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            Note to the reader

         
 
         The incident in the Guild Hall at Tetton Green is loosely based upon events that occurred in 1645, when Royalist troops occupied the village of Doulting in Somerset.
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            1

            Of Apples in Eden

         

         How well I remember it! There had been a village wedding that day. We had put the couple to bed and were bringing away our gloves and favours and cake; as we approached the house I saw the moon, huge and yellow, hanging over the roof as if to spy on us. Being tired and tipsy, I stumbled in the path and my father said, Mind how you go. We were no sooner inside, and my mother gone to her chamber to take off her good gown, than there came a tapping at the door. Wondering who could want us at that time, and why the person had not spoken to us in the road, I opened it and found a little boy on the step.

         Please, Sir, he said, Im to give this to Mr Dymond and nobody else.

         I now perceived something white in his hand. Dont you mean Mrs Dymond? Its a childbed, is it?

         He shook his head. Mr Mathew.

         Im his son, you may give it me. I held out my hand, but the lad put his behind his back.

         I wont steal your letter, I said, laughing. Come inside, before you fall asleep  for the little fellow was yawning and rubbing his eyes.

         I did fall asleep, Sir, in the garden, Sir.

         Youve come a long way, then?

         Please, Sir, from Tetton Green.

         A long way for a child in the chill autumn weather. I looked at him with new interest. From my uncle  Mr Robin Dymond?

         Now it was his turn to look at me. Is he your uncle, Sir?


         As we entered my father was standing at the hearth urging the fire into life. He had never caught the trick of building a fire and the flames had a flimsy, frivolous look. As he took the paper from the boy I seized the poker and raked the wood together until it roared, my father turning away in order to have its light on the letter. From where I stood I could see that it was but a few lines long, yet I had breathed in and out perhaps twenty times before he turned round. I saw his hand move as if to throw the thing into the hearth, and then draw back.

         Its too late for you to return alone, he told the boy, tucking up the paper into his coat pocket. You shall stay the night here and return tomorrow.

         Sir, I was told not to. No matter how late, Im to take you back with me. Thats what the man said.

         My father hesitated. The lad seemed to think he was being disbelieved, for he repeated, He said that, Sir.

         During all this time Father had not looked at me. Now he said, Jonathan, go and tell your mother whats happened.

         I said, I dont know whats happened.

         My brothers in a difficulty. I must see him.

         When I heard that difficulty, I knew I was not to be told the truth. My father was kindness itself and the word was his way of hedging round anything shameful: a drunkard who had fallen on his scythe and an unmarried girl with child were equally in a difficulty.
         

         Then take Dunnes horse, I said. I had already arranged to borrow the animal for my round the following morning; it was only a matter of begging a saddle.

         No, no. Its not so far to Tetton. Pray tell 

         Its ten miles or more, my mother said, coming back into the room. Who wants to go there?

         Robin has need of me. He handed her the letter. My mother is a slow reader who sometimes spells out words under her breath, but on this occasion she was watchful and let nothing slip. Take the horse, she said. Jonathan wont mind, not this once.
         

         Indeed I wont, Father.

         He shook his head. I can walk. But give this lad a bed, Ill go faster without him.

         When Mother saw that he was adamant, she took the boy into the kitchen where she gave him some hot ale. Then Father put on his hat (his coat, he had never taken off), kissed both of us and set out under the inquisitive moon.

         
            * * *
            

         

         Such messages as the boy had brought were usually for my mother. She was trusted by all and yet remained a kind of stranger in the village, having gone there with Father shortly after their wedding. Our home had belonged to Dymonds for generations, but not to our branch of the family; Father would never have inherited if not for the Civil War, which swept away a number of heirs and so handed the Spadboro house to us.

         Before that time they lived in Tetton Green with Uncle Robin Dymond. Father had wished to install his younger brother in Spadboro along with us, but Uncle Robin stayed behind in his native village where he was about to make an advantageous match.

         My mother, unlike Uncle Robins wife, was not a wealthy bride, but my parents did well enough. Though soft-spoken, they were active, hardy, contriving folk. In addition, they could both read and write, a great blessing; my father was even something of a scholar in his way, a lover of learning, and he brought me up to read and write likewise. They had married for love (though so, perhaps, had Uncle Robin) and there were never disputes about money or anything else in our house since my parents were agreed on the best way to live: the way of simplicity and honesty.
         

         I have said my mother was not a wealthy bride. What she brought my father was more precious than mere cold coin: with some little help from our maid she did all the things that good wives do  ordered the household, made medicines and preserves, mended and cleaned our linen  and sometimes helped out at births, especially those that were taking too long. This was what brought messengers at all hours of the day and night. As a boy I once asked her what she did on those mysterious occasions. She replied that her first task was to soothe the women, who were always afraid because childbed is oft deathbed  a saying that made a lasting impression on me. Sometimes she stewed up herbs that helped the child to be born, or pressed on the womans belly to turn a baby coming out the wrong way. She witnessed agonies and wonders.

         Those she ministered to must have respected her skill, for she was called upon more frequently as the years went by, until there was scarcely a married woman in the village who had not sent for her. And yet, despite bringing so many through their hour of need, she remained something of an outsider. My father was always that bit cleverer than his neighbours, and both my parents made corn dollies differently at harvest time: small things, to be sure, but small things loom large to country people.

         Still, settle down they did, and I with them. All my childhood was passed in Spadboro; I grew up a proper village man, woven in. We had a bed of beans and cabbages and suchlike, a patch of corn, an apple orchard (with the odd pear tree) and a pig. There was plenty to do and I made myself useful, as boys must.

