

[image: Epub cover]




Contents




	Title Page


	Introduction


	ONE


	TWO


	THREE


	FOUR


	FIVE


	SIX


	SEVEN


	EIGHT


	NINE


	TEN


	ELEVEN


	TWELVE


	THIRTEEN


	FOURTEEN


	FIFTEEN


	SIXTEEN


	SEVENTEEN


	EIGHTEEN


	NINETEEN


	TWENTY


	TWENTY-ONE


	Copyright







A Small Country


Siân James











Introduction by Stan Barstow
































[image: ]




Introduction





We know we are in a real and fully apprehended world the moment we hear the railway porter’s voice on page one of Siân James’ absorbing novel. With what sureness she launches her tale. It is a model opening. If it has famously been said (though I can never remember by whom) that good dialogue should do three things – reveal character, convey information and move the story along – here it is in the hands of a writer of high skill. And if the years in which her story is set were before her own time she nevertheless manages to convey throughout the authenticity of a life known, felt and closely observed.


The railway porter is garrulous. Siân James is not. As my gaze drifts idly over the great slabs of fiction on airport bookshelves nowadays I am irresistibly reminded of the man who apologized to his correspondent when he said, winding up: “I’m sorry I’ve written you such a long letter, but I didn’t have time to write a short one”. Verbosity is not one of Siân James’ characteristics, which is why she is also such a good short-story writer. There are many, many lesser talents who (most of them incapable of anything else) might have drawn out her story to twice the length of A Small Country and, regrettably, attracted many times the audience from that readership which is never happier than when plodding along to the sounds of every ‘t’ being crossed, every ‘i’ dotted.


When Siân James brings you a scene full-face it pulses with life and physical passion; but often she will let another scene occur off-stage and merely report it in summary. So with her characters. Some we comprehend more thoroughly than others. We believe the rage of love which brings together the errant Josi Evans and his tragic mistress, Miriam; but do we know them through and through? Mrs James is not in the business of psychoanalysis, and their predicament is the more poignant for what is left unsaid, “The heart has its reasons...” The sense of life going on at the edges of her story, and outside it, lends what she tells an unstrained conviction.


We are in deepest rural Wales just before the First World War and among people of substance and standing. Rachel Griffiths rejected the man her father approved of her marrying for the son of one of his tenant farmers. Not that Josi Evans ever sought material advantage; and whatever drew him to Rachel has for some time now not been enough. A child born to his schoolteacher mistress resolves him to break free of his marriage. His grown children by Rachel look on with a bitterness that turns to pity and compassion as the tragedy of this relationship is played out.


The war, when it comes, seems so distant. Everyone talks as if it will be over in a few months. But gradually its tentacles reach out to draw them in. Tom, the son, just home from Oxford and with a farm to run now that his father has left, nevertheless feels impelled to volunteer; Catrin, his young sister, disappointed in her love for Tom’s English friend Edward (who has already joined up), leaves home for the demanding life of a nurse. Ironically, at the novel’s end with Rachel dead also, it is Josi who comes closest to real peace; Josi tuned to the pulse of life in a way that others can only envy, among them his son, Tom, who observes him after his defection: “There was little ceremony about his father; no fuss, no show. He suddenly saw him resting at the side of a hedge, his whole body completely relaxed so that he seemed almost a part of the landscape. He seemed extraordinarily at peace with himself; even at the present time, with his life completely disrupted...”. Siân James creates moments of great tenderness between Josi and the young servant girl, Lowri, whom he asks to share his future, and shows a gift for corrective comedy in the reaction of the aged Grandfather after the wedding:





‘Are you going to the war?’ the old man asked.


‘Too old, man,’ Josi said.


‘Too old?’ The old man cleared his throat noisily.


‘You think I should fight do you?’ Josi asked amiably.


‘For the bloody English. No.’ The little man spat squarely into the flames.


‘They wanted me to fight once; against the Russians, I think, or the Turks. Not I. My family fight against the bloody English, not for them...’


