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FOREWORD





It is my pleasure to introduce this book to you. Beware; it is a rough read, a demanding journey, an amazing, fantastical, invigorating experience. And what more can you want as a reader? Margiad Evans’ warm, eloquent voice, her unequivocal exploration of the extremes of human behaviour, of cruelty, lust and ultimate redemption, her stunning evocations of the natural world, may well leave you unsatisfied with anything less in other writers.


I sat down to read one rainy weekend. Immediately I was tipped into a strange world. It’s a freezing morning. A cart lumbers along a country lane driven by a one-armed man (a very Margiad detail) who is oblivious to the elements. I was unsure which century we were in; the snow-salted fields gave no clue. It occurred to me this could be medieval England, or even a Grimm brothers’ fairytale. There are a few huddled people about, three yews under a net in the back of the cart. And a lone woman limping wearily along the track. A woman who is elegantly dressed and obviously deeply troubled. Not entirely beaten down however. We read she responds contemptuously to a friendly drover’s enquiries, whilst favouring the carter with a gentle gaze; she needs him, or at least his cart, to get to her destination. So we meet Mary Bicknor, the book’s not entirely likeable heroine.


Mary has been a cosseted quasi-servant to an old lady. During her stay in the big house this old lady had ‘spoiled and petted her, dressed her expensively… and easily persuaded her to give up all thought of marriage with her own natural equals.’ Mary ‘…used to carry herself very proudly’ and ‘snort at callers…’ It is a shock, then, to read the throwaway line: ‘Then one day Mary confessed to her mistress she was pregnant.’ And to take in the fact that Mary has fallen from grace. A hasty marriage is arranged to Easter, a groom, the father of the child she carries. This is obviously a union that Mary believes is beneath her. And the story proper begins.


This story, told many times over the centuries, is a narrative that could only start to change with the advent of the contraceptive pill. Here we have the haughty beauty, unmarried, cast out when pregnant, humiliated and impoverished, forced into a marriage she detests for the sake of convention. It would not be many years before other narratives take over. Margiad Evans is on the cusp of change. Even so, the book encompasses divorce, or at least separation, and the possibility of a new life for Mary – an outcome almost unheard of for someone of Mary’s class before the twentieth century. This duality between the ancient and the modern, between the unchanging countryside and the teashop and magistrates’ court, kept me alert. I had to continually reappraise what I knew and understood about the story. Patterns that seemed familiar – the woman brought low, a ruffian for a husband, the upper-class lover – are subverted by Margiad Evans; twisted and squeezed to extract a fresh, startling newness.


Throughout the book we see Mary through the eyes of the men she encounters. The carter examines her bowed head and takes in her ‘fresh lips’ with their ‘hint of a voluptuous pout suggesting a caress… and red hair which showed… beneath her hat.’ A little later, asleep in her new husband’s bed, he surreptitiously observes ‘…her naked shoulder’ whose ‘blooming flesh shone with pearly lustre against the harsh white sheet’. Thirty pages on, Matt, the disaffected squire, sees Mary for the first time. In his room later he recalls ‘…Mary’s eyes, her long neck, her hollow cheeks, her mouth, tempting yet severe’. So far so predictable, you might say.


But Mary is more than the stereotypical tempting woman. She is her own person: awkward, ungrateful sometimes, a character who grabs new experiences unwisely and wholeheartedly. The disquieting relationship she has with her cruel, enigmatic husband Easter is mysterious and engaging. She is no pallid victim, even though at times she breaks down under the onslaught of his sadism. His behaviour, whilst she never welcomes it, is understandable to her. His passion awakes similar reactions in her. Despite herself she responds to his physicality because it matches her own.


There are issues arising from this almost entirely external appraisal of the main female character, I think. Because she is largely unknowable – and what we do know about her character is not always appealing – we may not connect with her experiences in a way that Margiad Evans would like us to. We have no idea about her upbringing. No clue about her early dreams and struggles. Yet Easter has several poignant passages in which we see him as a ragamuffin, tagging along with the gypsies. His mother dies when he is sixteen and he is almost feral. He grows up famished, full of energy, and constantly abandoned by the people he should be able to rely on.


