on his palm, and she sees that there are other cuts and scabs on his knuckles.

			He notices her looking. ‘Hands is battered. See.’ He holds them out. ‘And see this.’ He pulls up the sleeve of his shirt to reveal a long raw blister up the inside of his forearm. It is recent. Damp. ‘Burned it. All that rain. Makes the quicklime terrible jumpy.’

			She puts out her own hands. ‘I’ve keens too. Bealings on all the finger ends.’ She shows him the swellings where brine and salt has got into the tiny cuts from the scaling knife. He takes one of her hands, carefully cupping it in his own, to inspect more closely.

			‘Working hand, that.’

			He trails a finger lightly over her cuts. She closes her eyes – but opens them again at the thought of her mother. She gets to her feet, saying quietly that she is needed. He gives a small nod before she scales the dune side. Only when she is at the top and turns round to take him in does she see the people on the beach below, coming down from the quarry cottages, some pointing, waving, to sea – where a distant scattering of cobles, nine, ten, not enough, is sailing towards the island.
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			Comfort in the Dark

			Evie Wyld

			‘I expect it’s fish pie for supper,’ says Christopher glumly as they walk through the front garden gate. Pink roses are past their best and brown at the edges, a school of hoverflies bump over them, fat and listless. The door is unlocked and they stand in the hallway which has the feeling of a hotel, though not one that Carrie has ever stayed in. She knows Christopher’s family are old and moneyed, in a very British way, and takes a moment to adjust herself, to shake the feeling of her father stood in that doorway, wearing his tractor pants and no shoes. She feels herself trying to shake free of the whole of her continent, and wonders if she should curb her accent for the weekend.

			She rubs her plimsoled foot on the back of her leg, and wishes she’d worn trousers - it’s colder than she imagined in the north, though Christopher, who insisted on keeping the windows down on the drive, has sweated through his linen shirt.

			‘Hello?’ he calls into the darkness, and instantly a short woman in an institutional green dress appears. ‘Betty,’ says Christopher, ‘how are you?’ he gives her a peck on the cheek, which she endures, and produces a smile for.

			‘Very well, thank you Christopher.’ is what she says, but it takes Carrie a few beats to catch up with her accent. Betty looks at Carrie. She does not look her up and down but keeps her eyes steadily on Carrie’s face, which is somehow worse.

			‘This is my friend Carrie.’

			‘Yes,’ says Betty, ‘the Australian.’ She smiles tightly.

			‘Hi!’ says Carrie too loud, like you can hear the wind rattling through her head. 

			‘I’ll fetch Katherine.’

			Betty turns and goes up the stairs.

			Christopher sniffs. ‘I told you,’ he hisses, ‘you can smell it.’

			To Carrie the house smells of varnish and faintly, horses. ‘Smell what?’

			‘Fish pie.’

			Carrie is impressed to hear that at 70, Aunt Katherine swims in the North Sea every day of the year. It is a fact, she realises quickly, that Christopher has used to start a conversation between the two of them that he can swiftly exit. He looks out the window at a bird that coasts the late afternoon breezes. It is past four and he will be starting to fidget for a drink.

			Aunt Katherine wets her lips with tea and does not smile. ‘With the exception of two days in January 1957 when the sea on this coast froze,’ she seems to feel this is a failure on the part of the weather’s.

			‘I swim most days back home,’ Carrie says, which is met with a silence that she fills in. ‘It’s the only thing I really miss from home.’ Her mother on the veranda feeding magpies bacon fat and her father slumped low in his chair drinking beer at morning tea. Their brown skin, leathered from the sun, the smell of the grass burning in the heat. The sound of birds, the echoes in the far off hills. The bright hot light.

			‘You’ll come with me after tea then.’ Katherine says.

			 Christopher takes a break from studying the bird and looks at them both. 

			‘Do we think that’s a cormorant or a shag?’ he asks. Carrie doesn’t know the birds here and Katherine ignores him. 

			‘I’ve had my morning swim,’ she says, holding Carrie’s gaze, ‘but it’s good to go more than once in a day - surprises the heart.’ She surprises Carrie by taking a cigarette from the front pocket of her skirt and lighting it. As she blows smoke out, whips of it disappear and settle in her hair, which has been caught in a stiff wind and stuck. Her breasts under her brown jumper look like she’s thrown them on hastily and not got them quite right.

			‘Guillemot, even.’ Christopher says returning to the sky. He is ignored again and stands to take a closer look out of the bay window, though the bird has gone.