‘Lloyd-George is a good little man to my way of thinking,’ Josi said peaceably, ‘and he’s one of the English now.’


‘Turn-coat from the North.’


‘Good little man to my way of thinking,’ Josi said again. ‘Not my business, though. Not today.’


The old man spun round to face him, the light of understanding in his eyes at last.


‘You’re the bridegroom, are you?’


‘Aye,’ Josi said. ‘That’s right.’


‘You old ram.’





It is, perhaps, in Edward’s letter to Catrin, written from the trenches, that the heart of A Small Country is expressed: “Life can’t be so frail that it can be quenched by a stray bullet or a piece of shrapnel. Surely it can’t. There must be something more. It has taken a war to make me recognize the eternal in life, the river that flows through us all, so that there is no real end.”


A small country, a lost world, the people we have met long dead, yet living still in the great onward flow of human steadfastness, determination and survival.


Siân James’ novel needs no inflated length: it grows in the mind.





Stan Barstow







ONE





Catrin got down from the trap and looped the pony’s reins over the post outside the station.


Ah, yes, a lovely girl, the porter said to himself as he watched her walking along the road to the main entrance. Paper-white brow, hair blue as a blackbird’s wing. Who could describe the curve of her body as she walked? No one. Even ap Gwilym couldn’t describe the body of a queenly young girl. Her body takes me from God, he’d said. Well, that was one way out of it. Her smile the five delights.


‘She’s on time tonight, Miss Evans,’ he called out. ‘Seven and a half minutes late at Ammanford. Your brother, is it? Good. He’ll be home for the hay. One thing about these colleges, they give the boys a chance to help with the hay-making and the harvest. If they let them stop for the potato lifting as well, you’d get more of them going after an education. My poor sister’s boy, now. He could pass any examination in the world, Miss Evans. He wrote a history of the three parishes for our Christmas Day Eisteddfod last year, and do you know what the adjudicator said about it? “This entry merits not a silver cup but a crock of gold.” Aye indeed, a fine brain. But what would his mother do without him, that’s the rub, isn’t it?’


Catrin nodded her head sympathetically. It was a still, green evening. Even in the little station the scents of summer were all about her; grass and clover and hawthorn.


‘Couldn’t manage, Miss Evans, that’s the truth of it. Five younger ones, you see. Couldn’t manage. Even if they gave him one of these scholarships, they wouldn’t give his mother a man in his place, would they?’


No one else on the platform. Sounds of summer in the little market town. Thrushes singing in the trees flanking the other side of the line. A horse clop-clopping lazily back to its stable. Children still out, playing and shouting on Llanybyther Road. ‘Barley. Barley’. That was the only word she could hear distinctly. A dog barking somewhere.


‘The knights used that word,’ she told the porter. ‘Barley. In their tournaments.’ She felt ashamed of her silence. So few people had time to talk to him. Only those marooned for hours between trains. His wife was dead.


It was the word the knights had used to call truce. It had survived for six centuries, its meaning virtually unchanged. The thought entranced her.


It didn’t impress Mr Thomas, though, ‘English Knights they’d be no doubt,’ he said.


He took off his cap and scratched his head. ‘Halen,’ he said. ‘Salt. A simple enough word, Miss Evans. A word that’s been in our language since we first came to this island in prehistoric times, a Celtic word you might say. Now, swllt, shilling, the same stem but borrowed centuries later when the Roman legionaries tramped these hills. Swllt was salt money, wages. The same word arriving by different posts. There’s a thought, now.’


Catrin nodded at him again.


‘What name,’ he said, ‘do you give that animal of yours out there?’


‘Bella’


‘No, no, Miss Evans. I mean, what generic name do you give her?’


The train, under its neat puff of white smoke, suddenly appeared in the distance, saving Catrin from the necessity of venturing an answer.


‘There he is,’ she said, ‘Tom.’


Her brother had the window down, was leaning out and waving at her.


‘I’ll go along and get his box,’ Mr Thomas said.