On the night of their comically disastrous wedding Easter watches Mary while she sleeps. We are told how he examines her underclothes, amazed at their delicacy; ‘…feeling the silk with his hard, dirty fingers’. He is thrown back in time and remembers his mother hanging things like these out to dry. ‘He used to carry the empty basket back to the kitchen along a path between blackcurrant bushes.’ He recalls ‘…the little daisies under (his mother’s) feet’. And along with this early domestic memory comes a desire for ‘…tenderness, he wanted to be soothed, he longed for (Mary) to caress him, to be his entirely’. Of course, Mary wakes and vehemently squashes his advances – and who can blame her? He’d grudgingly taken a ring off his own finger for the vicar to use in the ceremony, snatched it back, pinched her arm and pushed her over into the frozen mud, then promptly hopped on a bus and left her to find her own way home.


Yes, Easter Probert is a vile, ungovernable man whose behaviour is reprehensible, but because we are given so much information about the workings of his damaged mind, and supplied with such lyrical details about his neglected childhood, we understand him. We consider his inarticulate yearning for warmth, and subsequently we may care about him in a way we can’t about the cold, snobbish Mary. We know he will never be able to obtain what he craves – he is too warped – but we can’t help but sympathise with his utter aloneness. And this ambivalence also touches the way we feel about his appearance. He is like a ‘goblin’, ‘a panther’, but he has ‘…beautifully sound teeth’, ‘hair growing back from broad temples’, ‘deep-set eyes’ and is ‘graceful and rakish’. There is more than a touch of Heathcliff or Rochester about him. The subconscious ambivalence that permeates the book, this blurry, uncertain mix of messages, adds depth and richness. It challenges the reader.


The marital struggles of Easter and Mary, horrifying, pathetic and childish as they can be, are mirrored more subtly and alluringly in the relationship Easter has with the squire’s intense older daughter Phoebe. She is the pure, serious, unworldly maiden in this quasi-fairytale. And it is her developing, barely-there connection with Easter that Margiad Evans does so well. The first time I read the book (I read it three times in all, each time it became more rich and strange and believable to me) I did not understand why Phoebe was given so much attention early on. I interpreted the imbalance in the text as a lack of discipline on the writer’s part, an inability to control her obviously teeming ideas. But on reflection, it is clear that Phoebe is crucial to the story; we need to know her obsessive, striving character to understand her selfless act at the dénouement.


There is a psychological truth also in her confused feelings for Easter. When she is a girl of fifteen she is exposed to a grotesque vision of Easter as he peers through a tiny window in an attempt to gain access to a serving girl. This encounter; ‘…the odd tinge to his skin …the upper teeth were showing and a large spider’s web… seemed …to be hanging from his mouth’ doesn’t frighten Phoebe as one might expect. She wonders about him, and from that time on cannot be near him without shrinking. When he looks at her it is with ‘…the long, knowing stare that made her feel so uncomfortable’. He has awakened feelings in her that she is ashamed of and fascinated by. In her journal she writes ‘Yes, I’m haunted. Else why should strangers look at me with Easter’s eyes?’


It is the strength of this reciprocated, unconsummated attraction and the way that it mimics the book’s other male-female relationships – Matt and his lazy, luxurious wife, Dorothy; Mary and the greedy, consuming passion she shares with Matt – which breathes clear, fresh air through the pages. Quite early on in the narrative Phoebe modifies Easter’s behaviour by merely leaping up and casting him a look both ‘…courageous and imploring. In response ‘He averted his eyes and his expression changed…’ She has the power to calm his temper. In every other encounter he is driven to fits of cruelty and viciousness that border on madness. Later on in the book he touchingly ties her dropped handkerchief around his wrist like a knight who takes the favour of his lady into battle. Most importantly, it is because of his connection with Phoebe that Easter performs his one truly altruistic act, and finds a grubby, hard-won kind of redemption.


Turf or Stone is wonderful. I have not touched on the shining passages of nature writing in the book, such as the description of an expedition to the river that Phoebe and her sister, Rosamund, take one hot summer day. It is perfect. They play in ‘…a slowly turning pool curved into the red clay, overhung by fresh young alders thick with leaves whose dipping branches swept the water’. The girls swim in the gleaming river, careful Phoebe ‘swam froggily… her head far too high’. No-nonsense Rosamund has ‘…nerve, and a passionate love of flinging herself into water’. At other times the countryside turns threatening, or gloomy and thunderous, often lashed with rain. Always the descriptions seem true. Margiad Evans has rightly been called a consummate nature writer.