			Katherine smokes her cigarette in silence.  From the house, the water looks gentle, not like home, the burnished turquoise and dark green of its wilds. This water is torpid, like the over milked tea Betty has served and which she has allowed to cool too much, and now must drink in one lukewarm gulp. Thankfully the cup is a dainty one.

			She is given a brief orientation of the house. Here is the morning room, a black and tan sausage dog on a pillow by the unlit fire - it raises its head and sniffs pointedly in Carrie’s direction, lets out a mumbled growl, to impart its distaste.

			‘Will you be silent Goliath,’ hisses Katherine. The dog lowers his head, looks from Katherine to Carrie to Christopher from underneath his eyebrows. The gents, and then the ballroom, where Carrie laughs and has her hand squeezed by Christopher, because it actually is a ballroom, a grand piano waiting under a dust sheet and a smell of school halls and varnish.

			In the walled back garden, Katherine gestures to raspberries and dog roses as if Carrie might have need of them later. She opens a door at the bottom of the garden, on to a golf course. Without the stone wall they are exposed to the wind, and Katherine’s skirt sweeps to the side and reveals the hunch of her hindquarters, as unlikely and slung-on as her breasts. She marches wordlessly down a steep and sandy path, ignoring the sign that reads Give way to Golfers, and upsetting a small group of men with their trousers tucked into their socks. Carrie and Christopher keep their eyes on the path and hurry after Katherine. Over the lip of the dunes is the beach, long and dun coloured, with eight brightly painted beach huts set just in front of fat dunes. The sky is low and silver where the sun breaks through. A sharp wind blows sand at her ankles, biting like sandflies. Far up the head of the beach two boys practice their boxing, and outside the beach huts sit a row of older men in deckchairs wearing hats and scarves, each with a flask of a different colour tartan.

			In a beach hut, wearing the brown woollen costume Katherine had pushed into her hands, Carrie regrets everything. She would like a blanket, she would like whatever the old boys outside are drinking. She eyes Christopher out of the window, who has found himself a deck chair and also has brought with him a bottle of wine, stashed in his satchel along with a newspaper. She wonders at his ability to distance himself - she has never seen him do it before. It worries her, makes her a little angry. But also she admires it. Sinking into the silence, letting the strange darkness of the place wash over him while he keeps his eyes firmly on the sky and the birds in it, in a way that implies he is deeply interested in them and otherwise engaged. There is something that he hasn’t told her about himself and this place. Something more than the wistfulness that comes with childhood holidays. There is something here that he avoids.

			She steps out without a towel for protection - Christopher wears her towel as a turban. She makes her mind up not to mention it or laugh.

			‘Well,’ she says to him, but has nothing to add.

			‘Just imagine it in winter,’ is his consolatory comment.

			‘You should come too.’ she says.

			‘I’ve served my time as Katherine’s swimming companion, believe me.’ It is supposed to be a funny thing to say, but Carrie feels the weight and fingers of something nasty riding behind it. ‘This evening I shall take a long hot bath like a human being,’ he adds. ‘We can’t all be intrepid lunatics and …whatever it is that Katherine is.’

			Katherine exits the hut, and in her swimming costume there is no trace of her uneven breasts or upholstered backside. She is a brown eel. On her head she wears a green cap buckled under her chin and on her feet a pair of black velvet slippers. Goliath wimps about around her ankles and she stomps towards the shoreline, giving Carrie a beckoning wave of her hand, without even a glance in her direction. She steps out of her slippers and lays the towel, folded, next to them, before continuing on into the water. She strides as if the water is warm, though Carrie can smell the cold in it. In moments she is far enough out to submerge herself, which she does not, only lines herself up parallel with the land and begins an effortful breaststroke. Carrie is surprised by the fury of it. The dog barks at the shoreline, runs up and down snapping at the water which laps gently at his feet.

			‘Poor old coot.’ says Christopher, ‘she’s forgotten how to pretend to be friendly.’

			Carrie frowns. ‘What’s a coot?’

			‘Waterfowl.’

			Carrie plucks at her costume which has ridden up behind and nods.

			‘Plover,’ she says.’

			‘Exactly that,’ says Christopher and she feels warm towards him again.

			She makes her way down to the shoreline past ribbons of stinking kelp. Christopher has promised her a puffin maybe even a seal, but their appeal fades as the water crusts to the bones of her ankles, and makes her set her jaw. She looks back at Christopher who tilts back his turban to give her an encouraging nod before raising his paper. She tries to stride in like Katherine, but as the small swell hits her waist she’s unable to keep herself form letting out a whoop of horror and surprise at the cold. With no waves to stifle the sound, she doesn’t look back at the beach to see if the old men have looked up from their flasks, or is Christopher has dropped his paper. Katherine turns her head without pausing in her clouding breaststroke. Carrie ducks under the water for a moment of clarity, feels needle points at her eye sockets and bursts too loudly at the surface, her costume billowing and sagging all around her. She puts Katherine in her sights and begins cutting through the water, the warmth of her blood starts to creep over her and she overtakes in no time at all. She makes an underwater turn at the end of the bay which exposes all sorts of things to the air, and plows back past Katherine to the other end of the bay. There is not much to do in this still slow water, other than swim in it.

