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Wicker

Once upon a time, there was an ugly girl. She was short and dumpy, had one leg a bit shorter than the other, and her eyebrows met in the middle. She gutted fish for a living, so her hands smelt funny and her dress was covered in scales. The ugly girl had no mother nor brother, no father, sister, nor any friends. She lived in a ramshackle house on the outskirts of the village, and she never complained.

One by one, the village girls married the local lads, and up the path to the church they’d dance, with flowers in their hair. At the weddings, the ugly girl always stood at the back of the church, smelling slightly of brine. The village women gossiped about the ugly girl, wondering what she did with the money she earnt. The ugly girl never bought a new frock, never made repairs to the house, and never drank in the village tavern.

Now, it so happened that outside the village, in a great damp swamp, lived an old basket-maker who was famed for the quality of his work. One day the old basket-maker heard a knock on his door. When he opened it, the ugly girl stood there, holding three gold coins.

‘I want you to make me a husband,’ she said.

‘Come back in a month,’ he replied.

The old basket-maker was greatly moved that the ugly girl had entrusted him with such an important task, and resolved to make her the best husband he could. He made the wicker husband broad of shoulder and long of leg, and all the other things women like. He made him strong of arm and elegant of neck, and his brows were wide and well-spaced. His hair was a fine dark brown, his eyes a greenish hazel.

When the day came, the ugly girl knocked on the basket-maker’s door.

‘He says today is too soon. He will be in the church tomorrow morning,’ said the basket-maker. The ugly girl went away, and spent the day scraping scales from her dress.

Later that night, there was a knock on the door of the village tailor. When the tailor opened it, the wicker husband stood outside.

‘Lend me a suit,’ he said. ‘I am getting married in the morning, and I cannot go to church naked.’

‘Aaaaaaargh!’ yelled the tailor, and ran out the back door.

The tailor’s wife came out, wiping her hands. ‘What’s going on?’ she said.

‘Lend me a suit,’ said the wicker husband. ‘I am getting married tomorrow, and I cannot go to my wedding naked.’

The tailor’s wife gave him a suit, and slammed the door in his face.

Next, there was a knock on the door of the village shoe-maker. When the shoe-maker opened it, the wicker husband stood there.

‘Lend me some shoes,’ he said. ‘I am getting married in the morning, and I cannot go to church barefoot.’

‘Aaaaaaargh!’ yelled the shoe-maker, and he ran out the back door. The shoe-maker’s wife came out, her hands trembling.

‘What do you want?’ she said.

‘Lend me some shoes,’ said the wicker husband. ‘I am getting married in the morning, and I cannot go to my wedding barefoot.’

The shoe-maker’s wife gave him a pair of shoes, and slammed the door in his face. Next, the wicker husband went to the village inn.

‘Give me a drink,’ said the wicker husband. ‘I am getting married tomorrow, and I wish to celebrate.’

‘Aaaaaaargh!’ yelled the inn-keeper and all his customers, and out they ran. The poor wicker husband went behind the bar, and poured himself a drink.

When the ugly girl got to church in the morning, she was mighty pleased to find her husband so handsome, and so well turned-out.

When the couple had enjoyed their first night of marriage, the wicker husband said to his wife: ‘This bed is broken. Bring me a chisel: I will fix it.’

So like a good husband, he began to fix the bed. The ugly girl went out to gut fish. When she came back at the end of the day, the wicker husband looked at her, and said: ‘I was made to be with you.’

When the couple had enjoyed their second night of marriage, the wicker husband said: ‘This roof is leaky. Bring me a ladder: I will fix it.’

So, like a good husband, he climbed up and began to fix the thatch. The ugly girl went out to gut fish. When she returned in the evening, the wicker husband looked at her, and said: ‘Without you, I should never have seen the sun on the water, or the clouds in the sky.’

When the couple had enjoyed their third night of marriage, the ugly girl got ready to go out. ‘The chimney needs cleaning,’ she said, hopefully, ‘And the fire could be laid …’

But at this, the wicker husband – she was just beginning to learn his expressions – looked completely terrified. From this, the ugly girl came to understand that there are some things you cannot ask a man to do, even if he is very kind.

Over the weeks, the villagers began to notice a change in the ugly girl. If one of her legs was still shorter than the other, her hips moved with a swing that didn’t please them. If she still smelt funny, she sang while she gutted the fish. She bought a new frock and wore flowers in her hair. Even her eyebrows no longer met in the middle: the wicker husband had pulled them out with his strong, withied fingers. When the villagers passed the ugly girl’s house, they saw that it had been painted, the windows sparkled, and the door no longer hung askew.

You might think that all these changes pleased the villagers, but oh no! Instead, wives pointed out to husbands that their doors needed fixing, and why didn’t they offer? The men retorted that maybe if their wives made an effort with new frocks and flowers in their hair, then maybe they’d feel like fixing the house, and everybody grumbled and cursed each other, but secretly, in their hearts, they blamed the ugly girl and her husband.

As to the ugly girl, she didn’t notice all the jealousy. She was too busy growing accustomed to married life, and finding that the advantages of a wicker husband outweighed his few shortcomings. The wicker husband didn’t eat, and never complained that his dinner was late. He only drank water, the muddier the better. She was a little sad that she could not cook him dinner like an ordinary man, and watch him while he ate. In the cold nights, she hoped they would sit together close to the fire, but he preferred the darkness, far from the flames. The ugly girl got in the habit of calling across the room all the things she had to say to him. As winter turned to spring, and rain pelted down, the wicker husband became a little mouldy, so the ugly girl had to scrub him down with a brush and a bottle of vinegar. Spring turned to summer, and June was very dry. The wicker husband complained of stiffness in his joints, and spent the hottest hour of the day lying in the stream. The ugly girl took her fish-gutting, and sat on the bank, keeping him company.