It is also true to say that sometimes she may overe-mbellish, as if she is unable to resist the impulse to decorate each surface with grotesque detail. No mean roof is without its quota of fungi and weeds; no bit-character is without a smattering of hideous warts, or ‘…skin that resembled wet clay’, and even, on one occasion, an extracted glass eye whose ‘…blue stare (is smothered) in a handkerchief…’ But this embellishment is essential to the success of the book. Yes, it is extreme, elemental, nightmarish even in its uncompromising intensity, and that is as it should be. The reader is constantly pushed and pulled, drawn in and repelled, but never, ever bored.
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I





Early one February morning a tip cart, which was plastered with dried mud and driven by a man with one arm, turned out of a lane some eight miles from Salus, and journeyed slowly along the main road towards the town.


Heavy clouds retarded the progress of day, but at length the man pulled up, sprang to the ground, and opening the lamps, extinguished them with two vigorous puffs. He then mounted once more, settling himself on the front, his feet on the shaft.


The cart contained under a net three ewes, whose breath rose steamily in the cold air. The man, bare-headed, broad-shouldered, sat easily swaying to the movement of the shaft, expanding his chest though the east wind was blowing. He seemed indifferent, durable, hard as the cart itself. It was freezing again; there was dust on the grey road. The few people who were about walked with their heads bent, huddling their shoulders. From his seat the man could see the rounded frostbitten fields over the hedges and the vague encompassing hills patchy with lingering snow.


An hour later, when it was still three miles from Salus, the cart overtook a flock of sheep, and was obliged to come to a stand close to the path while the drover cleared a way for it. The carter noticed a young woman walking past, and struck by her weary air – she limped – called out to know whether she would be too proud to take a lift on the front with him.


The woman who was jaded in spirit rather than in fact, and whose painful meditations were the true brake on her steps, was about to answer him haughtily. She raised her eyes, hesitated, and suited her reply to the gentle gaze which met her own.


‘Thank you,’ she said, looking up at him. ‘I should be glad enough, but I haven’t far to go now.’


‘How far, miss?’


‘Fown Mill.’


‘Get up… it’ll be a bit of a rest.’


Leaning forward he extended his one hand. Darting a contemptuous look at the smiling drover, she put her hand in the carter’s. He swung her up: she sat beside him silently. He examined her sideways without turning his head. She was an elegant woman with a sombre expression, whose long neck shone warmly white against a dark fur. Her face was thin, without colour, her nose inclined to a downward curve, the wide nostrils nervously dilated. Her fresh lips protruded slightly, and this hint of a voluptuous pout suggesting a caress, lent her hollow countenance fascination. She had red hair which showed on one side beneath her hat. In her hands she held a prayer book and a clean white handkerchief. She wore a loose grey coat almost like a cloak which flowed over the rail. Her crossed feet in high-heeled shoes hung some inches above the shaft.


The carter saw that she had been crying, and he felt sorry for her. But he did not speak to her because she was a stranger and he admired her.


They proceeded thus the best part of a mile, until they reached a broad tarred lane branching off to the left. A granite war memorial, in the shape of a bleak grey cross, stood on the corner, garnished with a tattered laurel wreath. There she asked to be set down, thanked him, and drew away, wrapping her coat tightly across her as the wind whisked round the corner.


The carter slapped the reins on the horse’s back and it broke into a clumsy trot, jerking the cart backwards; balancing himself he gave a long sigh of relief which yet had in it some regret. It was not until he reached Salus, that he discovered the prayer book inside the cart where it had fallen and been trodden on by the frightened ewes. She must have let it fall when she turned round to get down.


He opened it: there was a name written on the flyleaf.


‘Mary Bicknor,’ he read, and then he remembered he had heard about her.


She was half servant, half companion, to an old eccentric lady who within the last year had taken a house at Buck Castle, a small hamlet on the outskirts of Fown Mill parish where she was a complete stranger. The old lady, whose name was Tressan, spoiled and petted her, dressed her expensively, even submitted to her dominance, and easily persuaded her to give up all thoughts of marriage with her own natural equals. Without actually saying as much, she really expected Mary to remain single. Mary used to carry herself very proudly, snort at callers, regulate Miss Tressan’s friendships from her own front door. Indeed, they were both very foolish and everybody laughed at them…. Then one day Mary confessed to her mistress that she was pregnant. The old lady did not desert her, but she instantly withdrew her affection, nor did she at all approve of the hastily arranged marriage. She thought it a calamity with a preposterous ending, and as well as she could she ignored it. The vicar of Fown Mill brought the couple together. He took great credit to himself for this.