         One task I relished above all others, so much indeed that it was not labour to me, but a pastime. This was the making of the cider. From October through to January I would hang around any farm or house where apples were ready. Alas, a child was of no use where the householder had a proper mill, except to help bring fruit to it. I much preferred houses where the crop was broken by hand, where some kind soul might pass me a stave so that I could stand alongside the other workers, fancying myself the best of any as we beat down the apples into murc. That done, I would whimper and whine to be allowed to help stack the murc and straw into a cheese for pressing. During those early years I was much too small for this task, and forever under the mens feet, but they bore it good-humouredly. At last the cheese would be built and someone would hold me up to the press so that I could work the screw, or rather so that the man whose hand rested on the lever with mine could do so, I glowing with pride the while at my supposed strength.
         

         There was always laughter and singing at cider-making time; I cannot recall any occasion when I was shooed away. Instead, the men would take turns at holding me up to the press so that I could try again; and when the first and sweetest must flowed from the cheese I was handed a barley-straw so that I could suck it up and pronounce it good.

         *


         My father soon noticed my love for cider-making, a love that did not diminish as I passed through boyhood and began to look and talk more like a man. Any boor can press apples, and some fathers might have felt shamed and tried to break me of such humble pleasures. Mine, however, believing that God implants a particular excellence in each man, and that only sin offends Him, tried to humour rather than thwart this strange propensity of mine. Having given thought to the matter, he set aside money each year (as my mother told me later) for when I was grown. In this way I came to have my press. He made me a gift of it on my twenty-first birthday, and told me that now I was of age, I was to run it for myself.


         It was a thrilling, newfangled thing. Father was always full of projects, eager to improve anything that would bear improvement. Unknown to me, he had been months talking with the carpenter, fretting over its design.

         You see? he said. It comes apart. You can pack it up and take it about.

         Every other press I knew was a fixture, wedged tightly under the cider-house roof. This one could move, could travel; it was like no other device. I could scarcely wait for the next cider-aking when I would load up, hire Dunnes horse and take myself off to the houses where they had apples but no press.

         When I finally set out the following October my fathers judgement was proven sound. The screw was strongly made; our neighbours were pleased with the amount of must it forced from the fruit and I was asked to return. The cider-maker was always a welcome sight. Not everyones apples would be ready  some would need to sweat longer, the late varieties would not even be fallen  but those families whose fruit was ready, who were eager for the new cider and consequently fond of me, would help me load up the press, plying me with food and with news: who was married, who sick, who ruined, who with child, who grown rich, who dead since last I went that way. What with this, and the novelty of unfamiliar faces, I passed the time very pleasantly. But enjoyable though it all was, what I loved most of all was the making itself.

         Certain smells seem old as Eden: heaps of apples on the turn, smoke coming off sweet wood, the earth opening up in spring. As long as there have been people, there have been these  so ancient they are, so God-given. I loved the heady stink of fermentation  apples and a little rot, as the cottagers said  and the bright brown sweat that dripped from the murc even before the screw was turned, the generous spirit of the apple that made the best cider of all. The villagers said Good cider cures anything, and I agreed.


         Once all the apples were milled and pressed the people would sometimes cut me a log by way of thanks, even though we had trees of our own, so that during my first two years we had several of these logs. My father complained that this was greedy and not the true custom, but my mother (who like me loved the scent of apple wood) quietened him and made him give in. All this happened in my first year with the press. I was twenty-six, and preparing for my fifth harvest, when my father was called away from home.

         
            * * *
            

         

         When I woke the following morning, it was a moment before I remembered Father was gone to Tetton Green. I opened the chamber shutters: the weather had turned mild and clear, excellent for travelling. His good fortune was mine also, for today I was to set off on my round.

         My mother stayed with me as I ate breakfast, then came outside to see me off.

         Ill stay, if you wish, I told her as I harnessed Dunnes horse. Until we know whats the matter with Uncle Robin.

         Smiling, she shook her head. I then asked after the boy, thinking I might question him and thus find out more, but Mother was again ahead of me; there was a glint in her eye as she replied, You must get up earlier, son. Hes gone already.

         Ill be back in a few days. The rest can wait.

         No need.

         I will, though.

         She kissed me and went to open the gate as I swung myself up behind the horse. The cart rattled out of our yard and onto the road. I waved to her, drew a deep breath of sweet crisp air and just touched Bully (that was the horse) with my whip. He bounded away and I felt myself come alive.

         It was five miles or so to Medgeham. The village enjoyed a kind of local fame, for the girls there were exceedingly pretty, though it must be said they were vain with it. The loveliest came out of three families, all cousins: the Strakers, the Lacks and the Fannings. Mrs Straker, Mrs Lack and Mrs Fanning were sisters and once the cider harvest was in their husbands would hold a feast in the Strakers barn, and their daughters would dance. Then all the boys of the village would make up to them, and sigh, and hope they might find favour before the next cider-feast. It was high time the older girls found husbands, now, and since the last harvest some of them had done so; but they had married wealthier men from outside the village, leaving childhood sweethearts to sigh in vain.
         

         With these cousins, I knew I stood no chance; but I did hope to marry within the next few years, both for my own sake and that of my mother, that she might have a daughter-in-law about her as she grew older. I could have married earlier, but nobody in the village suited me and my parents were too tender-hearted to arrange anything against my will, believing that I would come round to it in my own time. In this, their kindness perhaps outweighed their wisdom, but I saw no reason to despair. There were still willing girls enough; some, indeed, that would not have stayed for the wedding, but these I shunned, not through any extraordinary virtue  I was young, after all  but because my father was not a man to wink and talk of sowing wild oats. He had trained me up to conduct myself more honestly, and he meant me to keep to it.

