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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










Author’s Foreword



If the past, as Hartley says, is another country, where things are differently done, then perhaps we were other people, there. It certainly seems to me that the Tanith Lee of fifteen years, the Tanith Lee of twenty-five, are not the same person as the forty-five-year-old woman who now looks back at them. And for this very reason they interest me, that girl, that young woman, who I was.


And, as with anyone who intrigues you, what they do is of interest too. Especially when they are creative. They were, both of them. Somehow the first one, through a deluge of school and homework, managed to produce plays and novellas, and finally, a little older, at the age of seventeen, a whole novel – set on a picturesque and very cruel parallel ancient Graeco-Cretan island. The later Lee of twenty-five, of course, had already written what would eventually become quite successful books, The Birthgrave, Don’t Bite the Sun, and The Storm Lord. But about three years after, when she was at art college and her sole preoccupation should have been (presumably) art, there she was in the college library, writing yet another novel. Her excuse was that it sprang from things about her, incoherent things mostly, the temperature and mode of the time. But really she could not help herself. She was probably always meant to write, even if largely unpublished, as then. (It would be two more years before the three aforementioned books came out in the States, from the house of Daw.) In fact, in an even earlier incarnation, about six years old, someone had asked her what she wanted to be – how are children of this age supposed to know? Or is it only one more patronizing adult game? – and she had answered: ‘An actress.’ That then, what she wanted to be. But what she was, was a writer. Evidently. Demonstrably.


The novel in the library, scribbled long-hand (then as now) on a large lined pad, was unlike its three forerunners. Then again, she tended to write differing things, as she still does. A change is as good as, etc. This one was a sort of Gothic Science Fiction. It concerned a beautiful white-haired girl in a future world polluted to the point of anarchy and dissolution. The social fabric has broken down almost completely. The trees are dead, the sky is yellow, and no birds sing. The population, where it has clung on, lives in a primitive state that continues remnants of ‘middle-class’ plastic moral comfort with the hygienic standards of cavemen. Everything and everyone is tinged by madness. The beautiful heroine is decidedly half crazy. While the two heroes to whom she attaches herself, also in their own unalike ways, are in one case what might be termed nuts, and in the other certifiably insane.


The novel had its roots, as is often the case, in personal experience and observation of new things, and in the oblique perception of three particular people, not exactly those finally given rein in these pages. The characters, as I did and do always find, took on a vivid and often raucous life of their own. The impetus may have come from without, but the petrol on which they then ran was their own. They took hold of the book and moved it, as characters do, thank God, by their own volition, to its development, climaxes, and conclusion.


I have kept the novel by me through the years, even though it did not, then, find a publisher. It was not, I was told, the time for it. Or – it was not what my newly-found readers expected. Perhaps this was a fair directive caution. In any case, it has given me the chance, over those years, to re-read the novel, tighten it a little, tidy it a little. I stress the little. There is a reason why I have, seeing flaws that by now I could easily eradicate, still not laid rough hands on the work.


One hopes to improve, and I feel that I have moved forward, at least in some matters of style, from my twenty-five-year-old self, but even so, she produced a work that was faithful to her skill at that time, and, at that time, was as good as she could get it. I am never made ashamed by my literary mistakes – though sometimes amused or nostalgically saddened by them. I really always do my best, and I think that deserves its own honour. I have tried to honour Eva Fairdeath by leaving it as much as possible as it was, even to the point of allowing repetitions of words, turns of phrase I would not now use, and some structural points that seem to me less neat than the scenarios I would today strive after. The 1970s ambience which inevitably overshadows the polluted future of the book, I have not attempted to disguise. All historicals show their own era – the often extraordinarily authentic Ten Commandments is a film unmistakably of the 1950s; the gorgeous Cleopatra of the gorgeous Elizabeth Taylor is ’60s to its last lotus. Books cannot always escape the tint or taint of their written time, and certainly Eva Fairdeath has not done so. Nevertheless, since 1970 is itself now historical, maybe that is not too offensive. To try to expunge all trace of it would, I think, perhaps pull out some of the psychological underpinning of the book.


The advantages that struck me, when going over the work for the final time, in order to present it, at last, for publication, were in the freshness of its attack – that is, my twenty-five-year-old attack upon it. It is not that, with maturity, one becomes less effective, only that the initial impact becomes – not blunted – but expected. Usually when one has read numerous works by a particular author, one comes to guess, instinctively, how they may tackle a particular ethic, how they may respond to and build upon a certain set of concepts. This may increase pleasure, or promote irritation. Perhaps it only depends how well you like and understand the intention of that writer. In writing the works, too, one can be party to this factor of growing accustomed. The writer, when reading herself, begins intuitively to know how she will have reacted. How she will have deployed and destroyed. And this has nothing to do with inherent knowledge of the plot-line.