The carter recollected some of these circumstances. They were wasted on him. Being no gossip he was generally regarded as a shy, taciturn fellow without a great deal to say for himself. He went to the market carrying the white prayer book in his pocket.




* * *





Mary did not discover the loss of her prayer book until she reached the church. She was thinking of her mistress, whom she had left lying in bed.


When she took up the tea as usual, at eight o’clock, she saw Miss Tressan regarding her mournfully and steadily over the bed clothes. She pulled up the blinds, keeping her back to the bed.


They did not know what to say to each other. At last,  as Mary was closing the window, the old lady stammered:


‘Is it a fine day?’


She had asked this question first thing every morning for fifteen years, and no other words seemed possible. Mary told her it was freezing. She drew the sheet tight under her chin and shut her eyes: ‘I’ll have the fire and stay in bed today,’ she said resolutely.


‘Shall I light it?’


‘No… no… keep your hands clean this morning. There, go along, and shut the door.’


But as Mary passed the bed with averted face, she suddenly sat up, tendering her an envelope. Her lips trembled.


‘Take this. You must. I insist.’


‘No, no, I can’t.’


‘You must… I insist.’ She repeated like a feeble cry.


Mary felt the envelope pushed into her hand and Miss Tressan’s fingers close over her wrist for a moment in a loose clasp. Then she drew away her arm suddenly and lay back again, shutting her eyes.


‘Goodbye,’ she said bitterly.


Mary dropped the envelope on the floor.


‘That’s no use, no help at all.’


She looked around the room at the silk curtains, the cushions, the pictures, the soft carpet, the emaciated figure flat on the bed, and having looked, with a kind of sick disgust, went out and dressed for her marriage to a groom. She wept.


Descending the steep hill to the church, she met two women carrying baskets to market. She pulled herself together, she had cried for hours before she left the house, and her eyes were swollen. The women stared at her. The heavy baskets packed with butter and eggs had made them tired – they had missed the bus. One ejaculated loudly: ‘Some people have no shame,’ and the other cast down her eyes.


Mary cried: ‘What have I done to you?’


Before misfortune had overtaken her she would not have spoken to them.


They threw up their chins and trudged on up the hill, exchanging glances.


Mary could not understand herself: it seemed as if she wished to descend as far as possible, to roll in the mud.


Rounding the bend, the church came into view, a small, renovated edifice with a Saxon tower. A straight walk, shaded by cut yews, led up to the porch, where the man she was about to marry stood talking to the vicar. She approached them nervously and the bridegroom, Easter Probert, came towards her swinging his arms.


He was peculiar in appearance. He did not look like a man who had ever had anything to do with horses except in a thieving, gypsyish, wayside kind of way. He might very easily have been a travelling kettle-mender. He was small; his skin shone faintly, through a yellow-brown tan, and his large black eyes protruded from the sockets, although they were set deep in the skull. His square-seamed forehead was marked by strong brows a shade lighter than the hair, which grew stiffly and tuftily back from the broad temples. The features were harsh, the cheekbones prominent, the mouth sunken. A mauve scar, triangular in shape, showed clearly a little below the right eye. When he talked or laughed his upper lip lifted at the corner, exposing beautifully sound teeth. A strange wary face, alert, hungry, malicious, subtly mournful. His movements, as he went to meet Mary, were very graceful, but suggested insolence; for a short man he took long strides, which lent him a rakish, high cockalorum air.


The same odd individuality marked his clothes: he wore a greenish coat, brown trousers, old and dirty, and a thick, twisted, silver ring on a little finger. It was said that his mother had been a gypsy, but of this no one could be certain, as he was a love child and she was dead.


He strode towards Mary and took her hand as he turned to walk beside her. They walked so to the door, where the vicar stood pulling his lips and staring at them dimly.


The vicar, an old man of seventy-odd, recalled some corrupt, degenerate idol which had decayed in a jungle. Fat, bloated, yet withered, he stood, his legs shaking visibly beneath the cassock, his head sunk between shoulders which had lost their outline and become mere pads of flesh. He wore a smile. Having attained his object he felt ready to be affable; he wished to speak kindly, but Easter’s expression was so ferocious, Mary’s so defiant, that a doubt crept into his negligible mind: ‘Surely this is wrong and cruel! These people do not love each other,’ he said to himself.


