A Day in the Life of Gubbitch

By Celebsul

February (Shortly after Bloodstone)

Gubbitch rolled out of his grubby nest of straw and noted he was still wearing yesterday's clothes - in fact last week's clothes. Come to think of it, he couldn't recall when he had last changed them. Shrugging, he stood and stretched just as Titch shuffled up. "What does tha want me to do this mornin', Gubbitch?"

What Titch recognised as a wry smile stretched his leader's orcen face. "Tha remembers them stow-ans ah told thee to chuck away?"

Titch nodded solemnly. "Aye, them uns that were all streaked and blotched. Tha said they wun't be worth owt 'cos they were mucky-lookin'."

The two orcs were referring to the quartz that they had mined from nearby caves. The geology of the area, sundered so many times by wars, held a rich variety of precious and semi-precious stones, or stow-ans, in the strange dialect of the local orcs.

"Well, ah wants thee to fetch 'em back. Bin thinkin'. People reet liked them spotty bloodstow-ans, so mebbe mucky-lookin' is good after all."

Sniggering, the little orc Titch suggested to his leader, "If people think mucky-lookin' is good, thy ought to be able to get theesen a mortal woman."

Gubbitch's gnarled hand shot out, delivering a sharp slap to the side of Titch's head, but the little orc continued to snigger.

"There'll be no women o' any sort fer likes o' us." A wistful expression passed briefly over Gubbitch's face. Many of their females had chosen a very different course from the males after their release from thralldom. He soon shook off the mood however; most orcs detested each other, be they male or female.

"But I thought we were gonna get some reets, when law gets changed." Titch grumbled. He didn't quite understand why men were going to the steward to plead for rights for the likes of him and Nik, the runt uruk-hai who lived with Russ the Beorning on a nearby farm.

"Not them kind o' reets, tha daft dollop. Reets like bein' under king's protection. Load o' fuss abaht nowt, if thy asks me. We'll still be 'unted by them that dun't like us. We'll still 'ave to grub a livin' out o' ground. An' wot we suppowesed to do if some big, ugly band o' mean orcs comes sniffin round - invite 'em in fer dinner?" The truth was that the likes of Gubbitch and his lads were very rare of their kind, having reformed from the ways of evil.

"Aye, an' us 'ud be main course," Titch agreed. "'ow's anyone gonna know which o' us to kill and which uns not ter?"

"Probably 'ave ter 'ave king's brand on us fore'eeads, like an 'erd o' cows."

"Naw," Titch giggled, "If it were like cows, brand ud 'ave ter be on our backsides. And we'd 'ave to walk round wi no kecks on." 

The vision of his lads walking round with bare bottoms left Gubbitch wide-eyed and speechless. But Titch's mind had moved on to other possibilities. Suddenly, a stunningly wonderful idea occurred to him, "Suppowes king might 'ave a wizard, and 'e can make us look like men … or elves even?"

"Aye." Gubbitch nodded wisely for a moment. "An' then king 'ud give us bags o' coins and a palace each to live in."

Titch scowled at his leader through narrowed eyes, "Thy bein' sarcastic?"

Gubbitch slapped him on the other side of the head. He liked to be even-handed.

"Stoppit!" Titch protested, rubbing his head and sticking out his bottom lip. Then getting back to the business of the day, he asked, "Does tha know where I chucked them stow-ans tha said were no good? Well, it were down a reet deep oil."

Gubbitch shrugged, no matter how deep the hole, he wanted the stones; they might be valuable. "Then tha best gu climb down it an' bring 'em back afore ah 'as ter slap thee ageean."

The little orc stomped off in a huff thinking to himself 'Tha mean so-and-so. Anyrow-ad, reets under ruddy king ain't a patch on reets under old master, far as ah can see.' Not that anyone had ever given him any rights of any kind, he was not good 'stock', but he lived in hope.

****

Though they strived to be civilised, when there were no mortals or elves around these orcs reverted to what they were comfortable with. Thus Gubbitch breakfasted in his dark den on raw meat before taking a few special scraps to feed to his pet toad, Wart.

Wart showed him all the affection an amphibian can muster; it ate what was on offer. That was enough for Gubbitch who chuckled with pleasure. The creature had been very large when he found it. Now it was massive, and hardly ever moved from its corner of the small pond outside the cave. It knew food would arrive on a regular basis. The orc band, however, had no such certainties.