‘Where’s Father, then?’ Tom asked as he got out on to the platform. He looked about him as he brushed his lips against her forehead.


‘I’ve come instead,’ Catrin said. ‘Won’t I do?’


‘But where’s Father? He’s always met me before.’


‘Have you got a sixpence for Mr Thomas?’


‘No, I thought Father would be here.’


‘Haven’t you got anything?’





‘Welcome home, Mr Evans. Time for a bit of real work now, is it? Oh no thank you, Miss Evans. Not on any account in the world. I’ll see your father in The Sheaf one of these days. “You owe me a pint, Mr Evans,” I’ll say to him, bold as cock robin. Don’t you worry, Miss Evans. Now, I’ve put the trunk in the office. That’s right, isn’t it? You’ll send for it tomorrow? Good. You’ll be getting a motor-car soon, Mr Evans, I’ve no doubt. Emlyn John, Mr Ebenezer’s son, you know, has got a beauty. Cost I don’t know how much. The practice is going to the dogs though, they say. Well, what young man wants to be pulling teeth all day when he can be underneath an engine or thundering round the countryside, isn’t it. He’ll settle down soon, I dare say. No, I don’t know what make it is, Mr Evans. Twelve horse-power though, he told me. I remember that. Twelve horse-power. Ah, but they don’t tell you the nature and the spirit of the horse, do they? These men making their motor-cars in London, are they thinking about Mrs Gwynfor’s Dolly or the Cribyn Flier, that’s what I’d like to know. What sort of a horse have they got in mind? You find out, Mr Evans, before you buy yours.’





Bella trotted out smartly on the five-mile return journey, Tom now holding the reins.


He glanced at Catrin again. He knew she was considered good-looking, but it had never struck home to him until now. Now, as she sat next to him, staring in front of her at the road, she looked ... startling in beauty, splendid somehow, like a figure on the prow of a ship. Splendid and ... rather tragic. What was the matter with her?


‘Where’s Father?’ he asked again.


‘He’s left.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s left us. Left home.’


‘What do you mean? What the hell do you mean?’


‘You know what I mean, there’s no need to swear. He’s gone off with one of his women.’


‘One of his women. What do you mean? I’m ashamed to hear you say such a thing about your father. One of his women.’


‘A special one, perhaps. Anyway, he’s set up house with her and their baby. That’s what they say. What’s the matter with you, Tom? Do you think I know nothing? I’m not a child. Don’t you think I know my own father, what he’s like?’


Tom stood up and touched Bella’s flank with the whip. He couldn’t wait to get home. To get hold of his father, to see him, question him.


‘Where’s he gone?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I thought you knew everything.’


‘I think perhaps mother knows, but she hasn’t told me.’


‘How is mother?’


‘Like she is when he’s later than usual on a Saturday night. Of course, you’ve had time to forget the Saturday nights.’


Somehow they were quarrelling. They had rarely quarrelled.


‘How long has he been gone?’


‘Day before yesterday. I suppose he timed it to coincide with your holiday. Your vacation, I mean.’


‘He’ll be back.’


‘I don’t think so. I hope not. Oh let’s get something settled.’


For three years at least, Catrin had known about her father, seen all the signs her mother had been too trusting to notice; how happy he was all day Saturday with Saturday night before him; the glazed, faraway look in his eyes on a Sunday; a man who had lost his road. She had known for years. If ever he and she were at a concert or meeting together during the week — her mother rarely went out at night owing to her indifferent health — she was aware, always of how he chose to sit as far away from her as possible, so that she shouldn’t notice — but she did — how soon he slipped away. There were many, many tell-tale signs. For three years she had been waiting for the storm to break and now it had, and with any luck the air would be clearer.


‘Edward’s coming tomorrow,’ Tom said.


Edward was his room-mate at Oxford, Edward Turncliffe. He had spent a month with them the previous summer.


‘Oh no. You’ll have to stop him.’


