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For my old friend, TOM SALMON, acknowledging so much encouragement over the years.




  
Chapter One





  THEY didn’t hang people any more.




  That was my first thought when I saw them digging, and after that another thought. They would scarcely have time to run down the truth if, as I thought unlikely, the trail went full circle once again and came back to Charlie. They hadn’t been able to make a breakthrough when the trail was fresh, so why should they achieve one now, after nearly forty years?




  It was this feeling of security, of course, that enabled me to toddle up here day after day and watch the earth-moving machines at work.




  I could look on with indifference, wearing that slightly superior expression people with nothing to do wear whenever they watch others at work. A stooping, greying, used-up man taking his morning constitutional. Without a wisp of guilt or a tremor of fear. I had survived after all.




  I didn’t have all that long to enjoy the victory but at least I had lived to see it through to a finish. And that was something I had never expected.




  Behind my natural curiosity I still wondered how I would react when it actually occurred. What I might say and do if, against all probability, the trail did lead back to me and they stood around firing questions at me as they had all that time ago. Would I be scared? Would I contradict and condemn myself? Or would I lie as coolly and consistently as I had lied then? Now that it was all on private record would I care enough to lie?




  I didn’t know now and I realized, standing there, that I never had known. What had once happened on that spot and back in the town was too improbable, too far removed from the mainstream of everyday life. It always had been and it still was. Not like something out of a book, a film, a Sunday newspaper, or one of the currently popular TV plays in which people lied and quarrelled and killed, but more like a thread that ran a haphazard course through a nightmare. But even the worst nightmares have no power to terrify by day. They can even become absorbing if the dreamer recalls a sufficient number of figments in the morning. And I could recall every detail of this one.




  Chapter Two




  I COULD begin almost anywhere. With the moment when Ida made a man of me. Or with the moment when Delphine, her opposite number, converted me into a big-time crook. Or I could begin much further back, at the moment my father, himself a refugee from the pits, decided that I should be given the passport to the good life and enter Cadwallader’s Mercantile Bank where, as a junior on a starting salary of twenty-five shillings a week, I paid out four-fifths of the money for board and lodging.




  In a story like mine there are a thousand starting places. For the real motive wasn’t love and it wasn’t greed. It was not prompted by a thirst for adventure, or a desire to be rich and idle. It rose to the surface out of a grey pit of boredom and burst, very softly, in my face, like a sewer bubble. It happened at precisely four-thirty PM, as the Chester-Holyhead train began to brake and run in along the straight coastal approach to Penmadoc Bay. Appropriately the date was April 1st, 1929.




  I wasn’t the first April Fool to carry my grips out on to that down platform overlooking the town filling the half-moon of the bay. I had done my homework on Penmadoc after learning that I was due for promotion from fourth man at a five-man branch to fifth man at a six-man establishment. I knew, for instance, that Penmadoc had had three starts in life to my one but we had a kinship, the town and I. Every time either of us fired a challenge shot at the century we both went off at half-cock. From where I stood, with my back to the sea, I could recognize Penmadoc’s three separate bids for an identity. The thin factory belt lay on the level land between the outer rim of the town and the jagged, grape-blue line of the nearest mountains. It was working at half-time then and the gauze veil of chimney smoke was not so dense as to screen the view of an older, less ambitious Wales. Its presence there established Penmadoc’s attempt to convert itself into an industrial community, and failure in this respect came round about the last decade of the nineteenth century, when the Penmadoc fathers had another bright idea. They covered the area between factory belt and coast with streets of tall, narrow, granite houses and then launched a campaign to attract permanent residents. This almost succeeded and the population doubled itself in twenty years. But then the 1914–18 War broke out, and the kind of people who might have retired to Penmadoc made more money in four years than they had in forty and decided to move out of earshot of factory whistles. They migrated south or farther west, and soon all those narrow houses were hanging out ‘Board and Lodging’ signs.




  In the first year of the peace Penmadoc tried again, this time launching itself as a seaside resort and awarding itself a title, ‘Queen of the Cambrian Riviera’. It extended its promenade and built a Baghdad-type pier pavilion. The attempt failed, of course, for it was made a generation too late. Colwyn Bay, Rhyl and Llandudno were well established by then, and entertainers like Clara Butt and Peter Dawson were not tempted by the Byzantine glitter of the onion dome that crowned the pier pavilion. Some visitors came, of course, but in relatively small numbers and rarely more than once, and by the time I arrived Penmadoc had settled for an uneasy compromise. It was neither an industrial town, a market town, a fishing town or a resort, but a bewildering compound of all four, depending upon which part of the town you happened to be in. By 1929 there were about twenty thousand April Fools down there. I was just one more.