         I was there for the pressing, then, and nothing else. The Lacks had a press of their own, which they shared with the Strakers and the Fannings and with other villagers besides, but this year they had so many apples that they had sent to me asking the use of mine. I lent a hand at the milling, too, and in return the labourers helped me build up my cheese in the usual way: a layer of barley straw, a layer of murc, more straw, more murc, over and over, the whole held in place by a wooden lift, until the press was piled high and thick. Then the finest must, that made the best cider, oozed forth of its own nature, without pressure. It was a dear sight to the men and women of the house. Charles, the youngest of the Lack boys, was brought forward to taste and pronounced it sweet, and then we began screwing down the press. The trickle swelled to a soft brown stream, and the labourers cheered.
         

         By nightfall on the second day we were winning the battle, and by the end of the third I could wash down the press and begin my preparations for departure.

         The cider-feast was held, as usual, in the barn. I had long considered Kate Fanning the handsomest of all the cousins; she was of good behaviour and reputation, but her eyes, as black as if God had touched them in with a sooty finger, had a wanton look that promised well for her husband. Kate did not dance much; she sat most of the evening in talk with a tall, gangly lad, his face mottled with freckles. In person and manner he was unworthy of her, but then he was heir to two farms, as I gathered from an old woman seated close by who never stopped talking of him. As for me, I danced a while with Eliza Fanning, who was nearly as pretty as Kate but much more of a romp. A frolicking hoyden, she bounced me up and down the set until I happened to glance up and see the look on her mothers face. Eliza was destined for greater things, so I excused myself and sat down, out of the way.

         It was no sacrifice, if I am honest. Eliza, though a good soul, could never have drawn me while Kate was in the room. What with the wedding I had attended in Spadboro and then the cider-feast, I felt like a man who has kept holiday for a week; but even holidays pall in time and my thoughts were turning more and more towards home. I was now very ready to hear, if Father would tell me, what had befallen Uncle Robin at Tetton Green. The Medgeham people would not want me for the late crop, since for that their own presses would suffice, so the following day I loaded up my cart and drove off, promising to return, should I be wanted, at the same time next year.
         

         
            * * *
            

         

         Dunne, seeing me come along the drove and ever watchful for his beasts, eyed Bully to check I had not lamed him. I did not resent this look, which I knew he could not restrain. It showed a man who took care in all he did and hoped others might do likewise.

         He winked. Back already? Fallen out with them, have you?

         I thought Father might need my help.

         Youve heard, then?

         Heard?

         Theres news in your place.

         Thank you, I said, meaning that I did not wish him to tell me any more. Will you be fetching Bully back tonight?

         Aye.

         Only Ill want him again soon, for Parfitts.

         Let me keep him tomorrow. I can spare him after. He touched his hat and I did the same. As we moved off the horse tried to turn into his familiar field and I had a job to pull him back.

         It was not far to our house. I drove Bully into the little yard at the side, watered him and let him go free in the orchard.

         When I entered Mother and Father were sitting together by the hearth. Though the house was cold at this time of year, as a rule they kept warm by keeping busy; they only sat like this in the evening, after their labour was done. Yet here they were, even though the fire was unlit, side by side in broad daylight and staring into the ashes.

         Jonathan! When Mother rose to kiss me, I perceived she was dressed in black. My father, whom I now saw was also in black, started as if he had just realised I was in the room. I gestured towards Mothers clothing. Uncle Robin?
         

         Father said, Yes indeed, but remained sitting. His brittle voice told me that he was near tears; I had never known him weep before.

         Dear Father, he had you to comfort him.

         My fathers face worked but no sound came out.

         He was already gone when your father arrived, my mother said softly.

         Im sorry, I repeated, thinking: If only he had taken the horse!

         Father nodded. It seemed he did not trust himself to speak.

         Mathew, Mother said. Pray go and lie down. She was giving him the chance to get away from me, as in another minute he would have sobbed outright. As he left the room she whispered, Dont ask about it. Hes tormenting himself.

         Why? He went as soon as he could.

         So I keep telling him, but all he says is I couldve ridden. Hell come right in time. For now, you must do your best to comfort him  amuse him. Youll do that, wont you, Jon? I nodded and she hugged me to her. Amusing Father seemed a hopeless task, but I was in no doubt that she meant me to try.

         Harriet sends gloves and a ring for you, she went on, releasing me.

         No blacks? You have blacks.
         

         Of the worst quality. Look here! Mother held up her skirt, spreading out the coarse stuff for me to see. It was shameful; we would have provided better for our maid Alice.

         I cant go to the funeral without blacks, I said.

         You shant go at all. He was buried yesterday.

         I blinked. What? So soon!

         She lowered her voice. He wouldnt keep; he was stinking.

         In this weather?


         My mother shrugged. So Harriet said. She prayed the parson to get him in the ground. The sexton stayed up late on purpose.

         Disgraceful, I said. He cant have been as bad as that.
         

         Unless it started before he died. That can happen, you know; but if he was going so fast, why didnt she send to us earlier?

         I was about to reply when someone knocked at the door.

         Thats Dunne. I went with him to fetch Bully, who stepped out smartly on seeing his master. When I came back, my mother had also left the room and so put a stop, for the time being, to my questioning.

         
            * * *
            

         

         He was a handsome boy, my father said.

         We were in the orchard, picking up windfalls. Obedient to my mother, I had not mentioned Uncle Robin, but my father could not stop speaking of him, though never mentioning the stench of corruption that had so offended Aunt Harriet.

         A dead man looks young again, have you heard that, Jonathan?

         He had already said this twice, so I knew what was coming next.

         They shaved him and with his face all smooth you wouldnt have known how old he was. Only the hair  it was the hair gave it away.