‘I can’t. He’s on his way. He’s cycling here. He’s staying the night at Brecon or somewhere. I don’t know where. I can’t stop him.’


‘Well, don’t stop him then. Let him come. Life has to go on. Mother stays in bed. It may do us good to have Edward with us. He’ll help with the hay. He’s good company. I’ll be glad to see him anyway. Very glad.’


‘Does everyone know?’


Catrin shrugged her shoulders. ‘I suppose so. “When’s he coming back, then?” they ask. “Hay’s ready for cutting.” ’


‘We’ll start on it tomorrow.’


He shook the reins impatiently and Bella flicked her ears, a little hurt at the extra effort required of her on the last stretch.


‘My God, what a home-coming. Why didn’t you send me a telegram?’


‘You might have thought it was bad news.’


‘How can you joke at a time like this?’


They were silent for the rest of the journey home.





Hendre Ddu was a prosperous farm situated in mid Carmarthen-shire. Rounded green mountains, where grass gave way to gorse and heather, encircled the farm, a fast-flowing river divided it from neighbouring land; the nearest village was three miles away, the nearest market town, five.


The front of the farm house with its beautifully proportioned windows and its elegant doorway, dated from the early eighteenth century; the back, the kitchens and dairies and the servants’ bedrooms over them, from an earlier time, possibly Tudor; the fireplace in the best kitchen was huge and open to the sky, the beams blackened by centuries of smoke. The farm buildings spread out behind the house like a small village.


The farm had belonged to their mother’s family, the Morgans, for generations.





Tom left the pony and trap to Catrin and walked through the rose garden to the front door.


Usually on his first evening home he was assailed by innumerable small pleasures; the beauty of the place, the warmth of everyone’s welcome, all the sounds and smells he’d almost forgotten, the news and gossip which hadn’t been considered important enough to be included in letters, the celebration meal. And whilst wishing to be a tower of strength to his mother – now, according to Catrin, lying prostrate in her darkened bedroom – disappointment at all he was going to miss made him feel like a surly schoolboy.


The house was quiet. He glanced briefly at the wide hall; the polished oak, the flagstones, the dark, glowing rugs. Then, catching sight of himself in the mirror over the fireplace, he hit himself sharply on the forehead. It was a gesture like someone tapping a barometer to make it settle.


He went upstairs to his mother.


Each time Catrin had been to see her, she had hardly turned her head or smiled or in any way acknowledged her presence, it was only Nano Rees the old housekeeper who could get a response from her, get her to drink some tea or take some gruel; Nano had been with her all her life. Yet when Tom went in she struggled to sit up, she patted her hair, straightened the top sheet, looked at him expectantly.


‘Don’t worry, Mam.’ He held one of her thin hands. ‘He’ll be back. I’ll get him to come back, don’t you worry.’


‘Did you pass your examinations Tom?’


‘I didn’t have any, Mam. Not this year. It’s next year I do my Honours. There’s no exam this year. Nothing to worry about.’


‘I’d forgotten. You keep telling me in your letters. You look well, Tom. I’m glad you look so well. I think you’ve grown again. Have you?’


‘I don’t think so’


‘You must be very tired after your journey’


‘No, not a bit.’


‘Oh, but you must be. Two changes and over an hour’s wait in Cardiff and all the noise. Go down now, son, to have your supper. Nano is full of fuss waiting for you.’


‘I won’t have a meal unless you get up.’


‘I can’t possibly get up, Tom. I can’t even walk to the bathroom.’ She lay down again, weakly.


‘Then I’ll stay up here with you and have something on a tray.’


The thought of the sacrifice he was making made him feel virtuous.


He rang the bell and in a minute or two Catrin came in.


‘Tell Nano I won’t be having supper downstairs. Ask her to make me a few sandwiches and get her to send them up here. Beef, I’d like. The underdone bit by the bone. She knows the part I like.’