Before the fall of Sauron, the orcs of Mordor had little need to hunt or gather food. Their provisions arrived from farms worked by slaves. So the orcs stayed in their keeps and dens, away from the unwelcome daylight, emerging only to stand guard or fight. Since then, Gubbitch's lads had learnt to toil under the sun, gathering what they could to eat. It was a hard life, and they often went hungry. Then the Burping Troll Inn was built and, to Gubbitch's amazement, the odd people who resided there allowed him to go inside and eventually befriended him and his lads. Now trade became possible and his band added a second string to their bow, finding and making things to sell.

Recently they had discovered quartz, and the Trader woman, Sevilodorf, said she could get good money for such stones. They had thought life might become much easier, but so far they had earnt the sum total of one blanket from the sale of a bloodstone. It was, however, early days and they remained optimistic.

Gubbitch gathered the rest of his lads to allocate the day's duties. Some he sent to the river to catch fish. Some went to the hills where rabbit snares had been set. Gubbitch then took Jabot, Hooknose and Lugbac with him to the woods to look for nuts and - he had sworn his lads to secrecy about this since Russbeorn had moved into the area with his squirrel, Grimm. But it just made sense; there were not enough nuts to go round. If the orcs ate nuts and the tree-rats ate nuts, then both orcs and tree-rats would go hungry. But, if the orcs ate nuts AND tree-rats, nobody would go hungry.

That was his theory, though truth be told, they'd not yet managed to catch a single squirrel. They devised some truly ingenious traps, baited with nuts. But when they checked back later, the traps would always be empty, even of the nuts. It seemed squirrels were extremely clever. Lugbac had once complained bitterly, "'ow come ruddy tree-rats got brains and ah din't?" He had not mentioned it again though, not after the endless speculation that resulted regarding which animal or insect the big orc's intellect compared to.

They had given up on tree-rat traps. The only purpose the contraptions served was feeding their food to squirrels. Today the four orcs took their bows with them into the woods. Without particularly noting the grandeur of the tall winter-naked trees, or the bright delicacy of dewy cobwebs, they were pleased to find the weather warm enough for at least some squirrels to be venturing out.

The orcs gathered the scarce nuts and seeds for a while then - "There's un," Jabot hissed, positioning his bow and nocking an arrow with a speed that would be the envy of most men. The black squirrel, peeking round the edge of a dark trunk was almost impossible to see aside from the glitter of its tiny eyes. Gubbitch knew exactly what it was thinking: 'Oh good the orcs are bringing more food and nice traps for me to play with.' "Gettit!" he hissed back to Jabot.

With a twang then a thud, the arrow flew straight and true, embedding itself in the curve of the trunk … but not in the squirrel, the creature had miraculously disappeared.

"Well ah'll be blowed!" Gubbitch exclaimed. There was something odd about these tree-rats. They were unnatural. 

Jabot went despondently to reclaim his arrow. As he walked back, he heard Hooknose gasp, "It's there ageean." 

This time Lugbac, with reflexes much faster than his sluggish thoughts, shot off an arrow. In that instance, several things happened. Jabot threw himself to the ground, Hooknose grabbed Lugbac's bow and Gubbitch screwed his eyes tight, uttering an oath. The arrow flew over Jabot's sprawled body and thudded into the tree trunk, several inches adrift of its target.

Silence. No one moved for a moment, then in a voice almost squeaking with anger Gubbitch turned to Lugbac and yelled, "Is tha barmy, or wot?" He stretched up and slapped the big orc round the ear. "Tha nearly got Jabot."

"Sorry," Lugbac murmured. Then he clapped a hand to his ear and complained mournfully, "Thy 'urt me lug-oil."

Gubbitch shook his head in despair. "'urt tha lug-oil? If tha'd a killed 'im an' if we got 'reets' tha'd 'ave to gu to steward, and ah dun't think 'e'd accept a plea o' stupidity. Then tha'd 'ave no lug-oils, nor nowt else neither."

Jabot peeled himself off the floor and returned to the others. He kicked Lugbac heartily in the shin. Hooknose then stuck the confiscated bow over Lugbac's head where it fell to his shoulders and swung around as the big orc hopped, howling, on one leg.

Meanwhile, the black squirrel had crept further round the trunk and now was using Lugbac's arrow as a perch. Its head nodded jerkily up and down as it surveyed the antics of the orcs. Almost, it looked to be laughing.