         Uncle Robins hair was one of those legends that are passed on down the generations. As grown men the brothers seldom visited each other  only now, seeing Fathers unfeigned grief, did I wonder why  and on the rare occasions when I had seen him, my uncle had been middle-aged and his florid features framed by a wiry, grizzled mop. To my father, however, this Uncle Robin was merely an illusion created by time. Robins true form was the one he remembered from his youth: a boy whose hair hung in ringlets of spun gold and drew glances wherever he went. In a family made up entirely of blonds, Robin had somehow contrived to stand out.
         

         My father said wistfully, The village girls called him Absalom.

         Weve all got that hair, I said. The Dymond hair.

         Not to be compared with him.
         

         It was natural, I thought, that Uncle Robin should have attracted the richer wife. And yet I could scarcely believe that they were as happy as my parents, especially since Aunt Harriet had a sharp tongue and a temper to match. That, and her pride, went some way to explain why visits had been few and far between: my aunt was not a woman to throw wide her arms, let alone the doors of her house, to her humbler relations.

         Father paused as we dragged the basket of windfalls over the grass.

         Its getting heavy, he said. Thatll do.

         We hoisted it between us, my father grunting a little, and carried it into the shed. As we put it down he tutted in annoyance.

         Will you fetch my coat, Jonathan? Ive left it in the orchard.

         *


         The coat was thrown over a low bough. As I shook it, in case of ants, a crumpled scrap fell out of the pocket. I knew at once what it was, and what I should do, and was not going to do. Checking that nobody could see me from the house, I unfolded it and read:

         
             a vicious wretch and with your help must make reparation. Say nothing of this to my wife, she is (here some words had been torn away) in you as the best of men, you will not fail (again some words missing) her rightful  
            

         


         That was all. Whatever my uncle had to confess, it seemed he was in fear of being found out by Aunt Harriet. Perhaps this was why he had waited for so long, only to go before his Maker with his reparation unmade and his secret weighing down his soul.

         You will not fail. Poor Father, I thought. How those words must cut him now! I felt in the rest of the coat but found nothing; it seemed he had torn and perhaps burnt the letter but missed this one piece. I put it in my own pocket and made my way back to the house.
         

      






    
         
         

         
            2

            An Interlude

         

         The lane up to Broad Leigh was steep and Bully strained in his harness, clouds of steam huffing from his nostrils. I got down from the cart to ease him and as I did so saw Poll Parfitt in the act of clapping the house window shut.

         Within a minute she was in the lane with me.

         Where you been, Jon? We thought you werent coming.

         My uncle died. I had to stay home a day or two.

         Ah. Im sorry to hear that, truly I am.

         Are you?

         What a lovely little hypocrite she was. Looking at her, I could almost believe that she cared more about Uncle Robin than I did myself.

         Im not sorry, I told her.
         

         Polls face brightened. No more am I, then.

         But I hate to see my father grieving.

         She was again serious.

         Come, Poll, you dont care! Why should you?

         Ah  you know why, she pouted.

         You took a vow to cut off your hair when my uncle died, is that it? I wont like you with no hair, Poll. We trudged up the lane together, Poll walking very straight and dignified now that I was making fun of her.

         Weve no Redstreaks this year, she said. All blighted.

         Shall I go away, then?

         Weve got Stubbards. And a good few Barn Door, this year.

         Barn Door was the name they had given their wilding  a bastard tree, sprung up without planting. It stood outside the barn, hence its name, and bore a dark red apple, a bit like Sops-in-Wine.
         

         Never mind, youll have your drink all the sooner, I said, though I didnt care for Stubbards  ugly, bunchy things and not half as good drinking as the Redstreak. Somehow being with Poll made me talk nonsense. I could not help looking at her deep red lips  like a scarlet thread, as the Bible says. Add to this a pair of little bright eyes like cornflowers and you have an idea of Poll Parfitt, who at that time was in the habit of dallying with me. During the last cider-making I had kissed and joked along with her, though without giving her any serious thought, and I was glad of her company as I led the horse into her fathers yard.

         *


         Joshua Parfitt shook my hand, saying, Weve been looking out for you. The air was thick with the scent of concocting apples. Despite my dislike of Stubbards I drew a breath at the sight of so many of them spilt in heaps. When I picked one up and squeezed the pips were black; the fruit was more than ready.

         We thought youd be here a week back, Parfitt said. The murc off these can go straight to the press, I reckon, no need to stand in the mill.

         No, indeed. In fact, as I knew, there was no mill on the premises. The family and their servants beat the apples by hand and called it milling.

         Poll was hovering behind us, hoping for a chance to catch my eye.

         Her father whirled round on her. Go away, will you, girl! he cried. Do something useful, tell Martin and the rest of them to get out here.

         As Poll trotted off I noticed that she was holding up her skirts in an affected manner to keep them from trailing in the mud. Her father turned to me half laughing, half in exasperation.


         Her and that gown! Did you ever see the like?

         Its too long for her, I said.

         She wont turn it up. Missy has to wear it long, like the rectors wife.
         

         The hemll get filthy, I said. Shell trim it then.

         He grunted. What she needs is to be wed. Shes not bad, just a bit giddy; if she gets a steady man, shell grow to him.

         Here he gave me a gauging sort of look.

         Well, I said. I unhitched Bully and led him away before unloading the cart.

         As I was setting up the press all the Parfitts, even the toothless old grand-dam, turned out to pulp the apples. They threw basketfuls of fruit into troughs and slogged at it with staves, mallets, anything that came to hand. Martin, the hired man, helped me fit the parts into place and draw back the screw.

         A layer of murc went on, bound by straw, then another. Already the first of the must was trickling through. I felt sorry that their Redstreaks had been blighted, but even Stubbards were better than nothing.

         Parfitt could not have chosen a worse time to drop his hint about Poll. My head was full of Uncle Robins letter, which came back to me at all hours of the day. Every so often I would pull it out of my pocket for another look, trying to patch together its meaning. Something about her rightful. Aunt Harriets rightful what?
         