‘Good. Beef. The underdone bit by the bone. Very good. The table’s laid. Sewin, caught this morning by Davy Wern Isa, that’s the first course, jugged hare to follow because it’s his lordship’s favourite, I can’t eat it, but who cares about that. Then, oh, then we have a choice; blackcurrant tart or raspberry and redcurrant puree. A few sandwiches, then?’


‘Go down now, Tom, there’s a good boy.’


‘Not unless you come, Mam. You don’t have to eat anything, just get dressed and sit at the table with us, that’s all I ask. My first night home.’


‘Tom, I can’t.’


‘I see a succession of little bedroom snacks before us. Edward will be here tomorrow night, have you told Mother? Edward Turncliffe. I’d just like to know, that’s all, whether he’ll be having sandwiches up here with the two of you and whether it’s beef, slightly underdone, that he likes as well. I’d just like to know. Or will he want a bit more than that after cycling from Brecon or wherever it is, and even you perhaps after thirteen or fourteen hours on the hay.’


‘Have you finished? I can’t see...’


‘Nano happens to be sixty-nine, that’s all, and she’s been slaving away for hours.’


‘Do go down, Tom. Please.’


‘I’ll be up later, then, Mam.’


‘I’ll try to get up tomorrow, Tom, I really will. I’m not promising anything, but I’ll do my best. Take the roses out, Catrin, they’re giving me such a headache. Put them in the middle of the table downstairs, Nano will like that. Don’t quarrel any more now, children. Tom is very tired, Catrin, after his journey.’





‘I think this has been the worst evening of my life,’ Tom told Catrin later, as he wished her good night.


He had eaten a very large meal with very little appetite, struggled to make small talk with Nano and the maids without mentioning the one thing on all their minds, endured an hour of his mother’s silent suffering.


‘You’ll have plenty worse than this,’ Catrin had said cheerfully. ‘We’ll make a man of you yet.’







TWO





The next morning, a little before six, Davy Prosser, the oldest of the menservants, called in to see Tom who was having his ‘little breakfast’ in the morning-room. (Little breakfast was a bowl of tea and a hunk of bread. Breakfast – porridge, eggs and bacon – was at nine.)


‘Mr Tom, I’m not at all happy about Briony. Her cough is back and worse than ever, and her yield is down almost to half. Shall we get Parry over?’


It was a mere formality. Briony was one of the mothers of the herd, a valuable pedigree shorthorn. They both knew that the vet had to be fetched, and with no delay. The consultation, rapidly concluded, constituted a transfer of authority; it was the acknow-ledgment of Tom as the new master.


‘How’s Mrs Prosser, Davy? I shall be calling to see her one of these days. Not tonight, though. Mr Turncliffe – you remember my friend Turncliffe – he’s coming later on today. Invited before I knew how things were here. Things are pretty bad here, aren’t they?’


‘Mr Tom, I don’t ask questions.’


‘You’ve got a right to, man. You’ve been here long enough.’


‘Oh yes. Before your mother was married. Years before.’


‘And I’ve always had a special regard for you. You know it very well. You were the one who taught me everything; how to ride, how to plough. And my Sunday School teacher as well, we mustn’t forget that.’


‘Aye indeed, come to think of it. You weren’t so quick in the Sunday School, though, if I remember right. Never unruly, mind, but a bit of a yawn from time to time. Aye indeed.’


‘Anyway, while I’m in charge here, as far as the stock is concerned, what you say goes.’


‘That’s it then. Well, we know where we are now. I’ll send Glyn over to fetch Parry straight after breakfast. And I hope you’ll come to see the Missis when you can. I’ll be over at the hay-field myself later on. What you cutting, Parc-y-Duar? Yes, That’s what I thought. It’s sweet as a nut.’