Then he thought of the child.


‘No, it is too late. But God help them,’ he concluded his momentary reflection.


He held out his hand. Mary took it, let it go, and drew a pair of clean gloves from her pocket. As she began to put them on she noticed the loss of her prayer book which Miss Tressan had given her years ago on her confirmation. Tears again rose to her eyes. The vicar saw them. In spite of himself he pitied her profoundly, following them into the dark church.


She lifted a prayer book from the shelf. ‘You will not need that,’ the vicar informed her. She dropped it again in a confused and hasty manner.


The verger, sniffing, stepped from a pew under the pulpit, where he had been sitting half asleep, and the clerk who was to be the other witness, came out of the vestry with an impatient air. He cast a hurried glance through the open door as he passed it, for he had tied his dog to a tombstone, and feared that it might howl. But it was lying quietly asleep on the grass.


Fown Mill church stands on the road, and there is a short cut to Salus through the churchyard. Being market day the parish was astir, so that throughout the service people were continually passing. Their conversation could be clearly overheard, and one or two looked in at the door. A small boy stood for some time by the font with his cap on, while the clerk made energetic signs to him to remove it. He grimaced, swung on his heel, and walked out, screwing up his nose. The clerk boiled with futile anger.


When the time came for Easter to fit the ring on Mary’s finger it was discovered that he was without one. She turned paler, bit her lips, stared stonily at the altar. The service paused. Easter suddenly drew off the silver ring and slipped it on her finger. She was obliged to shut her hand to prevent it from falling to the ground. The ceremony concluded without the vicar taking the couple to the altar. This he had determined he would not do. When Mary took a step forward he shook his head, folding his lips tightly and moved resolutely towards the vestry; the clerk and the verger, who were prepared, followed the couple ungraciously. The church had not been heated. Mary trembled visibly with the cold, her very heart beat languidly and her hands shook so that she could hardly sign the register.


The verger had built up a fire in the vestry, a weak, smoky slack fire which smelt acrid. The smoke blew out and tasted bitter in their mouths. She dropped on her knees before it, holding out her hands. Seeing the ring she began to cry again, bending her head to hide her face from the men.


‘Don’t cry,’ said the vicar in a low consoling murmur. He leant forward and touched her shoulder.


‘Why are you crying? Come on, let’s go,’ Easter suggested, stepping restlessly to the vestry door. He looked at the east window, pretentious painted glass, purple, blue, and red, with no depths to the colours, at the varnished pews roped off with red cords for the important families, the arrogant brass eagle beating the open Bible, the pale pulpit, the snowdrops on the altar. Mary wept and wept, heedless of whispers and sympathetic glances. He wished he were outside in the wind.


‘Let’s go,’ he repeated impatiently. The vicar glanced at him reproachfully, rolling his dull eyes under which showed livid smears. ‘Can’t you wait a little until your wife is better?’


Easter spoke harshly: ‘Give over, Mary.’


She took no notice. His voice was affliction. Lifting his eyes he caught sight of the thick bell ropes which hung temptingly near his hand. He seized one in both hands and gave it a strong pull. Above their heads an unseen bell vibrated like a huge gong. It made Easter think of his master’s, hanging in the hall, a bland brass circle between two foxes’ masks with pointed teeth…. ‘Dinner!’ he shouted.


The verger clutched his shoulder, the vicar was scandalised, but Easter laughed aloud as he shook himself free. Again he tugged – he’d give them something to remember! This time the bell rang out full and true.


‘What are you doing?’ the clerk stammered, shocked. A fantastic humour possessed Easter and gleamed in his puckered eyes. He felt it glowing, he felt he wanted to outrage and distract these stuffy people who had tied him up to that crouching woman: they stank, like the church itself they reeked of damp cold stone and the clammy tombs of dead institutions. Again he pulled the gay red and white bell-rope, interspersing himself between the verger who reached out to grab his wrists. The verger retreated.


‘I’ll ring my own wedding peal!’


Booming, the bell answered him. Mary lifted her head, her face shining with tears.


‘Easter!’


‘He’s drunk,’ said the vicar angrily. His practical ignorance was colossal.


At that moment the bell’s powerful motion wrenched the rope from Easter’s unpractised grip; with a terrific swing it leapt the vestry partition. The verger and the clerk both held the vicar, who had quite lost his head. They forced him down.