         Poll, whose job it was to bring out the bread and cheese, was not long in noticing. Whats that, a love letter?

         No.

         It is! Let me see.

         Martin winked as she plumped down next to me in the straw. I was pretty sure neither of them could read, so I passed her the scrap of paper and let her pore over it.

         Its from a girl, she pronounced, watching me like a cat.


         I swiped it back out of her hand. Its from my uncle that died. Not much of a scholar, are you, Poll?

         Martin laughed and Poll flushed scarlet, not because she could not read but because I had mocked her in front of the hired man. After that she stayed away, and we got on faster. When everything was done and I was ready to leave, she did not come to wave me goodbye.

         
            * * *
            

         

         My next stop was at Little Leigh, where I made not much more than a few costrels of cider, and then I pressed for some cottagers in the village of Brimming. None of these households could find bed-space for me so I put up at the inn, a frowzy, mouldy place where I was obliged to go into the stables to make sure Bully was looked after. The ostler did not like me, but I cared more for Simons good opinion than for his. Then on to West Selsden, where I pressed for another three or four cottages and slept in the rectors barn.

         During the time I passed there, I crawled each night to my sleep, tired as I was with labour and softened with the cottagers drink, yet no sooner did I drop off from the world than I began to dream, and always the same. It seemed I was setting out again, the horse jolting away in front of me. Through the morning mist I saw a man standing by the roadside, and as the cart came up he pulled off his hat and began to gesture towards me. Seeing the bright hair, I was seized with that childish dread that comes only in dreams. The dead man was holding out a paper, seemingly intending that I should take it. I knew that if I once touched it I should never be free of him, so I whipped up the horse and drove past without looking into his face. When at last I dared glance back I saw him crumpled in the road as if I had driven over him, and at this point I always woke, oppressed with guilt and shame. I would lie awake a while, making myself think of the apples pressed and the money I had pocketed, but as soon as I went back to sleep there would be the horses head again and in the distance a grey figure in the mist.
         

         *


         The pressing at West Selsden brought me to the extreme end of my journey in one direction; in order to reach the others who needed my services I must now double back. I finished up the work, loaded the cart and bedded down for the last time among the rectors sweet hay, where I suffered my worst night so far; in addition to the dream, I had to endure the ghostly calls of owls above, and once a bird swooped down near me so that I woke in a great fright  there was a beggar at Spadboro who had been blinded by an owl. I laid my hat over my face for protection and lay thinking about Uncle Robin, picturing the handsome youth who had courted and won Aunt Harriet. Did he bring his secret, whatever it was, to the marriage altar with him? Or did all that come later?

         When I woke the following morning the hat was fallen away but the owls had left me my eyes. The light streaming from the barn windows was shot through with dazzling flecks  angels, we called them at home  and as I lay admiring them I was aware that at some point during the night I had come to a decision. My father was gentle and trusting; he had returned home too soon, given up the chase too easily. It was understandable in a man oppressed by a brothers death, but another man, loving Robin less, might serve him better.

         I came out from the barn into a fine autumn day and harnessed Bully to the cart. He seemed, like me, eager to be off: I had only to lay the reins on his back and he sprang forward.

         Bully, I said to him, thats the spirit! Were not going home, yet, my lad. Theres been a change of plan; were off to Tetton Green.

      






    
         
         

         
            3

            Of Mrs Harriet and her Household

         

         I see no call for this, my aunt said. Does Mathew think Ive lost my wits along with my husband?

         We were in the small room at End House, the home she had shared with Uncle Robin. It was a dim, north-facing apartment; creepers at the window filtered the day to a chill green as if the light were struggling through a sheet of river ice.

         My father thinks no such thing, I said. His only wish is that I should call in upon you, pay my respects and 

         Take over, she finished. Widowhood had not softened a single line in Aunt Harriets face: her eyes were as bold and her lips as clamped as ever. She looked as if she could see right through my skin.

         No, indeed, I said soothingly. Father said I was to be bound by your wishes. To be of service to you.

         My aunt hummed and tutted and straightened the folds of her mourning dress, which was of a much richer stuff than the one she had given my mother. Her cap, of a harsh, unbecoming style, pressed her hair tightly to her scalp and thus threw into relief her sharp, beak-like nose. I remembered the owls. I thought youd be pleased at the courtesy, I hinted.

         She was silent, thinking.

         I could press your apples, Aunt  Im skilled at it.

         My aunt stared at me. What for? Binnie is to press them.

         Then I can spare you his fee.

         Both Uncle Robin and Aunt Harriet were known to be tightfisted. For the first time, she looked at me with something like approval.

         How long will you take?


         I just managed to bite back the reply that with my new press it would take no time at all and said instead, Its of no consequence. Ill stay until the job is done.

         You can have a bed, said Aunt Harriet, adding, Weve a fine crop this year.

         My heart flooded with secret joy. I had cut Binnie, whoever he was, out of a job, but I could perhaps square that with him. Nothing mattered except that I was where I wanted to be.

         *


         As a child, I never thought about the name of End House. Now, visiting the place as a man, I saw it was the last in a line of dwellings backing onto Tetton Wood. These houses facing the Guild Hall, as the locals called it, were considered the best in the village and in my opinion Aunt Harriets, with its broad front of yellow stone and its delicate mullions, was the most handsome of all.

         The bedchamber into which she showed me was large, bare and dusty. She frowned as I slid my bag from my shoulder.

         Thats all youve brought?

         Yes, Aunt.

         Does Mathew expect me to clothe you?

         Ive everything I need.

         Youve no call for a manservant, certainly, she said, as if I had asked for one. Come down when youre ready, wont you?