Rachel Evans sat up and drank her tea. Miss Rees had opened the curtains and given her the customary sermon. Counting her blessings was the text on that particular morning, with Mr Tom chief among them; strong, handsome, clever at book-learning, serious-minded, loving. If he had faults they were trifling ones like galloping through his allowance, which time would mend. Miss Catrin too, of course, only a bit sharp because of wanting to go to that college, and if it was up to her, Ann Rees, she should go, because nothing came of trying to change anyone’s nature, and Miss Catrin’s heart wasn’t on the farm, that she could say. A beautiful home was next on the list. When Lady Harris had called last she had said she had never seen such exquisite china, not anywhere in the country. Exquisite. That was the word she used. And the linen. No one would credit the pairs of sheets; fine linen, best Egyptian cotton, flannelette, with pillow-slips and bolster cases to match. And tablecloths, drawn thread work, embroidered and plain damask, large and small, enough for Miss Catrin’s bottom drawer and for her daughter’s daughter. Next, the best farm in three parishes.


Rachel closed her eyes at that point.


‘No more, Nano, no more now. I’ll try to get up today, I really will. Edward Turncliffe is coming, isn’t he, and I promised Tom to get up. I must make an effort. Women have been deserted by their husbands before this, I know they have, and without having you to look after them.’


Suddenly, she was in the old woman’s arms and crying as she had not been able to do before.


‘He’s gone, Nano. He’s gone. And he won’t be back, will he, Nano?’


Miss Rees was now quite silent except for the occasional ‘There, there. Come now. Come, come.’


But at last, since the storm showed no signs of abating, she spoke out again. ‘We’ve managed without him before and we’ll manage without him again.’


‘I was never happy, never, never, till I had him.’


‘You were happy enough before you ever saw him.’


‘No. Don’t say that. I wasn’t. No.’


*


At last Rachel grew calmer. ‘Where’s Tom?’ she asked then. ‘Has he gone out already?’


‘Yes. This half-hour or more.’


‘Send him up to me, Nano, when he comes in for breakfast.’





She walked to the mirror on the dressing-table and sat in front of it. She looked ill, haggard, but not as bad as she’d expected. She felt much worse than she looked.


She was turned fifty but her hair was still thick and without a trace of grey. She brushed it, though without much strength, and put it up. She collected her things together to take to the bathroom. Everything was such an effort.


Rachel had never been a beauty nor had she ever possessed the liveliness which does instead. She supposed that would make acceptance of her position a little easier in time. She wouldn’t have bruised vanity to contend with, at any rate. Only heart-break.





She was sitting by the open window in her bedroom when Catrin came in. ‘Nano told me to tell you that Tom isn’t coming in for breakfast. He’s not going to stop. He’s sent for coffee and toast. All the others are tucking in to ham and eggs and grinning like idiots. Shall I come to have breakfast with you instead?’


‘I think I’ll just have coffee and toast like Tom.’


Catrin kissed her mother, then hugged her hard. ‘You look lovely, Mam, pretty and rested.’


‘I’ll make a handsome corpse.’


It was a family joke, what old Prosser, still straight and vigorous in his eighties, used to say. Catrin smiled. Then grew serious again as she noticed her mother’s lips trembling.


‘Coffee and toast, then,’ she said.





Rachel wasn’t swept off her feet into marriage at eighteen or nineteen as were most of her school friends, There was a seriousness about her even at that age which the young men found off-putting. In her twenties she had settled down to being an old maid, to being her father’s companion (her mother had died when she was five, she could hardly remember her), to useful work in the chapel and the local community.


She was twenty-nine when she received and accepted a proposal of marriage from a neighbouring farmer, Jim Reynolds, Dôl Goch, who had lost his wife the previous year. He was a fair bit older than she, but not old; nearer forty than fifty, and the arrangement seemed eminently suitable. The farmer had two children but they were away at school and seemed docile and well-mannered, unlikely to cause trouble. He was comfortably off, not rich like her father, but few people were in that part of the country. The farm house was pleasant enough, not quite what she had been used to, but it was assumed that Reynolds and she would return to Hendre Ddu when her father grew too old to manage it himself, and let Dôl Goch.


Rachel’s father, old Griff Morgan, gave his blessing, though rather grudgingly, and the wedding was fixed for the following February, with a honeymoon in Bournemouth before the start of the ploughing.