But in an early work, which this is, the impact is still very new. Possibly even it may be said to be experimental. And so, that alone may provide an element of interest.


In addition to this newness, for me, of my twenty-five-year-old novel, I found an amount of relevance in Eva’s feminine psyche. Fallen, as perhaps women would be bound to in such a debased society, back into the rôle of object and adjunct, she manages to find two men who, at least, see worth in her, largely because she is spiritually linked to them, and physically resembles them both – but then she is partly drawn to them also for this reason. Her emotions are, it seems to me, true to her situation, and additionally redolent of a woman who is herself a fount of energy, and maybe healing, who has been suppressed and is only just learning, by accident as it were, how to break loose. Her fear of the male bond of friendship, which may naturally exclude her – Maupassant’s masculine communing thought; since women and men are members of different races – is blatantly and unapologetically displayed. Men, of course, can feel the same way towards women. The expression ‘hen party’ must carry one of the greatest trails of affright in the language of the casual. In Eva there is no self-questioning and no sense of guilt or striving to resolve her feelings. She merely experiences, and acts. One line from the book I have always felt wholly relevant to her, moots that Eva wanted to kill someone, but did not. The not is the important word in this sentence, for Eva too is able swiftly to slay, like both her lovers, and perhaps with less of a qualm.


On the hem of this emotional basic, I liked the way the book had accepted certain moral limitations – the censor then was not so free – and written itself definitively about the ‘adult’ sexual themes, written without, I hope, lies, while remaining, shall I say, discreet.


Lastly, what startled me on current re-reading was the accurate predicting, from a basis of no knowledge and no vaguest idea that such a devastating pollution could ever come about. Now that we cower under the threats and spillages of such as Chernobyl and a depleting ozone layer, with freak weather assaulting us almost every day, the kind of world Eva must struggle to survive in no longer seems centuries off. I have added nothing to my then-descriptions of storms, hurricanes and heat-waves. They stand as they were then ‘invented’ by me, in 1973. I had missed some things of course. I grimly wondered now, for example, where all the feral foxes had gone to? Mutated? Turned into dogs? I noted too that I had not scented the coming terror of AIDS, or the availability of skin cancer. But then, in Eva’s world, maybe one has burned itself out with its victims, and the other become so everyday that no one mentions it.


Nevertheless, the novel is not a warning or a judgement, and is not meant to be, for that is not my job. I am a story-teller and that is that.


But, even so, I do believe in the pure value of optimism and hope. There is no need for us to end up on an earth like Eva’s, and still time to prevent it. We have a chance. What shines for me out of this book is not its direness or violence or gravity, but the rays of human love and human ability, that are the best of all of us, in our past, and in our future, today, tomorrow, always.


Tanith Lee


1993











 



EVA














One



Night was coming. It was unstoppable. Eva, the white-haired girl from the marsh settlement, was running for her life down the derelict highway.


Uncountable years before, things with spinning wheels and ice-green eyes had roared and smoked either way up and down this road. Now it was wide open and empty of everything except the running girl and her hard bare soles. Eva, Belmort’s daughter, the one who had grown up slight and pale out of the dark, dun, heavy men and women who toiled their hearts out by Foulmarsh. Her feet hit the road. She had been searching for berries, but had no luck; only stabthorn, briars and mildewed lichens. The day had gone by too fast as she dreamed her way through her hopeless task, sucking her torn fingers, thinking of other things, and picking the stings off her skirt and out of her hair. Then night loomed over the rim of the highway, pitch black, humming. Night sounds started up – clicks, throbs, whistles from the unimaginable distances of the dark. There was never quiet here. All day things whirred and screeched and dragged their slimy personalities in and out of the marsh, slavered and whickered in the matchstick woods. But night brought other sounds, sounds of hunting and death and unwholesome pleasure. Superstitious, like all the Belmorts, like all the marsh settlement, like all the settlements indeed from here to there (wherever that was, probably where the ruined land finally rolled off into some abyss too chaotic even for men to scrabble a living from), Eva felt a terror of the dark. It was bad to look up and realize the black face would be over her, one-eyed skull with its moon-monocle, long before she reached the wall-gate. Then, swiftly moving on the broken-up tar, she heard the new night sound behind her. It might have been one of those long-ago chariots of the highway – she thought of this, and her knees melted with panic. She began to run, blind save for the pink moon, the odd flicker of stars. Things tore her ankles; she stumbled and occasionally fell. The sound drew closer. If not a ghost thing, it was still certain to be bad. A dark wicked something conjured up by the presence of night.


Nearer and nearer the sound came. Now she could distinguish wheels. By day, she would have identified it already as the noise of a wagon or cart, pulled by an animal – shaggy horse or outsize dog. She had not seen many examples of such wealth. The settlement had none, yet some travelling men rode, their wares stored behind them, and their women and brats if they liked company. By night, her reasoning was snuffed out. She stopped running at last simply because she could run no longer.