  It wasn’t my idea to make a career of banking and I never did think of Cadwallader’s as my father and mother and all my uncles, aunts and cousins thought of it, a citadel against the sallies of the milling recruitment officer and the assaults of poverty, insecurity and industrial strife. I didn’t think of it at all although I should have done, for I had grown up in the most wretched era of the coal industry and had seen dole queues a hundred yards long in towns with a smaller population than Penmadoc. But I didn’t, and the reason I didn’t derived from my father’s own escape a generation before when he had fled the pits at nineteen and taken a teacher’s training course financed by a relation. His own relative security had buttressed me against his terrors. I didn’t shrink from the pit for the very simple reason that I had never been down one and never wanted to go down one.




  It didn’t take me long, however, to realize I was going in the wrong direction. A position in a bank, any bank at that time, was regarded as a spectacular hoist up the social ladder and this not only in Wales, where unemployment was always high, but anywhere in the Western world. To get a footing in Caddie’s, however, was something else for a Welshman because Cadwallader’s was a national institution. It was one of those archaic demonstrations the Welsh have been making against English absorption for seven centuries, rather on a par with the Eisteddfod or the preservation of the Welsh language. Frantic efforts had been made by the Big Five to gobble it up but inside Offa’s Dyke these attempts had met with small success, largely because Caddie’s directors preferred to recruit staff from native-born Welshmen. As an institution it was very proud of its survival, so proud indeed that it paid its junior clerks a shilling a week higher starting salary than its rivals. To offset this singular advantage, however, it had the built-in feuds and jealousies of most family businesses. Its administration, based as it was on tribalism, was narrow even for these days and sometimes smacked of nepotism. The overall atmosphere of its smaller branches was as close and prescribed as a conventicle but this, of course, was not new to me. I had been raised in a strict, Non-conformist circle and could have taken the prohibitions of Caddie’s in my stride had I been interested in banking as a career, or the least bit grateful for the limited security it offered. Unfortunately this wasn’t so. All the time I was progressing through the stages from inkwell-filler and blotting-pad renewer to junior ledger clerk I developed a claustrophobia that was not the less oppressive for being subconscious. I didn’t know what I did want to do with my life but I knew it wasn’t this. I could not admit to such a heresy to my father. He was getting on for sixty then. The shock could have brought on a seizure.




  Take a good look at me then, as I stood gazing down on the town on that mild April afternoon, an imitation-leather suitcase in one hand, a canvas grip in the other – Charlie Pritchard, changing jails after a seven-year stretch; only another forty-odd to do before collecting his presentation clock and walking out into the world a free man; Charlie Pritchard, five foot five inches, nine stone two in his dark grey double-breasted and square-toed shoes. He thinks of himself as no more or no less of a catch than the next man, despite his horn-rimmed spectacles and lack of inches, although the latter bothers him a little, and he has to remind himself now and again that Napoleon was a little man. He has brown eyes that rove as far and as speculatively as any young Welshman’s and is secretly vain about his long lashes, good complexion and the breadth of his shoulders. For all that he doesn’t qualify as a Don Juan, or the kind of young man whose intellect enables him to make light of Don Juans. He is still virginal, certainly not from choice but because of lack of cash, lack of opportunity and the heavy hangover of a Chapel upbringing. For the same reasons he can’t dance and doesn’t frequent bar-parlours but perhaps the Almighty had Charlie’s long-range interests at heart when He did His handicapping. With these built-in limitations Charlie is ideal ledger-fodder for Cadwallader’s. After all, what else can he do of an evening but go home to his digs, read romantic fiction, and cram for Banker’s Institute?




  2




  I was in no hurry to present myself at the digs. I had a letter for my landlord, Evan Rhys-Jones, who was also manager of the branch. Dad’s first miracle had been to land me a job with Caddie’s. His second was to fix me up with unimpeachable digs through Evan’s second cousin, who was one of his school managers. Evan’s wife, Gladys, supplemented the family income by letting one room. The old Dad was delighted about this because he was nervous about the company I might keep so far from home. At all my previous branches he had been breathing down my neck. ‘How much have you got in your account now, Boyo? Do the clerks there smoke when the doors shut at three? Exchange dirty jokes, do they? Well, you don’t have to listen, do you, Boyo?’ It comforted him to know I was up here not only working with Cadwallader’s but going to bed with them.




  The air was very still that afternoon. The thin columns of smoke from the tin-plate factory went straight up and behind them the hazy outline of the mountains seemed to tremble. Not much stirred down there, just a car or two, and a few shoppers in the High Street, and then a two-stroke motorcycle stuttering up the gradient of one of the cavernous roads behind the town centre that ended in the tree-lined fringe of the Craigwen estate.