         I nodded. What else did she think I might do? Aunt Harriet moved away out of the room, her rich dress brushing the floorboards, and I was at last able to look round unobserved.

         The windows of my room were set deep into the wall. Neither overlooked the front of the house, but the side window faced the lane where it disappeared into the wood. By opening the casement and leaning out, I could glimpse a corner of the Hall, on the other side of the way. Even for a large village like Tetton Green, it was an imposing building. I believe it was left to the village, for some charitable purpose, by a rich penitent; it had been used at one time by craftsmen who set up stalls within (hence its odd name) and had even served, during the Civil War, as a billet for the Kings army. Since then, the family had seized back what they felt was theirs, as sometimes happens, and now nobody lived in it  indeed, nobody went in there save the descendants of the man who had given it away.
         

         I went to the other window and found myself above the back of the house, with a stable door visible to one side, some other outbuilding on the left and a well in the middle of a cobbled yard. Above and beyond, the trees of Tetton Wood flung their tops to and fro; a whitebeam glittered as its leaves spun on the breeze. Perhaps I had so disgraced myself with my paltry baggage that Aunt Harriet preferred to keep me round the back, out of sight of passers-by.

         I would not say as yet that I disliked my aunt, but I was not far off it. Whenever I had thought about her at Spadboro (which was not often) I had dimly pictured her as reserved and perhaps a little proud, nothing worse. Now, in her house and in her sole company, I was inclined to draw uncharitable comparisons between her and Mother, who made our home decent, though simple, and who bustled merrily about her work. Aunt Harriet progressed along the passages and looked as if she would not deign to peel herself an apple, let alone drag a baby out of a howling woman. Though there must be servants about the place, she had let me carry up and unpack my own bag. My mother would never have been so neglectful, even of an uninvited guest; if need be, she would have carried up the bags herself.
         

         Sighing, I rested my gaze on the furthest trees. From a distance their whipping back and forth in the wind resembled a carefree dance and I wished I could be out there with them. I was already regretting the impulse that had brought me here. Was it likely that I should discover secrets hidden from my aunt, who had shared this house with Robin for so many years? A childish notion! Perhaps I should be content to press the apples and go home. My parents would be surprised to hear where I had been, but nothing worse would come of it.
         

         It was while thinking this that I noticed a coil of smoke rising from the wood. I had not seen it previously because it had been scattered and broken; but now, as the wind died down and the dancing trees were momentarily stilled, a fragile blue trail rose against their mingled green and gold.

         Charcoal-burners, I said to myself, or tinkers, but thought no more of it because just then a servant came into view in the courtyard below. She let a bucket down into the well, reeled it in again, and bore it off into the house. I was struck by the ease with which she handled this bucket, which was large and appeared full to the brim; though unable to see her face, I judged her to be young and toughened by constant labour.

         There must be others who had known my uncle. That servant girl, for instance, and the boy who had come to Spadboro. I had not yet turned over all the stones.

         It was time to return to Aunt Harriet. I combed my hair and beat the dust off my garments; then, clearing my throat though there was nothing in it, I descended the stairs.

         
            * * *
            

         

         Aunt, may I please have some paper to write to my father?

         As soon as the words were out of my mouth I realised this was a mistake. Aunt Harriet had been speaking of her youth and her own fathers pride in her cleverness; for the first time since I arrived, her face had grown soft. Now it took on the beaky, suspicious expression that had originally greeted me.

         Youre to make a report on me, is that it?

         My intention was in fact to let my parents know where I was. I almost said so, but swallowed the words just in time.

         A report on myself, rather. I was a little unwell when I left home.


         Then Im surprised they let you travel.

         I can be stubborn. I smiled, saying this, to show that I was a modest man and my stubbornness of a mild and pliable sort. And they thought youd be pleased to see me  you might be lonely without my uncle 

         She snorted with laughter. Tell them Im not lonely enough. Ive had to repel a siege here  women coming round sighing and smirking  as if I dont know what they want!

         What do they want?
         

         For me to write their children into my will, of course. They think to feast off my carcass.

         I flushed. There was no way for me to clear myself; no matter what I did, it would still look as if I was about the same business. I said, Therell be no report on you, Aunt, how can you think so? You shall read the letter before you hand it to the servant.

         I had thought, as any one would, that this would soothe her, but her mouth pinched itself into a cold, judging smile.

         My servants take no letters, she said, scrutinising my face to see how I received this news. A man from the inn comes to the house. I pay him to do so, and  she seemed almost gloating, as if she had thwarted some design of mine  he takes nothing except from my hands.

         Then you shall give it to him, I said, with a lightness I did not feel.

         Youll give no letters to servants while you are here, she added. They are forbidden to receive them.

         Say nothing of this to my wife.
         

         I nodded submissively, concealing my excitement. How had Robin contrived to write to my father? And where was the boy who had brought his message? There was no sign of him about the place. Perhaps he had never been in my aunts employment at all. Perhaps someone else, some household Judas willing to defy her, had passed the letter to him.

         Ill give you paper after dinner, she said.


         I was so taken up with the new possibilities opening before me that I am afraid I thanked her ungraciously.

         In the meantime, she went on, let me show you the crop. You can tell me how long it will take.

         *


         There was indeed a splendid apple harvest already gathered in, though the latest and best-drinking fruits still clung to the trees. I stood and marvelled at the gleaming heaps within the cider-house. My aunts orchard supplied her with a greater variety than was usual, some kinds so small and hard that, next to their larger brothers and sisters, they hardly seemed apples at all.

         Well, I said, youre blessed in your orchard. But why isnt your cider-making started yet?

         The screw seized up. Binnies been trying to loosen it.

         We can use mine, I said, delighted at this good fortune.

         How long, then? she asked. It was the question I had been trying to sidestep since I arrived, but faced with the crop I could no longer avoid it.