She slunk off the road into six foot high brambles; she pulled the tangled shadows round her.


Then the vehicle came up over the crest of the road, swinging its lamp.


Her teeth clamped together, a perfect white line except for the absence of one lower left molar almost out of sight. Her tongue strayed to this absent fang as it always did in moments of perplexity or fear. (Possibly her tongue recalled the pain as old woman Belmort dragged with her pincers and Eva screamed in agony.) Her eyes, violet, a kind of stained glass, like the scraps still clinging in some windows, slitted against the lamplight.


It was only a wagon. The dray animal was only a horse. She could smell its dungy, raw smell. Almost level now. It came to her that the Belmorts had spoken of a god-speaker due to pass the settlement in the next few days. Perhaps here was the man? Their carts were usually more gaudy, strung round with counting beads and carved dolls of angels, piled up with the hand-written books only a handful could read.


Then the laugh came and caught her by the throat. Partly she had enjoyed the panic, and relief was even better. She barked like a vixen out of her cover and the horse broke its trot and shook its head, the lamp jolted and flung bat wings of light across the broad road. With her narrow hands she pushed the brambles aside and stepped out on the road. She took the horse’s reins as if she were used to it. The horse nodded and quietened. She stared up over the lamp glare at the man-shape beyond.


‘There’s a village about three miles on. They’ll give you good stuff for what you’re selling.’


She had hoped he was a god-speaker when she said this. They always took their dignity along with their preaching, and did not like to be compared to traders. A voice said to her: ‘What I’m selling is a man’s death.’


She was not sure she had heard him right. She walked along the length of the horse towards him, trailing a hand on its fur.


‘Are you a god-speaker?’


‘No.’


‘What was it you said about death?’


‘You heard me.’


She found herself looking up into a couple of eyes so cold a blue they made her think instantly and consciously of all coldly-burning things – frost, phosphorus, glass. His jaw, like a cat’s, narrowed out towards the chin. He was beautiful, every line of his face and body tense and elegant and fine. He was an oddity. His hair was short compared to that of the men in the settlement. She had never before seen a man or woman with white hair except when she looked into some cracked bit of mirror. He looked old to her, very old, yet there was nothing in his face to say this. It was behind the face, the oldness, in the backs of the arctic eyes.


Having reached him, she felt a need to speak, and nothing came either into her mind or mouth to say. He was indeed a figment of night, yet also a man.


‘Get up,’ he said.


He let down one hand to help her. She did not think him particularly strong; like her he had a kind of narrowness, brittleness. But his fingers and palm were like iron and she was up beside him, above the back of the horse.


The reins flicked. The horse began to move. Thin trees passed, pieces of stars hung out between their whip-like branches.


‘Who is it you’ll kill, then? A village man?’


‘You’ll see.’


She felt no horror or alarm. She did not analyse this. All her life had been hard work, starvation, cruelty, pain, frustration and stupidity. She sat by him, warming herself at his cold fire. She did not understand. She watched his face. Sometimes she had dreamed of men, not the squat dark men around her. The dreamed men had no faces, only the feel of silence and coolness.


‘My father’s name is Belmort. Is it my father you’ll kill?’


‘No.’ He said nothing for a minute. Then: ‘Did you want him dead?’


Eva grinned and shut off the grin. ‘We all die by the marsh, sooner or later. Poisoned crops, bad weather, snake-bite, an animal – something.’


He said nothing.


‘People die quickly. Old Woman Belmort is fifty. They say she’s charmed. At thirty most of us will be dead.’


‘Probably,’ he said.


‘I’m seventeen. I have ten years of life, or less. I’m thin and dried out already. And crazy, they say.’ She chuckled. ‘Where do you come from?’


‘A place.’


She reached and touched the hair where it lay against the rough hide collar of his jacket. She felt the skin of his neck beneath the hair which was like a kind of coarse silk, and he flinched, though there was no expression on his face.


‘Sometimes they say I’m a freak because I grow white,’ she said.


‘You are.’


‘Then you are too.’


‘Yes.’


After a while she said: ‘My name is Eva, Eva Belmort.’


‘Fairdeath,’ he said.


She hesitated. ‘What?’


‘That’s what your name means.’


She said, then, ‘Why?’


He said nothing. The trees ran past. She lifted back her own white hair with her hands and began to sing in a hoarse, thin, but not unpleasing voice. Sitting with fear, she was no longer afraid. This was how he seemed to her. Terror, a white angel, bringing the tomb to Foulmarsh – she sat at his side like his priestess (Fairdeath) – the new and dreadful religion.


After a time the smell of the marsh – acrid and fumy – came blowing across the road. The highway rolled on beyond the trodden track leading to the village. The undergrowth was thick here, and the trees scaled over in a kind of enamelled leprosy. Vague stirs of firelight underlit the sky.