‘Be careful, sir, it’s coming back,’ the clerk cried, and they all cowered to avoid the blow. The rope slapped against the wall, jerked once or twice and became still. The bell vibrated. Easter pulled up his trousers and jeered at the vicar. The vicar puffed out his cheeks and his eyes were vicious.


‘This is outrageous…. I must speak to you outside,’ he expostulated, smoothing the top of his head.


They went out.


The verger pushed a poker under the fire and it burst into roaring flame. Mary drew back from the heat. Her head ached, and, forgetting that she was in a church, she took off her hat, which had pressed her beautiful red hair close to the sides of her head: it clung to her temples and the delicate, prominent bones below her ears. The clerk watching her thought of Mary Magdalen, for to his mind this woman with her pale, miserable face still wet from tears, her full trembling mouth, her wan and working features, resembled his favourite saint. He poked the fire again and touched the cold hand lying in her lap. Like the carter earlier in the day, and the vicar, his pity stirred.


In the porch the vicar repeated that he considered Easter’s behaviour outrageous: he really could find no other word to describe it. It seemed poor enough to a man of Easter’s violent vocabulary. He smiled.


The wind blew the vicar’s cassock against his legs and he wished he had not left the vestry without putting on his coat. He turned blue – the veins showed on his cheeks, he rubbed his freezing hands.


Easter disliked men, who were, most of them, larger than himself. As a rule he avoided them. When that was impossible he quarrelled with them, or ignored them. He felt neither shame nor repentance: he regarded the vicar boldly, not troubling to dispel his disapprobation, and making no attempt at a connected conversation, he broke into speech abruptly.


‘I want my ring back. And then I must go. You’ve married us, there’s no more to be done in there? Well, then, we’ll be off. I gave the money to the clerk.’


The vicar flushed: ‘In this case I shall of course, accept no fee. Good heavens, don’t you feel the disgrace,’ he burst out in a flood of indignation.


Easter smiled at him, cruelly, enigmatically silent. The vicar examined the face before him, the half-bared upper teeth, the dangerous eyes, and his mind grasped at reassurance.


‘I hope you will be good to your wife?’


Easter raised his shoulders. He walked away between the trimmed yews to the gate, leaned over it, spat into the road, and taking out a cigarette, stood waiting for Mary.


The vicar returned to the vestry: ‘A pariah,’ he muttered full of resentment. Mary was standing up. The vicar went up to her as close as he could, so that he might probe the texture of her skin with his dim eyes… women fascinated him.


‘Your husband is waiting for you. But don’t hurry,’ he added vindictively. Once more he held out his hand, which almost trembled with emotional sympathy, and taking it, Mary said dully: ‘Thank you, I’ll go,’ fixing her swollen eyes on his face as if she were dazed from her weeping. He continued to hold the outstretched hand, slightly squeezing the palm and working his fingers towards her wrist, bare and warm above her glove.


‘My child…’ he murmured. His voice was tender, but he could not go on because Mary’s vague gaze was so indifferent. He felt too embarrassed.


The clerk and the verger thinking he wished to be alone with her, took up their hats and went away, rather downcast by the doleful ceremony. The clerk untied his dog, which jumped up at him playfully, then leapt the churchyard wall and ran up the road, ahead of his master.




* * *





Easter turned back to the church, scowling and blowing smoke.


Would Mary never give over? What in hell could he do? He was beginning to be very angry when at last she appeared.


‘Come on,’ he said.


As they walked away together the vicar watched them, distressed and helpless. He was obliged to tell himself that he had done the right thing. He said it once, and that was enough for him. Later he repeated it three times to his wife, and still she was not convinced.


Easter said: ‘I want my ring back.’


‘Take your ring then.’


He put the ring on his finger and looked at his wife as she walked sadly in the wind, wrapping her loose coat about her, hard and desolate. And she looked at him with disgust; at that moment they both remembered the night of their mating, she shameful of her traitorous flesh, he quickening to desire. Her tears were no longer falling, but she could hardly speak. Her voice sounded rough and thick, her breath shuddered: her features were slightly swollen, her under lip was moist and parted from the upper; the tear marks, though dry, still glistened on her pale skin. Her eyes, heavy and cast down, were sullenly averted.