			Back at the house it is made clear that Carrie and Christopher will not be permitted to share a room.

			‘Very good,’ he says, and catches Carrie’s eye. With irritation she notes that most of his interactions here come along with an almost imperceptible shrug.

			Of the four floors, Carrie is at the top where there is a feel of children, not present in the rest of the house. Her room is pretty, yellow walls with candlewick bedspreads to match them. It has its own little sink in the corner which for some reason thrills her. A boarded over fireplace holds a bunch of dried chrysanthemums, and a small white chest of drawers that has a badly framed and curling print of a young girl blowing bubbles while a sausage dog jumps for them showing the whites of its eyes. 

			Betty comes in with extra towels which she puts at the end of the bed. ‘Use the drawers if you need space for your things.’ she says, ‘the wardrobe’s painted over to stop drafts.’ Carrie is relieved to understand what Betty is saying and so smiles and nods again like an idiot. Betty eyes her. ‘Lavatory down the hall.’ She turns to leave but by the door she turns back. ‘Best not to flush at night. Katherine sleeps very lightly.’ It is not a friendly warning. When she’s gone, Carrie turns on the taps in the sink. Two dead flies float on the current. The room smells to Carrie of camphor - something cleaned but at the same time very very old.

			Dinner is served at seven o’clock sharp, and when Carrie walks into the dining room Christopher and Katherine are standing behind their chairs, waiting. 

			‘As you get older, you smell more and more of old seaweed and spilled oil.’

			Christopher is talking to the dog who is curled in the corner on another pillow. Goliath doesn’t register the complaint, nuzzles his head deeper into his cushion and closes his eyes.

			‘Sorry,’ says Carrie.

			‘What for?’ asks Katherine.

			‘Am I late?’

			‘No. Not even slightly.’ says Katherine turning to look at a clock on the wall that reads five past. They sit. 

			The walls are darkest blue and though the light outside is a buttery orange, all of the electric lights are switched on to counteract the dark walls. The chandelier manages at the same time as being a chandelier to have a spartan feel about it. It hangs high and its glare gives Carrie the sense of a headache to come. Her own room in London is a studio flat, small, low-ceilinged but with the most made of the window, the desperate need in this sunless country to store up the daylight and to find some comfort in the dark. 

			Christopher has again exited his body, and looks untroubled by the silence, other than the noise of Betty in the kitchen and the ticking clock in the hallway. She will break it off with him if he behaves like this again, leaving her stranded, leaving her to be eaten in the silence. She cartwheels internally trying to think of a topic of conversation. She should not have overtaken Katherine in the sea or publicly kissed Christopher when he handed her the towel off of his head.

			‘This is a beautiful room,’ she settles on and Katherine raises her eyebrows.

			‘You think so, do you?’ she turns a little in her chair to look about the place, as if viewing it for the first time. Her breasts are back. Perhaps she wears them for warmth. She looks back at Carrie, for the first time without a look of total disinterest. ‘It was decorated long before I was born, and I have never seen any reason to change it. Other than,’ she glances up at the white hot chandelier, ‘of course the ghastly electrics. That was at my husband’s insistence. I’d be happy with the old oil lamps we had when I was a child.’

			The dead uncle. A lover of this woman. She realises she doesn’t know if Christopher has a cousin. She will inspect the question and decide later if it is something she should ask.

			For now, the feeling of connection is like warm bread, and she forgives Christopher again - he is just stuck here as a child with his aunt. It is becoming in a funny way. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘nothing beats fire light does it.’

			Katherine looks at her unsmiling.

			‘My husband was very proud of his electrics. Before he died.’ Carrie opens her mouth but finds nothing is ready to come out. A trap she has tumbled into as blindly as a mole. Finally Christopher comes to her rescue.

			‘Uncle Arthur. You would have liked him Carrie. A fine golfer, wasn’t he, Aunt Katherine.’ He gives another of his tiny shrugs to Carrie as if to say I don’t know what I’m saying but at least it’s noise.