The wagon halted.


‘Only a minute more,’ she said, ‘and we’ll be there. Here’s the track.’


‘Get down,’ he said.


‘Aren’t you coming with me?’


‘No’


‘What about your man?’ She hissed, to tantalize him with this titbit of death.


‘Not yet. Perhaps tomorrow.’


‘I may find him and warn him.’


‘You may.’


She slid down from the box without assistance. He did not look at her, only waiting apparently for her to go.


She rubbed her cheek against the horse’s furry one, and walked between two trees away from him. She heard the wheels and hooves start up behind her, moving off along the highway. Fear of the night again took hold of her. She ran again, towards the brick and stick village wall, smelling the marsh. The man was only a dream now; she thought she had imagined him.


At the gate a couple of toughs were making pretence of being sentries. They had got hold of a thick glass bottle of settlement-brewed beer. They swung round from it staring when she came up the track out of the dark. Flint levelled his rifle, menacing, as if he had killed anything more than a rat. Billy laughed and pushed the butt aside.


‘No need for that.’


They lounged, making no move to open the gate. Billy drank from the bottle. Long ragged black hair fell greasily around his shoulders, and on his stained leather coat lining erupted through rents.


‘Want to come in, do you?’ he asked, wiping beer-froth off on his sleeve. ‘Been a naughty girl, have you, staying out late? Who d’you think she was with, Flint, eh?’


Flint leaned his rifle on the wall. ‘Who’d want her?’


‘Don’t know, ‘Billy said, smiling generously, ‘she’s not bad for a crazy woman.’


Three months back he had raped her at the edge of the turnip field in the moist black mud. It had been raining and he hurt her; both these facts had caused her to bash his nose with a sharp stone conveniently lying near to hand. She had not broken the nose, but there had been a good deal of blood. Presumably that part of the tale was left untold as he recounted her sexual virtues and demerits to the men later. Not, however, to Belmort. Belmort would have had Billy’s hide, and a marriage probably too. Eva was his property.


Eva stood on the wrong side of the gate. She yawned. Billy leaned forward across the gate and caught a handful of her hair.


‘What’ll you give me if I let you in, Eva Belmort?’


She spat accurately in his eye.


Billy cursed.


A shrill voice called out of the huddle of brick shacks: ‘What’s all that noise out there?’


Eva recognized the tones of Billy and Flint’s mother of whom they went in utmost terror.


‘Nothing, Ma,’ Flint yelled back. He thrust up the bars and swung the gate open rapidly, pulling Eva through. ‘Get off home, you effing cow.’


As she stalked down the track she heard Billy shouting nastily after her: ‘Crazy Eva, cracks in the head!’ A cry she no longer found offensive or disturbing, having been intermittently subjected to it since childhood. As a skinny little brat with a mane of colourless hair she had stood sucking her thumb, her head half on one side. When the children grouped and beat her, she would weep piteously, going black and blue for days, planning little revenges on every individual tormentor. She singled them out and punished them one by one, in her own way. Libby Moss she told a story about a ghoul who would come and devour her, starting at the feet, while Libby listened wide-eyed. And night after night for a full month after, Eva learned the breadth of her imaginative powers by the frenzied screams issuing from the Moss shack. Libby’s nightmares were so bad the doctor from Burnwood had to be fetched in his cart, and his complaints were almost as loud as the screaming. He cost the Mosses two jars of beer and a pouch of smoking weed, and did Libby little good, being half drunk and half out of his mind from the smoking during most of his stay. Other of Eva’s vengeances had been more instant – she had eased a couple of slats out of the wood bridge some of the children built across a marsh pool, and loosened the rope. No one drowned but there were splinters and green slime: parents administered all the beatings Eva could have hoped for. She was a devious child of necessity. They came to fear her a little and left her alone.


She ignored their labels of ‘crazy’ and ‘dreamer’. Was she crazy? She expected so, and did not mind it. Often there would be tasks she could avoid because she was too careless and stupid to be trusted with them.


She slouched down the earth street between the shacks. Chimneys smoked, firelight showed lividly in the windows where occasionally dirty glass was flimsily tacked up. Dogs barked or whimpered on their chains. She passed Nibblet’s forge and the stone cross on its high leaning pedestal, the relic of ancient forgotten observances. She thought vaguely of how Billy had had her in the mud; and there had been one or two before him she had gone with out of curiosity. It had been uncomfortable, messy and disappointing. One day Belmort would tie her to a man, if any man would have her. She would live out her days cooking on his hearth, having the messy disappointing thing done to her in his bed, until she produced a baby and either died or nursed it up till it was strong enough for him to beat along with his dog. But then, probably no one would take her. Crazy Eva, cracks in the head. Only an invalid or a freak with scaly skin or warped legs would consent to wedlock with a mad woman. As there were settlements of men, so there were settlements of freaks, it was said, but in the wild places. She had seen a freak once, part of a traveller’s show – he was greenish and hair grew on one side of his body and none on the other. Perhaps she would end her short life in a freak village.