He had taken her when for a while she had put aside her airs and abandoned herself to caresses. She seemed with out airs now… she wanted to yield, she would yield….


Easter loved women who were sad and gentle, and suffered him. He came close to her, put his open hand on her side: ‘Let’s go home, Mary.’


She hastily retreated. He pursued until she pressed against the frosty hedge and cold flakes fell on her upturned bitter face. He threw one arm around her, his large eyes burning eagerly, approached her own. She pushed him away, evading the kiss.


In an instant he was enraged, and no longer wanted her. He pinched her arm, wrenching at her clothes in spite, and gave her a rough shove which caused her to stumble. She fell sideways to the ground, on the frozen grass and mud. Easter’s teeth gleamed.


Then she cried out; she complained aloud in tense misery between groaning and screaming. On market days buses run along the country roads to and from Salus. A few minutes later one approached. Easter stopped it, and leapt in, leaving Mary standing shaking the frosty leaves off her coat.


‘You can go home by yourself – or not at all. No loss,’ he shouted.


Mary was aghast at his brutality. He had been a peculiar unsatisfied lover. He bid fair to make a terrifying husband. She stared through the windows of the bus, and women leaning over their heaped-up baskets stared back openly. 


The bus moved on. Mary stood absolutely still until it had gone. Then she followed. She walked to Salus by the river. Before the frost had set in there had been floods, and they had left the low water meadows gritty and littered with rotten sticks. Bundles of brushwood like untidy nests were tangled in the withy branches, draggling in the red swift river, whose turbid water poured with solid volume through the arches of the bridge. The path through the meadows was solitary; beneath the rusty wishing-gates which squeaked and creaked on their bent hinges, were puddles of ice; the grass, the empty iron seats, all were the same dismal brownish hue. A few ponies with their long, youthful manes flowing, hung their faces mournfully over a gate into the high road.




* * *





The carter, having concluded his business, stood with his arm on the rough counter of the canteen in the cattle market, his hand on an empty pint measure which he was pushing across to the man on the other side. The man, huge, a tower of fat and irritability, was a bit of a bruiser. You had to be careful what you said to him! He grabbed the measure and attended to other men.


The carter’s eyes swept over the market square. A little boy was running the length of the pig pens, switching every pig in reach with a thin, supple stick; a cow was bellowing; across on the greensward two cheapjacks were trying to shout each other down. Their hoarse blaring voices cut across the general din. A crowd had assembled about them, throwing in words now and then, jeering or facetious, but seldom buying. Pink and grey pigeons waddled between the marketers’ feet, pecking at wisps of straw from the cheapjacks’ crates, and sidling in a deliberate heavy fashion away from the traffic. Close to him three or four men in leggings and heavy boots inclined their heads towards a drover who was binding his hand with a green handkerchief. The carter saw big blood stains forming. The man must have a bad cut….


He did not want another drink yet. He strolled out of the market up the steep hill, into the Town. Salus was busy – thronged with women in groups on the pavements, an outer circle of parcels and baskets projecting so far from their backs that it was impossible to get by without stepping into the road. The market hall swarmed. It was too early in the year for the colourful flower stalls… the bartering was for carcasses and butter and eggs.


The women held all the centre of the town. In the high street before The George, men spread right across the road. The glass doors opened and shut; it was barely twelve o’clock and custom was waxing.


Neither nature nor necessity hurried the carter: leisurely in movement, as in disposition, he made his way to The George and drank another pint. Emerging, he saw Mary on the opposite side of the street, by the saddler’s. She was walking away from him fast; before he could get clear of the crowd she was a long way ahead, work as he would with his powerful, thrusting shoulders, in spite of the unexpected sinuousness he displayed in gliding through narrow apertures, where rough and ready shoving would have been the only means employed by smaller and more avid persons. He attained the opposite pavement in time to see her turn into a teashop which had been newly established in the Ticestor Road. He followed her, feeling conspicuous and ashamed. He stayed several minutes outside the shop before he could make up his mind to go in, gazing through the glass window at the people inside… he saw an expectant-looking waitress in a green linen dress standing with her eyes fixed on the door, and another very young girl who, with her slender arm stretched out, hung intent over the tray of cakes in the window. Behind her there were hints of easy forms reclining in coloured cane chairs, cigarette smoke floating lightly up to the ceiling. These sights interested him, but now his errand seemed ridiculous. He hesitated: ‘What, frightened of the women? Shall I stand here and wait till she comes out and then hand her the prayer book? No, I’ll go in. I’ll buy a bag of doughnuts for the children!’ His face lightened at the thought; he pushed the door open. A woman in furs was coming out, with a little veil dropping from her hat over half her face. Beneath, her painted mouth was parted. He stood aside to let her pass, and she was so close to him that he smelt a sweet dusty perfume, and saw the line of rouge along her lips. She turned her head over her shoulder, smiled at him, simply and gaily. This farther encouraged him, and he entered without awkwardness.