In the months following her engagement Rachel became a different woman. She acquired a new poise, a spring in her step, authority in her voice. She put off the dark, spinsterlike clothes which, almost without realizing it, she had been wearing for the last few years, and instead adopted the bright, attractive clothes befitting a rich young woman about to be married.


It was at this time that she had met and fallen in love with Josi Evans, Cefn Hebog. She had been in love briefly, with most of the young men who had so rapidly married her friends, but this was the first time that her love had been reciprocated.


Josi was five years younger than Rachel, extremely handsome, dark as a gypsy and with a proud bearing. Indeed he did consider himself as good if not better than any man in the area, which was to say the world, and the fact that his father was a tenant farmer in one of the most inaccessible and barren one-horse farms in North Carmarthenshire did nothing to alter his opinion.


Rachel had been at the dressmaker’s in Llanfryn choosing a pattern for a new dress and her father, who was to have picked her up at eleven, was late. Bored with the little dressmaker’s company, and for some reason strangely restless, she had started to walk towards the King’s Head where her father stabled his horse. Almost immediately it had started to rain quite heavily, so that she had hurried to take shelter in the covered courtyard of the inn. Josi, passing through on the way to get his pony, had noticed her there, a fine figure of a woman, her colour heightened by wind and rain, and with a flourish of his battered old hat had asked if he might take her into the lounge for a cup of tea. She had started to refuse but his eyes, such a vivid blue in the dark face, and the wide, friendly smile, had proved irresistible. ‘Thank you,’ she’d said. That’s how it had begun. (Rachel’s father was often to think, afterwards, how much it had cost him to haggle so long over the little Hereford heifers in the mart that morning.)


Josi knew who Rachel was. Perhaps that made him more ready to fall in love with her. But everybody who knew them at that time agreed that he had fallen in love with her and that he had remained in love for several months, perhaps a year or even two.


Her father, embarrassed about the promise to Jim Reynolds – though that was the least of his worries – taunted Rachel about breaking her word.


‘But he never said he loved me,’ she said, as though that excused everything.


‘He wanted to marry you, girl, to unite two good farms, he wasn’t after a free gift. Fancy words are for those who haven’t anything else to offer.’


It was no good. Rachel would have Josi and the old man had to accept it.


But as he said afterwards, ‘He didn’t marry her for the farm, anyway, because he doesn’t care a snap for it and never will.’


That’s what ultimately damned Josi in his eyes. He could have had his bit of fun with the maids, or the pretty shop girls on market days, if he had cared for the farm, really cared for it. He could work as hard as any man, he was proud of his physical strength, proud of his prowess in driving a straight furrow and of his way with the horses. But he wasn’t affected by the compound interest of farming. He was like a hired hand serving out his time till the next Michaelmas. Abiah Prosser and Davy Wern Isa, and even young Davy, liked to figure things out, they leaned on a gate with him and worried about the quantity of wild oats in the wheat, it had never been so bad, and whether swedes or mangolds would be more profitable for the March and April fodder, while his own son-in-law merely said, ‘You tell me what to do and I’ll get it done’, as though that was some sort of virtue. There was something lacking in the man.


However, Griffydd Morgan kept his forebodings to himself. As for Rachel, she was conscious of nothing outside the closed, warm world of love.




THREE





Tom felt much better after his long, hard day in the hayfield.


His mother wanted him to be a lawyer; she had decided on it when he was quite a small boy – a lawyer was a gentleman – but he had never been wholly in favour of the idea, and it now struck him that if his father had really left for good, then he had an excellent excuse for throwing it over.


Tom was twenty-one years old, and for his age a remarkable realist. While some of his friends, no brighter than he, talked blithely of pegging away and getting a First, Tom knew that he would work fairly consistently and get a Third. He was also aware that he would never become anything but a rather inefficient country solicitor whose heart was in farming. So was the effort really worth it? Capital would have to be raised to buy a practice; one of the small farms would have to be sold, or at least some of the top fields. He’d rather keep them. He was a farmer like his grandfather, old Griffydd Morgan, and that’s what he wanted to be. He derived positive pleasure from the feel of the sweat running down between his shoulder blades, pleasure, too, though not so easily defined, from the dark, gently-rising outline of the land.