She reached the Belmort shack. It had two low-ceilinged storeys, and a plywood porch which creaked. A religious amulet was nailed on the door. Inside the big room Old Woman was frying meat over the fire-bellied stove. Jom and Hazel, the kids, were playing a game on the floor. There had been two brothers, but Mac was in Burnwood now with his woman, and Saul was five years under the marsh. Eva’s mother had moved in this room also, once, before Eva remembered. Belmort sat drinking leaf-tea, the big brown pot on the table beside him. He had a rifle across his knees, and the huge, scruffy, yellow-toothed dog was lying on his feet. He looked up and stared at Eva, then put the rifle against the table leg, and shoved the dog away.


‘Where have you been, you damned girl?’


‘Looking for berries.’


‘He was for going out after you,’ Old Woman Belmort snapped, unbending from her cooking. ‘I’ve told you and told you be back before it gets dark. There’re animals out there, and men or worse on the prowl. You’ve no sense.’


She was fifty years, but she looked seventy. Her skin was wrinkled, stretched too tight on a wire mesh of bones. She was Belmort’s sister, but he slept with her when he felt the need. Fun was scarce, and looks and genealogy were considerations no longer.


Belmort still stared at Eva. She shifted her feet. She did not like her father, nor the way he pawed at her sometimes when he was drunk. She would be next, she guessed, now Old Woman was growing so ugly – would have been long since, except that some men still prized virginity in their daughters, and absurdly (and mistakenly) Belmort was one of them.


She sat down. The room stank of food, human dirtiness, the dog. Something came bright and icy into her mind. She remembered how clean he had smelled, the man in the wagon, when she reached towards him. She washed herself each day, carefully, but it was hard to be clean. Water went into the belly not the bath. Yet the Belmorts had a bath, an old cracked enamel with chrome taps still uselessly attached. Eva got up.


‘Where you going now?’ Old Woman rasped.


‘I want to wash,’ Eva said.


Old Woman made a sound of derision.


Belmort watched her out of the door, drinking his tea.


She drew two buckets from the pump. It was good, white water, a spring that ran down from Burnwood into the marsh. She lugged them into the back room and filled the bath and took the kettle from the stove to warm off the chill. Old Woman yelled at her angrily – the kettle had been for more tea – but it was too late. Eva crouched in the cold green bath sluicing her body and scrubbing with the hard unlovely soap, to the accompanying sounds of eating from the next room. Once Belmort came to the door, and leaned on it, looking at her, picking meat off a bone in one hand, fried bread in the other. Eva ignored him.


‘Not so hard to find a man for you, I reckon,’ he said at last, his mouth full.


‘I don’t want a man.’


He laughed. In the background Hazel and Jom began to squabble.


‘You do, my girl. I can see that much from here.’


‘Don’t look then, if it bothers you. You won’t find a man for me.’


‘Billy’d have you.’


‘He has.’


Belmort moved, his face altering. Her father had a violent streak Eva feared. She said quickly: ‘Told me he’d have me, I mean,’ which different connotation was untrue. ‘But his ma wouldn’t let him.’


‘She’s no bother,’ said Belmort.


‘I don’t want Billy.’


Belmort’s hand came down a moment on her bare shoulder.


‘We’ll see,’ he said, as if promising her something she had said she wanted. When he went out she sluiced and sluiced his touch from her shoulder with the cold water.


Where she lay to sleep in the windowless back room, she could hear the bed creak upstairs, the muted piggy murmurs of Jom as he slept by the stove, and the dog out on the porch grinding its teeth on an old piece of bone. Dim light from the stove bled across the floor. She lay on her back. Through the stale smell of mattress and bedding she could pick out clear as a note of music the scent of water still white as starlight on her skin.


She thought of the man she had ridden with on the road. Had she imagined him? He was too unlike the rest to be real. She thought of him beside her, thought of moving her hand across his hair, neck and chest, and felt him cold as the water to her touch.


As a child she had imagined others to keep her company – a tall thin girl with flax hair, a boy who taught her how to shoot at things with a rifle that seemed made of silver with bullets of crystal. She called them Lydia and Saul. They had been more real for her than Belmort, Old Woman, Billy, Libby and Flint.


Her mind opened its doors and she slipped inside. Somewhere a beast howled in the black night. She did not hear it.













Two



The dream had been good. She could not remember what it was, only that she had not wanted to wake. A woman shouting and shouting had woken her.