         It depends, I said, if you want all these pressed together, or if you want some mixtures  a sweet cider, a bittersweet 

         Is that better?

         Much better. And would take longer, since there would be repeated sortings, loadings and unloadings. I added cunningly, Thats how the big houses have it done.

         My aunt was not too ambitious to pause and consider. But would it answer here? Our crop is smaller than theirs.

         In size, yes, I admitted. But the fruit is as good. Why should you not have as good a cider?

         Very well, she said. You can start tomorrow. She spoke grudgingly, as if granting a favour, but I could tell nonetheless that she was pleased with me and perhaps even a little impressed at my knowledge. I was pleased with myself: after a number of false casts I had at last found a way to wind in Aunt Harriet. My bait was the very oldest, and still the best: Pride.
         

         
         

         
            * * *
            

         

         
            My Dear Father and Mother,
            

            Pray do not worry on my account since I find myself well and strong enough for any amount of work. Aunt Harriet, who greets you cordially, is also well, though sadly grieved by my uncles death.
            

            There is an excellent crop of early apples here and my aunts press has been broken by ignorant handling. I am therefore pressing them for her, the various sorts separately; my stay must be some days before all is done.
            

            Should any ask after me, tell them I will be with them in good time and none will be neglected.
            

            Your most loving son 
            

            Jonathan Dymond 
            

         

         Hardly eloquent, my aunt grunted, reading this. We were sitting at breakfast, the day after my arrival; I felt vigorous, restored by a good nights sleep during which I did not once see the ghostly figure of Robin Dymond beckoning from the road.

         I smiled to myself, being well satisfied with the letter, which had cost me some pain to compose. Seemingly simple, it was a masterpiece (I thought) of cunning: it conveyed everything I needed my parents to know and gave the impression that they had approved my visit, yet there was nothing my aunt could interpret as spying.

         A maid brought in rolls warm from the oven. At the scent of them the spit rose in my mouth; I reached for one and ate eagerly.

         My aunt stared at me. Dont gulp hot bread like that, youll get a bellyache! Didnt your mother teach you?

         We dont have anything like these at home.

         What do you have for breakfast, then?


         Stale bread, fried up.

         My aunt was pacified.

         You must understand letter-writing very well, Aunt. I already knew, from her talk at dinner the day before, that her education was among her favourite topics. Did my grandfather teach you?

         My father was a learned man, she said as if this was news to me. My grandfather couldnt keep him at home, but he had him schooled and sent to the university, and found him a place as tutor to Sir John Roseholm when Sir John was a boy. It lasted until the Roseholm family moved to France; my father was unwilling to leave England, so that was the end of that. He then went to tutor the sons of a rich merchant and was most handsomely paid. They wanted him for his blood, but he was also 

         For his blood?
         

         My father was the natural son of a gentleman. Thats why he couldnt be kept at home, she explained as if to an idiot.

         My parents never spoke of it, I said lamely.

         Oh  well  she dismissed them with a wave; they were not of noble blood. She had at last told me something new, and interesting in its way; I could now trace her pride back to its roots.

         Yes, my father taught me, she went on, returning to my question. He wished for a son to breed up and send to some noblemans house where he too could have an opening in life, but it wasnt to be, so he taught me instead. He said I had as much mother-wit as any boy.

         Did he teach you everything? I asked. Latin, Greek?

         A little. Mostly he gave me learning suited to a woman.

         I wondered whether she ever used this learning; as far as I had been able to see during the short time I had been in the house, she did nothing herself but left it all to the servants. Perhaps she meant music and French rather than the household arts.


         My aunt was still engaged in the contemplation of her own glories. He called me his little Amazon, said I was born to be a lad, and had I been, Id have beaten most of them from the field. Whereas my sister 

         She stopped.

         I had never heard of this sister before. Wasnt she as clever as you, Aunt?

         She was a foolish, pitiful creature. Aunt Harriet frowned as if to end the talk, but my curiosity was aroused.

         Was she? What did she do?

         She died, my aunt answered, as if that were proof of her sisters folly. My thoughtless question must have distressed her, for she rose from table.

         Forgive me, I murmured, but too late; without further ado she left the room. I dared not follow and sat, angry with myself, drumming my fingers.

         After a while I looked up to see the maid standing awkwardly opposite me, as if unsure how to proceed. Concluding that she was a new servant, as yet unpractised, I gestured to her to take the things away.

         I had not, before this, paid the girl much attention  she had been nothing but a curtseying form behind a dish of rolls  but now, as she gathered up plates in the crook of her arm, I was able to study her. She was nothing like our maid at home. Alice was a stout, familiar creature whose solid presence gave promise of comfort. This girl was wiry and so straight in her bearing you might think her entire body was in stays. Her sleeves were rolled up to reveal tight, hard forearms ending in well-shaped but not particularly gentle hands. I had heard a ballad about a youth who dressed as a woman and went into service in order to kill the mistress of the house, and I now glanced nervously at the maids bodice. My glance dispelled any such wild notions: though thin, she filled out the front of her gown as females are supposed to. This was certainly a girl  the servant, I guessed, who had shown herself so vigorous as she heaved the bucket from the well.
         

         She was altogether an extraordinary sight. Her expression was bitter in the extreme, but not, I thought, from any immediate displeasure at me or my doings. Rather, her features appeared to be grown that way from constant hardship and disappointment, and yet for all this she was not ugly. The straggles of hair trailing from her cap were amber-coloured; she had the wedge face and lucent eyes of a fox. That is about as far as I go in poetry; if I have still not made myself plain I will say bluntly that she was not beautiful, but she held the eye longer than many women who are, partly because of this striking physical presence but also because there was something terrible about her, as if, like the beast she resembled, she recognised no kinship with ordinary Christians.