			The soup is ladled immaculately and in silence by Betty. Carrie holds up her hand to say enough as soon as the hefty tang of swede hits her, and Betty sternly refills the ladle and pours again. It has been strained so that it is an even texture, on the orange side of brown. Perhaps to compliment the walls. It seems to part for her spoon - a thick torment in the silence, just the sound of the backs of their spoons on the bottom of their china bowls. The soup makes the small hairs on her forearms stand up as it goes down her throat. For a moment she rests her spoon and brings her napkin to her lips to dab and to take the chance to breathe deeply and fight the feeling that the soup swims in her like a newt. Taking her hands back to her lap she disturbs the spoon in her bowl and it clangs horribly. No notice is taken other than Katherine’s eyes which move slowly up to look at Carrie’s bowl and then back down again. When the soup cleared there is space for something else at the table but Christopher does not speak, so Carrie must.

			‘How long has the house been in your family?’ she asks, relieved to have found a way in, but wary of another pit.

			‘The earliest we know of is late in the sixteenth century.’

			‘My country hadn’t even been discovered by then!’ she knows it will not be a welcome subject, but perhaps to engage Christopher she must first make things far worse. Katherine doesn’t comment.

			‘Who was that, in the sixteenth century?’ In the kitchen a door slams. Katherine looks towards the noise, her lips parted a crack, and for use a moment Carrie thinks she might be looking at a younger, less hideous version of the old woman - someone less sure of herself, someone scared.

			‘William Gisbourne, and his wife Celia. Briefly, their daughter Sarah.’

			‘Sarah was killed,’ says Christopher, ‘and then there was a witch hunt, and three women were burned.’

			Carrie narrowly avoids saying Fuck off in surprise, manages ‘My god,’ instead. She realises uncomfortably, that she is smiling. ‘That’s a hell of a story.’

			‘Well yes,’ says Katherine, ‘if you find the murder of a child and the torture and incineration of three innocent women good story fodder, then I suppose it would be right up your street.’

			The conversation dies, and it is not possible to pick it up again, and at any rate, Betty reenters the room with the fish pie.

			Carrie wakes in the dark. The dog who has been gifted to her for the night, and who clearly resents it, is crowing in his sleep. For a moment, she thinks she hears the trail of piano music from the ball room, but though she strains her ears nothing comes again. Perhaps a wind chime somewhere. She stretches out her toes and touches Goliath, tries to nudge him awake, but the dog is far away chasing a hare over hills and through cornfields. She feels his paws circling in the dark, the pump of his dwarf back legs, regular and strong.

			Through the dark she sees something move in the corner of the room. It is just the curtain blown by the wind. She exhales. She considers getting out of bed to close the window, but the dog will stir and maybe bark and Katherine will be up to inspect the bedsheets. Also, the window had been shut when she got into bed. She can see it, remembers particularly because she had chased out a blowfly and closed the window on it while she brushed her teeth. She shuts her eyes and breathes in and out, trying to distance herself from that thought in particular.

			Goliath howls. Carrie sits up and kicks the dog, perhaps harder than necessary, but still he doesn’t wake.

			‘Goliath,’ she hisses, still thinking about Katherine asleep or perhaps not, beneath her. She claps her hands but the dog keeps running on his back.

			‘Fucking hell,’ she throws off the covers to crawl down to the dog and shake him, but there’s another movement, this time at the far end of the room and it is accompanied by the noise of an axe splitting wood, and a hollow sound, wind across a wide open mouth. The dog is silent but she feels him breathing on her feet, awake now, and quavering. She reaches for the bedside light and when it floods the room she sees the wardrobe is wide open, and that there is no top to it, it just gapes straight up into the attic space, a mouth or an empty eye socket. Nothing to be seen in the blackness of the hole but the air of the room moves up through it, like it is sucked.

			With a hand over her mouth she leaves the room and the dog who has finally started to bark. She runs to the ground floor, to Christopher’s room and finds him still awake, fully dressed, reading in an armchair.

			‘Ah ha!’ he says when she bursts in, and then on registering the look on her face, ‘Is Katherine after you?’

			She fumbles for words,

			‘There’s something in my room.’ 

			Christopher does not look surprised.

			‘Something? A mouse? A beetle?’

			‘No.’

			‘Oh.’ He puts down his book, looks sheepish. ‘Doesn’t’ entirely surprise me - fantastically haunted this old place. I never even try to sleep. Shall we leave?’

			Carrie stands in silence listening to the sounds the house is making, unable to make any sound herself.

			Upstairs Katherine can be heard shushing the dog. She speaks to the dog, but the words are hard to make out, like she talks in a different language. They both stand motionless watching as the light underneath the door is blocked out as someone stands on the other side of it moving quickly from foot to foot. Christopher reaches for Carrie’s hand and holds on to it, tightly.
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