  Suddenly but very decidedly I made up my mind. I would give it a go for a month or maybe two but by midsummer, if it wasn’t a spectacular improvement on previous billets, I would run for my life. I didn’t know in which direction but at that time this didn’t seem important. All I knew with certainty was that inside the Cadwallader’s Charlie was a Charlie who was bold, brash and a great deal more expectant and experimental than the yes-sir-no-sir-three-bags-full-sir Charlie Pritchard. The slow processes of economic and social conditioning were beginning to lose their impact. The obstinate hangover of a Bethel Chapel upbringing was beginning to lift. Out there, somewhere beyond the rim of the mountains, was a rainbow-end and within walking distance of it were unimaginable rewards, not least among them personal independence, something more than a subsistence wage and, above all, a soft-skinned woman who would tremble when I touched her on the breast. Internal as well as external pressures were at work on me and the former were beginning to dominate. I had, by then, about eight years’ post-puberty dreaming behind me and you can’t go on dreaming for ever. Dream backlogs have to be tackled just as resolutely as biannual accounts and mine had been building at a prodigious rate lately.




  Rhys-Jones’ home was one of those tall, narrow, greystone houses built during the middle period of Penmadoc’s development in a steep road leading up to the wooded edge of the Craigwen estate, family seat of the only gentry we had left in the town. The house was called, for some inscrutable reason, ‘St Ninian’s’, and was one of the few houses in that section that didn’t have a board-residence sign clamped on it somewhere.




  Evan Rhys-Jones had left the bank an hour earlier than usual, not to welcome me but to assess my possibilities as a replacement for the clerk who had moved on and had also been a lodger in the house.




  He was one of those chubby, scrubbed-looking Welshmen you often meet in the north, the kind who grow to look like Pickwick round about the fifty mark and then trade on it, so that overdraft-seekers part with them feeling they would have been more successful if only they had told them the truth. He had an almost round head, a clipped moustache, thin, greying hair and a gravity that you could mistake for dignity until you adjusted to the maddening deliberation of his movements.




  It was this characteristic that fascinated me on that first occasion, so that I found myself wondering how long it would take him to select a stick of celery, bring it up to his chubby jaws and produce the soft, carefully modulated snap, in contrast to his wife’s regular volleys from across the table. You had the feeling that if you asked him to pass the salt the meal would falter to an uncertain halt so in the end I compromised, watching him but listening to his wife’s coy exploration of my non-existent love-life. They had a daughter, Ida, who sauntered in to be introduced about halfway through the meal and it didn’t take me long to realize the significance of Gladys Rhys-Jones’ persistent line of inquiry. Ida, a pinkish, generously-built, carroty-haired woman of about twenty-seven, was still on their hands and marriage prospects in Penmadoc were not bright for girls younger and more personable than Ida. I garnered that this was the reason why they let one of their bedrooms and although the grilling Gladys gave me did not bother me because I had no secrets to keep, I felt embarrassed for Ida, who made any number of attempts to head her mother in another direction. Once or twice she looked hopelessly at her father but he stuck to commercial subjects and in any case his attention was pretty well engaged cutting squares of bread and butter and adding sugar to his tea with tongs he handled like a surgeon’s probe.




  Gladys Rhys-Jones was a sallow, slab-sided woman and her appetite did a good deal to explain her sagging bulk but demolition of a plate of paste sandwiches, a jar of celery, four cups of tea and two or three shop pastries, did not prevent her from extracting a vast amount of trivia concerning my family background.




  ‘There now,’ she sighed, ‘twenty-three and no cariad bach! We’ll have to find him one, won’t we, Ida? A young man with a steady job shouldn’t have any trouble about that in Penmadoc, should he now?’ and she went off into a series of soft wheezes that passed for laughter as Evan, folding his napkin with the deliberation of a one-armed man striking a large marquee, came in with ‘Hold your chatter, Gladys, and show Mr Pritchard to his room now!’




  She didn’t like the way he said that and the look she directed at him was the first hint I had that his air of authority was spurious.




  ‘Ida can do it,’ she said, ‘everything’s ready up there. Saw to it personally I did,’ and she sailed out into the hall and disappeared into the rear of the house.




  I went up the narrow stairs behind Ida, noticing that her legs were far shapelier than her build would have led me to believe. I also noticed that she wore lisle stockings and not the art silk most girls favoured in those pre-nylon days. My room was on the top floor with a single sash window facing southwest but in spite of a view of the sunset that flooded the shoulder of the Craigwen estate it looked as cheerless as the previous bedsitters I had occupied. The narrow iron bedstead had brass knobs tarnished the colour of sand. There was a deal chest-of-drawers with a spotted swing mirror, a basket-chair with a badly-fitting cretonne cover and a wool rug that looked like a tiny tropical island in a sea of green linoleum. On the wall opposite the window was a steel engraving of the Prince of Wales’ investiture at Caernarvon, in 1911, and over the bed a framed needlework text worked in red on a saffron ground. It announced, noncommittally, ‘Hallowed Be Thy Name’. The first thing Ida did was to unhook the text and put it away in the bottom drawer of the deal chest and while she was doing this I got my first real look at her.