She opened her eyes. It was morning, and cold. Hoar frost made a delicate pattern on the slice of front room window-glass she could see beyond the door. The stove, of course, was out.


In the street the woman shouted. Now a man was shouting too. The sound struck into Eva’s belly; this altercation and alarm meant something bad, some cog out of place, some dangerous development, threatening safety. There had been cries like this when the East barns burned with the wheat in them, which spelled hunger; when one of the Crow boys had stabbed another and then run with the knife across the village to the marsh, which had spelled death and a man’s body creaking in the wind from the spike of a tree.


She heard Jom stirring, then his anxious unbroken voice: ‘Da! Da!’


‘Be quiet, you,’ Eva called. Jom did not like her, and the feeling was mutual. She got up, wrapped a blanket round her, and went across the front room, past sulky Jom to the shack door. Hazel was on the bottom stair chewing a strand of hair.


‘Get up to bed,’ Eva snapped.


‘Shan’t. ’Sides, da’s sent me out while he does things with Old Woman.’


‘All right. Start the stove then.’ Eva pulled open the door.


Outside the day was stiff with frost. Every movement – the snap of a wizened branch, dogs’ feet between the shacks – seeming to crackle on smashed glass. The settlement appeared unruly, crooked, makeshift in the harsh light, cut out in black shapes, slanting every way like a colossal rubbish heap. Overhead the filthy beauty of the day sky, dandelion yellow, with the village smoke on it like a lavender gauze.


There was a group stock still by the pump, frozen perhaps. The shouting had stopped. As she watched a woman drew her bucket from under the spout and upended it on the street. It was a shock to see that precious liquid spilled. One day they had all known the stream would dry out. And it was not customary to waste anything. Then Eva saw the colour of the water running over the earth towards her. It was black.


The woman straightened and looked into Eva’s face. It was Billy’s ma. Her eyes were narrowed and unaccountably filled with a particular and definite hatred.


‘The water’s bad,’ she said. She put her free hand on her hip, broad from carrying babies which had struggled up into being Billies and Flints. ‘Ida Moss saw you at the pump last night.’


Eva shrank back. She was a coward. What were they accusing her of now?


‘Come off it,’ the man said. He was one of the Crow clan. ‘What could she have done? It’s turned foul underground. We’ll have to dig a new place nearer the wall, that’s all there is to it.’


‘I don’t trust her crazy ways,’ Billy’s ma snarled.


‘You’re talking like a fool.’


There were one or two others now, standing around in their doorways.


‘I bet she did something, she’s silly in the head,’ said Libby Moss, Libby with black hair, gold earrings, and some village boy’s impending brat lifting her belly.


‘Not half as silly as you, you swollen-up tart,’ Eva said loud enough to be heard, but she felt sick and immediately she slunk back into the shack. The bulk of her father surprised her thrusting past. He stood massive in the doorway, his trousers held together in one hand.


‘You want trouble?’ he roared.


‘My Ben’ll speak to you!’ Billy’s ma shouted back.


‘He’s welcome.’ Belmort rocked back and forth with his own awful majesty, the porch creaking under, over and around him like a slowly capsizing ship. Jom and Hazel huddled by the stove with pasty-looking faces and big eyes. Outside the noises of abuse were loud.


Then Eva picked up another sound, beyond the din. Horse feet, wagon wheels. They were part of a dream. The hair rose on Eva’s neck and scalp. A coolness came like an eraser over her mind. Without considering, forgetting even her enemies in the street, she twisted by her father, ran naked except for the blanket, out between the shacks. Luckily others had broken off to stare at the stranger, therefore no one molested her as she stood transfixed with disappointment, her hot violet eyes on the brightly painted wagon and two outriders. A scarlet canopy, much patched and repaired, a bell or two jangled softly, frayed tassels. It was an enormous, nightmarish dog in the shafts. The outriders – two thin and hunched-over boys about fifteen – straddled donkeys. A banner trailed from the hand of one boy, gold lettering on black, reading: JEZUBAL SAVES. The man in the wagon, presumably Jezubal, wore a black velvet coat, lace shirt and a gold chain round his neck from which dangled a tiny carved doll. He was fat, a thing not often seen. Obviously pickings were good in his trade where he came from. His black pits of eyes collided with Eva’s, as she shrank from them, disgusted.


Billy was walking behind the wagon, cocky, having seen the visitor first, and let him in.


Eva turned and walked into the shack’s back room. No one followed. There was a big group around the wagon. Already suspicion, anger, fear were dissipating before the new interest.


She pulled the curtain to, dividing this room from the front, but then a violent urge came to smash open the back of the shack and run out that way. She heard her father swearing at Jom beyond the curtain, and laughter from outside. She got on her mattress and crawled back among the chilled sheets, biting at one nail.


‘He’ll preach them soon,’ she muttered to herself, ‘then the pipes will go around, and they’ll go half stupid, calling on god and getting drunk.’