Gubbitch spotted the creature and stuck out his tongue. Shrugging his shoulders, he said, "Tree-rat's off the menu. If we ever catch un, we'll send it ter Russ, an' serve 'im reet. 'e can 'ave the ruddy lot o' 'em as 'ouse guests. Let's dig under that tree an' see if its 'oard o' nuts is there, that'll teach it."

*****

The day passed with similar mundane happenings, until the various parties headed for home with their gleanings. It was better than some days. There were rabbits and fish, nuts, seeds and a few edible greens and roots. For the evening meals, when they could be bothered, they cooked the food. Gubbitch insisted that they practice some polite behaviours and cooking was one they could do quite well. Had the elf Celebsul been visiting, they might have made him a dish of rabbit stew, or steamed trout with roast chestnuts. But as he was not, they simply threw all the prepared ingredients into one big cauldron. Food was food, why mess about? If there were fewer of them, they might also have all eaten out of the same cauldron, but that was not practical, so they each had a bowl.

The band of orcs sat cross-legged around the fire and gulped down their meal so quickly that they did not even taste it. Smacking their lips and belching in appreciation, they handed their licked-out bowls to Titch, as he was on clean-up duty. With an image of the hobbit lass, Meri, scouring plates at the kitchen sink of the Burping Troll Inn, the little orc proudly took the pile of dishes outside and tossed them in the shallow pond, then he pulled them out again and stacked them upside-down on the rocks to drain overnight. His duties carefully discharged, Titch went to fetch his pipe. Tonight they had agreed on a sing-along. The orcs wanted a break from wrestling matches after three nights in a row. Wounds needed time to heal.  So, dipping into their precious, but deep supply of ale, they filled battered tankards to the brim then settled down to sing. Titch played the introduction to one of their favourite songs on the pipe Celebsul had given him, then all the orcs took up the lyrics with raucous, deafening voices:

"Sourface got 'is eye poked out

'is eye poked out, 'is eye poked out

Sourface got 'is eye poked out

Ah'll drink some ale ter that."

A chorus of slurps of ale accompanied Titch's piping into the next verse.

"Ah dun't care what this song's abaht

This song's abaht, this song's abaht

Ah dun't care what this song's abaht

Ah'll drink some ale ter that."

Slurp.

"Eatin' rats dun't cost thee owt

Dun't cost thee owt, dun't cost thee owt

Eatin' rats dun't cost thee owt

Ah'll drink some ale ter that."

Slurp.

"Ale gives thee reet awful gout

Reet awful gout, reet awful gout

Ale gives thee reet awful gout

Ah'll drink some ale ter that."

The songs continued until late, then heads began to nod over empty tankards. Gubbitch wandered outside to enjoy the cool darkness for a few minutes. The others would soon be in their beds. While orcs did not require much sleep, his lads had learnt to conserve their meagre resources by at least laying motionless through most of the night.

The orc leader looked at the stark silhouettes of trees, and above them, the glimmer of a vast army of stars. Stars ... men gazed at these in admiration, and elves did so in awe. Gubbitch stared up at them now, but nothing stirred in him. They were just there, like leaves or pebbles or rain. He knew that in the minds of men and elves, stars were beautiful, but he could not see it. 

He had once asked Celebsul if beauty was anything like the feeling he got when he was hungry and was shown a table laden with food. The elf had thought for a moment then said, "A little like that I suppose, for without beauty in the world, I would starve. But beauty feeds the heart rather than any earthly need. It makes one happy just to behold it."

Gubbitch had never been made happy by anything that could do no more than simply be perceived. It would have to be able to make his life better or richer to do that. His pet toad, Wart, made him joyful, for some unfathomable reason, but he'd never heard a toad described as beautiful. 

Still staring upwards, Gubbitch turned in a slow spin as the stars wheeled above him. He knew that men and elves found beauty in the likes of trees and glittering stones, and all manner of disparate things. But not in toads it seemed, and certainly not in orcs. Whatever beauty was, orcs did not possess it. And no matter what he and his kind did, or however the world changed, they never would.

Yielding to his own strange wisdom, Gubbitch decided it was probably a blessing that he did not understand what beauty was. He lowered his eyes at last from their fruitless search, then wandered slowly back towards the cave.
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