While the fragile ladylike waitress piled doughnuts into the bag with surprisingly thick fingers, he looked around the room for Mary.


She was sitting at a small table in the corner, drinking coffee, and holding a cigarette in her drooping hand. She looked cold and pale, with dry lips and heavy eyes. The carter regarded her, sighed, and took his doughnuts absently: he drew the prayer book from his pocket and, going across to her, laid it on the table beside her plate as the best means of indicating his presence and the reason for it.


She glanced up, astonished at the sight of her book and the rough hand on the tablecloth, and recognised the carter who had taken a pace backwards. She smiled. This man was now her equal. Such folk would be the only ones to cross her threshold. Formerly she would hardly have acknowledged a good day from this labourer, least of all in front of gentlefolk – of whom she had always considered herself – now she was almost effusive. She wanted familiarity that she might press the insult close like a corrosive iron upon her tenderness, and burn away all feeling – once and for all.


She spoke loudly and easily. Everyone could hear.


‘Have some coffee with me?’


He shook his head, and peered at the bag in his hands on which warm grease stains were appearing.


‘No, thank you. No, thank you, miss.’


‘Oh, you must!’


‘I must be off. I picked that up in the cart this morning after you’d gone. It’s a pity the ewes ’ud trod on it. I’m sorry.’


‘That’s nothing,’ she touched the soiled leather cover, and for a second or two seemed to forget his presence. Her fingers smoothed the dog-eared leaves. He would have gone away silently. He was out of place here – it would be better to return to The George.


‘Tell me your name.’


‘Dallett, miss… William Dallett. I works over at Gillow. Good afternoon, miss.’ 


‘Don’t go. Please sit down, and have some coffee with me.’


She saw that he was puzzled and for the first time it occurred to her that she might be making him look a fool, might be hurting him. Several people were regarding them. Immobile from bewilderment and fright he repeated that he must be going.


‘Sit down, please. Or won’t you have anything to do with me?’


He hastily sat down, but refused everything she offered him, nor would he open his mouth. Mary continued to smoke. She pushed the packet of cigarettes towards him.


‘Would you like to please me… would you? Then take those cigarettes.’


Dallett was more abashed than ever: ‘I don’t want to rob you, miss.’


‘There… I don’t want them. Put them in your pocket.’


He did so.


‘Thank you, miss.’


‘Don’t call me “miss”. I was married this morning.’


He gaped.


‘I hope you’ll be very happy.’


She felt a thrill of anguish. She spread her smooth hands on the table.


‘Look!’


‘Why, where’s the ring?’


‘My husband married me with an old worthless one of his which he took away as soon as we left the church. What do you think of that?’


‘Tchach!’ the carter ejaculated contemptuously. The waitress thought them a most peculiar couple, the man without a collar who sat looking between his knees and the elegant woman who sometimes spoke so loudly that her voice could be heard in the kitchens, and at others almost below her breath, sinking her head as if she were ashamed.


Dallett sat a while longer, gradually regaining his composure. Mary found his company soothing. Her eyes dwelt on his face, on his large features, his hanging brow as rich in colour as his brown and scarlet cheeks. His own eyes were cast down but when he raised them they did not waver. She wondered why she should feel so grateful for his compassion. His empty sleeve terminated in a pathetic hook. At last he stood up to go: she was sorry.


‘See here,’ said he, extending his one hand, ‘this might be useful to you.’


He was offering her a thin metal ring of strange dull colour.


‘What is that?’


‘It’s made of gun-metal. I brought it home from the War. Take it; you needn’t be ashamed to wear it. I took your fags.’


‘I’m not ashamed! I’ll wear it. Thank you… gun-metal!’


Thoughtfully she put it on her marriage finger. When she looked up, the carter was about to leave the shop. As he went out the waitress called after him pertly: ‘You haven’t paid for the doughnuts.’


He felt very small.
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