It occurred to her her father might come looking for her.


‘I’ll go with Billy. Belmort won’t find me then.’


It was a bad but necessary price to pay.


Jezubal and his boys had set up his box of tricks around the leaning cross, using its upright to support the scarlet canopy which had only two poles. On the terrace of the steps they put out a brazier of coals and a big carved chair of black wood. Sitting in it, if he wanted, Jezubal could see right down the street, across the tumbling shacks, the compost heaps and wooden lavatories, over the strips of fields to the final erupted boil of the marsh. A fog hung over the marsh today, and clickings and chirrupings came out of it, monotonous and hellish.


Eva’s father had come to the doorway, buttoning his shirt.


‘Get up, you lazy cow.’


‘I’ve got my pain. I’ll be sick if I do.’


He scowled at her. It must have occurred to him she always had a bad period when she did not want to move herself, and most likely it was not true, for like many women now, she had seldom bled. But he seemed disposed to be lenient.


‘Please yourself.’


This could be a bad sign. He would know where to find her later, if she stayed here, when he came from the meeting, reeling with weed-smoke, beer and religion.


She heard them all out – Belmort, Old Woman, Jom and Hazel whining, and the shack door slammed. Through the timber and the brick she could hear the sounds as the streets filled, and the noise of gathering at the cross steps. She knew how it would go. First their fear – how god had punished them for their sins and the sins of their forebears with the rotten land on which nothing would grow, the dying trees, the poisoned waterways, the encroaching wilderness. After that, hope. The god-speaker’s own particular brand of salvation to which they would all respond, as they responded every time. The pipes of smoking weed would pass. Perhaps Jezubal’s dull-eyed boys would swing old church censers of the stuff. There would be shouting and frenzy and visions. A few, over-come, might tumble over in fits. Joyous in rebirth, certain they had bribed god with a new observance, they would bring out beer and wine, and buy raw alcohol from the preacher himself. They would give him food, knives, bullets and harness from the forge. They would take in exchange hand-written texts of salvation, carved god-keep-you dolls with magic religious properties, amulets and charms of all shapes and sizes. There would be dancing – perhaps the preacher had an old violin in tow? – or the Mosses’ untuned piano would be bowled out on the street and bashed in unharmonious and primitive rhythms. It would last through the sallow day, ending in fires, fornication and theft – all of which god would overlook because it had been done in his name.


Eva had been personally saved when she was three, five and ten. Why she had been singled out, she could not remember. Probably her pallor, or perhaps some sign of hysteria misinterpreted as ecstasy. She remembered a thin woman forcing her head into a plastic bucket of water. Eva emerged shrieking with terror, and to muffle her protests, the congregation had been called on to praise god. At ten, a man had pinned a tin heart on her dress, feeling surreptitiously one of her tiny promises of breasts as he did so.


A general shout came from up the street.


Eva flung off the covers, got up, stood naked and cold in the dark room. Then in a kind of terror she ran to get her dress, fumbling with its buttons. Yesterday she had gone barefoot, today she pulled on leggings and shoes for the freezing weather seemed to be eating her up with teeth of fire. This was how it was – one day mild and muggy, the next iced over. She pulled a jumper over the dress, and took one of Old Woman’s shawls from the peg. A bitter panic and despair had come on her so that she shook and trembled, leaning at the stove to get warm. There was no escape, she knew it. She would go out and be one with the crowd. She would go to Billy and after today Belmort would angrily see the god-speaker join the two of them. Billy she might perhaps handle. He fancied her, and was scared of her too. Not that he would want to marry but Belmort would see to that. Billy would beat her often, but that was nothing new. She could handle him. Tears started out of her eyes. She could not remember why she was crying. It seemed some favourite thing had been lost, something loved, like the day she found the bird frozen stiff by the pump and tried to warm it and her father took it and threw its corpse into the rubbish tip. But what had been lost? Nothing. It was one thing or the other, and she must choose.


She went out into the cruel day, forgetting to shut the shack door. She scuffed at stones, and sidled away from the foul pump. The smell of the marsh was strong. She coughed and wiped her eyes. She could hear Jezubal’s voice but oddly not the words.


Reaching the edge of the crowd, she looked about for Billy. She saw him lounging against the tethering post, not far from the terrifying dray dog which seemed asleep on its feet. Billy held a pipe to his mouth, smoking with half-shut eyes.


Jezubal was standing on the terrace, his hands raised, his black eyes wide.


‘God hears!’ he cried, but she heard him as if through cotton wool. ‘Call on him and he listens!’ Then the eyes came down and found her. She saw the look in them. Another feeler of breasts with a tin heart.


Eva put a narrow hand on Billy’s broad shoulder and fiddled with a bit of escaped lining. He turned and looked at her as if peering down a long tunnel, grinning.