         You may clear away, I said. She obeyed me at once; I was glad to see her so prompt to my command.

         
            * * *
            

         

         The next day I took cartloads of apples to the stone cider mill, and then (having promised Dunne that Bully should not be put to this drudgery) I went with my aunts permission to her stable and chose a patient old horse to drive it. Once the mill was in action I unloaded my press, piece by piece, and fitted it together next to the old one, a fine construction and well worth the mending, but just now standing dusty. From time to time I left the shed to scrape down the mill and throw in fresh apples. The more I ran about, the happier I was; my spirits were always high when I was making cider, and the work was of a kind that hurried my body but left my mind at liberty to think.

         Now that I did think, it struck me that I had slid from not liking Aunt Harriet into suspecting her of wrongdoing. Yet the sense of Uncle Robins letter seemed quite to the contrary: whatever his wickedness might be, he had feared her discovery of it. This was a lesson to me. My feelings about my aunt had clouded my judgement, and I should be more careful in future.
         

         I was crossing the yard as I made this resolve. Happening to glance up, I saw a casement open and the maids face visible within. She disappeared at once, and the window was pulled to.

         This strange young woman: what was she doing in my aunts house? Why would Aunt Harriet, with her passion for deference and decorum, employ such a creature?

         Perhaps, I thought, they shared some secret  but there I was again, suspecting my aunt when Robins letter gave me no cause, and of what? What could I suspect her of, but procuring or hastening his death? Put thus, the very notion was laughable. I again reminded myself: my purpose was to discover the crime Robin had wished to expiate  to ease his ghost, and my fathers anguish, by carrying out the instructions he had not time to give.
         

         I went back to the shed and continued to feed the mill, but had not been there long before I looked up to see the maid standing in the doorway. She curtseyed to me but remained, seemingly at her ease.

         Pray make yourself at home. I spoke coldly, but she seemed not to notice and nodded as if to accept my invitation.

         Wheres Binnie, then  sick? Her voice had a rough edge surprising in so young a woman, like the hoarseness of one that lives outdoors.

         Sir, I hinted, and was about to add that she had no business to address me, when she repeated, Sir. Is he sick, Sir?

         Ive nothing to do with Binnie.

         Oh. I thought you were his man.

         Surely she could not mean to be so impertinent? I studied her face but could detect no conscious insolence. I said, Does your mistress have Binnies man to supper and to sleep in the house?
         

         She frowned. No-ooo. Only he came for the apples last year. Who are you then, Sir, if youre not with Binnie?

         Im Mrs Dymonds nephew.

         This made a great impression, I could see: she hung in the door, chewing on her knuckles as if she had heard something incomprehensible. At last she said, Whose son are you  her sisters?

         I was not used to being questioned by servants, nor to maids who referred to their mistresses as her. I said, Mrs Dymond is not a blood relation of mine. Havent you any work to do?
         

         So whose son are you?

         I began to think that the girl was not right, and that her shining eyes betokened some disorder of the mind. If so, there was nothing to be gained by rebuke, so I said more mildly than before, Mr Robin Dymond was my fathers brother.

         Youre Mr Mathews son, she said slowly.

         Yes. Mr Robin Dymonds nephew.

         Not blood-relation to the mistress. I see, Sir. I see.

         Well, thank Heaven for that, I was about to retort, but just then her smile burst out and it was one to make the angels rejoice in heaven. Evidently there was no love lost between her and Aunt Harriet. The girl seemed a simpleton; but if not, I had perhaps stumbled on the very person I was seeking: the Judas.
         

         
            * * *
            

         

         Has Tamar been bothering you? my aunt asked that evening as we sat by the fire.

         The maid? A little.

         My aunt bent forward to poke at a log. Shes no jewel, eh?

         She seems an unskilful servant.

         And so she is. She came to me when Robin was soiling his bedding. At my time of greatest need, the laundress went back to her family and then the nurse Id hired for him did likewise. They neednt show their faces here again.
         

         So you did it all yourself, I murmured, scarcely able to picture this.

         For a while, she agreed. I let it be known in the village that I would pay handsomely provided I got a girl with a willing heart, but none came forward. There was still preserving to do, brewing, work to be had in the fields. Whod choose to mop up the vomit and flux of a dying man? She gazed into the embers. Then Tamar came wandering through the village, a vagrant, and the vicar sent her to me. She was better off here than taking a whipping. She did it all without complaint, but  She shrugged.

         But what?

         Do you know these vagabonds, how they are? Theyre not Christians. It seemed to me as if shed got some hold over him, towards the end. I wonder did he give her money. He could never resist a young woman.
         

         I felt a shock run through me. I am not sure how much of this arose from the thought of my uncle, in his disgusting condition, making up to the maid, and how much from his widows speaking so calmly of it.

         From what you say, I remarked, he was too ill for anything of the sort.

         Perhaps, my aunt replied. But be she pure as the driven snow, she cant stay here. I want a laundress who can turn out bands and frills.

         Whatll happen to Tamar? I said. You wouldnt wish her to be a vagrant again?

         What she does is no concern of mine. She might find a place in the village.

         There are people here wishing to hire a maid?

         Or something, my aunt said acidly, her face so bitter that for a moment she resembled the young woman she spoke of. The mad thought came to me that Tamar was Aunt Harriets illegitimate daughter. Mad, because everyone knew that Aunt Harriet was unable to bear children. She had tried for years, only to bring into the world a succession of little corpses; my own mother had presided at one of these gruesome childbeds, and had come home weeping. So Aunt Harriet had no heir, which was why the mothers of Tetton Green tried to engage her affections to their own offspring. Besides, when I looked at her again her face had cleared. Seen thus, she no more resembled Tamar than an apple does a thistle.
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