He walked home with the other men, but found it difficult to talk to them and was angry with himself on that account. His father never had difficulty in talking to anyone. Why had he been sent away to school and to Oxford?


‘I’m going to Derwen Pool tonight,’ he heard young Glyn telling some of the others. ‘Anyone coming?’


‘I may, later on,’ Tom said, knowing that he wouldn’t go, and that the others would be embarrassed if he did. ‘Good night, now.’


He took his boots off and went through to the parlour. ‘Isn’t Mother down?’ he asked Catrin. He had set great store on her promise.


‘She did get up this morning, but she had a letter by the second post which upset her again. Don’t ask me what it was; she just read it and went back to bed. She won’t say a word to me. Not even to Nano. One cup of tea, nothing else. You see if you can get anything out of her.’


‘I’ll have a bath first. No sign of Ned?’


‘Not yet. What are we going to tell him when he comes?’


‘I don’t know. Let me find out what’s in the letter; we’ll decide afterwards. What’s for supper?’


‘Chicken soup. Lamb’


‘Good.’


‘Mr Tom.’ Nano came out from the kitchen as he was going upstairs. ‘I’ve made some beef tea for Mrs Evans, and if she won’t have it I just want to say that I won’t be held responsible; you’ll have to get Doctor Andrews to see what he says to her. Three times I’ve taken up little bowls of this and that; egg custard, arrowroot, milk jelly and three times I’ve had to bring them down. She’s had nothing all day but some coffee and a small piece of toast for her breakfast. Nothing else all day but a cup of tea. I just want to say that I won’t be held responsible if she doesn’t have the beef tea.’


‘I’ll see to it Nano, as soon as I’ve had a quick scrub.’


He kissed her, as though he was still a boy, and tore upstairs.


‘Hello, Mam, I’m home,’ he called as he passed her door. ‘I’ll be with you now.’


Stretching out in the warm bath, towelling himself dry afterwards, his spirits soared as they had on the hay-field earlier. He put on the clean shirt Nano had put out for him, his newly pressed trousers, his blazer. He had a different look on his face, though, as he tied his tie and brushed his hair: the dutiful son ready to see his mother.


He knocked on the door and went in. She turned her head to look at him but didn’t smile. He sat on a chair at her bedside.


‘Are you going to let me see the letter?’ he asked, with no preliminaries.


‘There,’ she said, indicating with a slight movement of her head, the white envelope on the bedcover. Tom saw his Father’s large, bold handwriting as he took out the single sheet of paper.





Dear Rachel,


We have been married almost twenty-three years and good years they’ve been for me. Now you have a grown-up son and daughter to help you run your farm and to support you in every way. It’s not for any young girl that I’ve left you, though you’ve been jealous of my very innocent attentions to them from time to time, but for a grown woman, nearly thirty, who has my child and who has no one else. She was the schoolmistress of Rhydfelen school. She gave in her notice, perhaps you remember, saying that she had to return to her family in Carmel. She has no family. At the moment we are in her aunt’s cottage in Llanfryn. We shall soon be moving from the area.


I have very affectionate feelings for you and our children.


I hope Tom will bring me some of my clothes and other necessities.


I have taken £20 from the bank which I will pay back before Michaelmas. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you instead of writing. I meant to and would have except that you haven’t been so well lately, so that somehow I couldn’t get it out.


I don’t know how to end this letter.


Forgive me if you can.


Joshua Evans.





Tom sat at his mother’s bedside, watching the lamp flickering, the blue outside the window turning blue-black, pitch-black.


Once, long ago, his pony had died. Suddenly. No one knew why. He was eight or nine. ‘Dead?’ he had shouted and screamed, banging his fists against his father’s chest. ‘Dead?’
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