Eventually the villagers were too ridden with curiosity to stand it any longer. There was a wedding in the village: the ugly girl and her husband were invited. There was music and dancing, and food and wine. As the musicians struck up, the wicker husband and the ugly girl went to dance. The villagers could not help staring: the wicker husband moved so fine. He lifted his dumpy wife like she was nought but a feather, and swung her round and round. He swayed and shimmered; he was elegant, he was graceful. As for the ugly girl, she was in heaven.

The women began to whisper behind their hands. The blacksmith’s wife was boldest, and resolved to ask the wicker husband to dance. When the music paused she went towards the couple. The ugly girl was sitting in the wicker husband’s lap, so he creaked a little. The blacksmith’s wife was about to tap the wicker husband on the shoulder, but his arms were wrapped round the ugly girl.

‘You are the only reason that I live and breathe,’ the wicker husband said to his wife. The blacksmith’s wife heard what he said, and went off, sulking. Next day there were many frayed tempers in the village.

‘You’ve got two left feet!’ shouted the shoe-maker’s wife at her husband.

‘You never tell me anything nice!’ yelled the blacksmith’s wife.

‘All you do is look at other women!’ shouted the baker’s wife, though how she knew was a mystery, as she’d done nothing but stare at the wicker husband all night.

The husbands fled their homes and congregated in the tavern.

‘T’aint right,’ they muttered.

‘T’isn’t natural.’

‘E’s showing us up.’

‘Painting doors.’

‘Fixing thatch.’

‘Murmuring sweet nothings.’

‘Dancing!’ muttered the blacksmith, and they all spat.

‘He’s not really a man,’ muttered the baker.

‘An abomination!’

‘He don’t eat.’

‘He don’t grumble.’

‘He don’t even fart,’ added the tailor, gloomily.

The men shook their heads, and agreed that it couldn’t go on. Meanwhile the women congregated in each other’s kitchens.

‘It’s not right,’ they muttered. ‘Why does she deserve him?’

‘It’s an enchantment,’ they whispered. ‘She bewitched him.’

‘She’ll be onto our husbands next, I expect,’ said the baker’s wife.

‘We should be careful.’

‘She needs to be brought down a peg or two.’

‘Fancies she’s better than the rest of us, I reckon.’

‘Did you see her dancing?’

‘Flowers in her hair!!’

And they all agreed, it couldn’t go on.

One day the wicker husband was on his way back from checking the fish-traps, when he was accosted by the baker.

‘Hello,’ said the baker. The wicker husband was a little surprised: the baker never bothered to speak to him. ‘You made an impression the other night.’

‘I did?’ said the wicker husband.

‘Oh yes,’ continued the baker. ‘The women are all aflutter. Don’t you ever think – well …’

‘What?’ said the wicker husband, completely confused.

‘Man like you,’ said the baker. ‘Could do well for himself. A lot of opportunities …’ He leaned forward, so the wicker husband recoiled. The baker’s breath smelt of dough, which he found unpleasant. ‘Butcher’s wife,’ added the baker meaningfully. ‘Very taken. I know for a fact that he’s not at home. Gone to visit his brother in the city. Why don’t you go round?’

‘I can’t,’ said the wicker husband. ‘My wife is waiting for me at home.’ And he strode off, up the lane. The baker went home, annoyed.

Now the wicker husband, who was too trusting, thought less of this than he should, and did not warn his wife that trouble was brewing. About a week later, the ugly girl was picking berries in the hedgerow, when the tailor’s wife sidled up. Her own basket was empty, which made the ugly girl suspicious.

‘My dear!’ cried the tailor’s wife, fluttering her hands. ‘What d’you want?’ said the ugly girl.

The tailor’s wife wiped away a fake tear, and looked in both directions. ‘My dear,’ she whispered. ‘I’m only here to warn you. Your husband – he’s been seen with other women.’

‘What other women?’ said the ugly girl.

The tailor’s wife fluttered her hands. This wasn’t going as she intended. ‘My dear, you can’t trust men. They’re all the same. And you can’t expect – a man like him, and a woman like you – frankly …’

The ugly girl was so angry that she hit the tailor’s wife with her basket, and ran off, up the lane. The ugly girl went home, and – knowing more of cruelty than her husband did – thought on this too much and too long. But she did not want to upset her husband, so she said nothing.

The tailor’s wife came home fuming, with scratches all over her face. That night, the wives and husbands of the village all agreed, for once, that something had to be done.

A few days later the old basket-maker heard a knocking at his door. When he opened it, the villagers stood outside. Right on cue, the tailor’s wife began to weep, pitifully.

‘What’s the matter?’ said the old basket-maker. ‘She’s childless,’ said the baker’s wife, sniffing.

‘Not a son,’ said the tailor, sadly. ‘Or a daughter.’

‘No-one to comfort them in their old age,’ added the butcher.

‘It’s breaking their hearts,’ went on the baker. ‘So we’ve come to ask …’

‘If you’ll make us a baby. Out of wicker.’ And they held out a bag of gold.

‘Very well,’ said the old basket-maker. ‘Come back in a month.’

One dusky day in autumn, the ugly girl was sitting by the fire, when there came a knock at the door. The wicker husband opened it. Outside stood the villagers. The tailor’s wife bore a bundle in her arms
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