‘Keep yer spit to yerself,’ he remarked lazily.


Eva smiled. She took his free hand and drew it round her body by its bulky cumbersome arm. The god-speaker looked away. His preaching had not faltered.


‘Pass the pipe, Billy,’ she said. A couple of tears leaked out of her eyes again and down into the two corners of her carved smile.


‘Don’t cry, Eva,’ Billy said, cuddling her. ‘I forgives you.’


He slid the pipe clumsily into her mouth. She drew on it hard. He took out the pipe and put his lips and tongue just as clumsily in its place.


‘Knew you’d come round to it, Eva,’ he said, congratulatory.


‘Call on god!’ cried a dim voice far away.


The crowd roared.


Eva felt a thread of ice sew itself along her spine as if a cold trickle of water had fallen on her from one of the overhanging roofs. She turned, still leaning on Billy, to see if it had. The crowd was all blurred over, but just beyond the crowd, the street seemed strangely clear and vivid. A man was standing at the end of the street, black as ink against the topaz sky.


Fascinated, Eva stared and stared, leaning out on the leash of Billy’s arm. She watched the man walk down the street. There was a gun slung across his back. As she watched he reached the Moss shack and vanished behind it.


‘On your land shall come up thorns and briars, god said. Thorns and briars and blight and rottenness all your generations. There shall be wailing and lamenting if you do not call on me!’


‘I love god!’ screamed Libby Moss. ‘Oh, how I love god! I love him but he won’t have me.’ She began to weep, obviously confused.


Watching, Eva saw the man reappear on the roof of the Moss shack. He kneeled on one knee, elegantly. She had seen a prince kneeling like this before a princess in a mildewed, pasted-together book. Could Jezubal see him? The man unslung the gun.


‘Mine is the way, says god!’ Jezubal cried.


There was a sharp crack in the air.


Eva gazed at Jezubal curiously; he looked surprised. Instead of two black eyes, he now had three; and the third one was in the centre of his forehead.


He fell backwards abruptly, relinquishing himself with a crash, taking the brazier with him. One of the outriding boys started to scream; even the shaft dog looked up. The crowd milled in confusion. Heads turned every way.


‘There goes the bastard!’ shouted an excited male voice.


A new kind of roaring took hold of the street.


‘Well, I’ll be,’ said Billy.


Eva pushed away from him. As the crowd surged forward, she surged with it, but she seemed to be running through marsh mud; she had to get free. The crowd milled around a corner, spasmed, tried to turn back on itself.


‘That way!’


Eva stumbled back into a doorway, and the crowd raced past.


Where? Where? She turned to run between the shacks. A chicken coop squawked at her, filling her mind with yellow chicken-demons. The marsh wall was where he had come from, climbing up slimy bricks, through briars and sludge. But it was easy now, the air electric to her running body. He pulled her as if by a strong rope, the kind of rope the men would have out by now for his neck she had touched.


Running, tendrils of fog enveloped her, she upturned a bucket, ran into stinging weeds, slammed against brick-work, began to climb. She did not know where the crowd was, though she heard its murderous row like a far-off storm. She tore her nails and fell over the other side into darkness. She could not see properly.


But the horse made a sound somewhere ahead. She heard it kick its hooves to be off, no wagon now to slow it, only the man with the rifle on its back. She rushed headlong after the sound. In its first moment of speed her reaching hands slid frantically on its mist-slippery shanks. With a cry of despair she scrabbled and lost all except the streaming mass of tail. She clutched and held to it, and the horse plunged and struggled to be free, neighing in pain and fear, but still galloping.


Eva fell. Mud suffocating her. Tree roots stabbed her body, dead branches caught her hair so that for a moment she experienced a similar agony to the one she inflicted on the horse. It was flying, surely it was in the air. She had no breath or energy to scream. All her concentration, her strength, was centred on her grip. She would not let go. Would never let go. She thought she would die.


Soon she was only a pair of hands knotted into strings of fire, in a world composed of whirling motion and searing, endlessly variegated pain.


She struggled and fought to keep her hold. As one finger came adrift she forced it back among the flaming wires. Her wrists seemed broken. But she was weak now and eventually all her grip had been ripped open and her hands hung like dead flowers in the marsh. She realized then that the rushing speed had stopped and that her hands had not been shaken loose but prized away.


She thought she could not see him in the mist, but she had forgotten to open her eyes. Expressionlessly he said: ‘Why come on after me? I don’t want you.’


She gritted her teeth.


‘You’ve got me,’ she said, ‘and no time to argue.’


Almost at once there was another sense of movement, up, and down into a new interior darkness. She heard the horse in the shafts, felt the rattle and shake and bump of passage. She curled against a soft thing, her eyes still shut, and slept immediately, insanely content in the moving wagon of the stranger who sold death.
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