  She was about two inches taller than me and weighed half as much again, with a rounded bust and heavy hips of a woman approaching middle age, but her face offset this maturity. It had a smooth and cheerful innocence that I found reassuring after the grilling that had done duty for a welcome downstairs. She wasn’t pretty but she wasn’t plain either, in spite of a long nose and a rather weak chin that made her nose look even longer. She had blue eyes with tolerance in them, and wore her rust-coloured hair in a long bob, with a carefully-brushed fringe across the forehead. Her best feature was her mouth. It wasn’t pursey, like her father’s, or slack and gossipy like her mother’s, but full and well-shaped, with humorous puckers at the corners where faint traces of lipstick showed, as though she had wiped it clean before joining us at the table. She said, slamming the drawer on the text, ‘Not be needing that, will you now?’ and I said I could get along without it so that she giggled and the giggle gave me an opening for a remark that set the tone on our relationship all the time we lived together under that roof.




  ‘You don’t have to worry about all those questions your mother asked me,’ I said. ‘All mothers carry on that way when a single man shows up. It’s happened to me before, in digs down south.’




  It was inviting a snub, I suppose. All her mother had done, when you came to peel away the hints, was to express satisfaction that I lacked a ‘cariad bach’, the term North Walesians of her type invariably use for ‘sweetheart’. Yet I knew, and Ida knew that I knew, that the confrontation downstairs needed justification. She didn’t say anything for a moment but then, turning away from the chest and facing me with a kind of exasperated cheerfulness, she said, ‘That was on account of Wally. Mam took a nasty knock over Wally.’




  ‘Was Wally the clerk who had this room ahead of me?’




  ‘Yes. He’s gone to the Sanatorium with TB. Mam got it into her head something might come of me and Wally, but I never did. I was just sorry for him. TB runs in families, doesn’t it?’




  I said I had heard it did but she wasn’t listening. She went on, vaguely, ‘Hear him coughing up here, I would. Mam and Dadda pretended it was just a bad cold. He didn’t tell anybody, see, except me, that is. He was that afraid of losing his place at the bank. I’d say to him sometimes, “Who gives a damn about the ole bank? Do they give a damn about you, now?”’




  I asked if Wally had been a religious chap, the text over the bed having planted the idea.




  ‘No,’ she said, ‘Wally never went near Chapel. Didn’t believe in it. He always said he was a Communist. You’re not, are you?’




  I said I wasn’t anything. I had had a bellyful of politics growing up in the south during a wave of strikes and lock-outs but I thought Evan Rhys-Jones must have been relieved to see the back of Wally. A Communist son-in-law, with or without TB, would be a liability to a branch manager of Cadwallader’s.




  She heaved herself off the chest and walked over to the window looking out across the Craigwen estate. The sun put a torch to her hair so that it turned from rust to furnace red and was the better for it. I got the impression that she was trying to make up her mind to say something important and I was right.




  ‘You don’t have to stay here,’ she said suddenly, staring me down in a way that reminded me of her mother, ‘there are people in town who need the money and would be damn glad of a lodger with a steady job. Might even find a place where there were young people, if you was lucky.’




  ‘You mean you’d like me to make some excuse? Say I don’t like the room perhaps?’




  She thought this over, her strong teeth clamping down on her lip and making it redder than the smear of lipstick at the corner of her mouth. Then she took a deep breath and said, ‘No. Play it that way and Mam would be right after you, the way she was with the others. And Dadda will have to back her and that might make things sticky for you down at the bank. Mam gets a hot flush every time she thinks I’ll die an old maid but it doesn’t bother me. Like old Miss Evans used to say, “It’s not so bad, once you’ve got over the disgrace.”’




  I laughed at that. You had to because she said it seriously. ‘What is she getting in such a sweat about?’ I asked, ‘you can’t be more than a year or so older than I am.’




  ‘Thank for the benefit of the doubt,’ she said. ‘Mam’ll let slip tomorrow I’m twenty-five but I could give you more than that. I’ll be twenty-nine next birthday.’




  ‘Well all right,’ I said, ‘but that doesn’t mean I have to decamp because your Mam is out fishing for a husband. Your father isn’t so crazy he thinks a man could get married on what I earn.’




  ‘Mam’s got money of her own. Not much but enough to help out. She even told Wally as much.’




  Suddenly I didn’t like the way this conversation was going and asked if the lodger who preceded Wally was yet another bank clerk.




  ‘No,’ she said, ‘the one before last was Mr Waring. He’d just lost his wife. I was sorry for him, too.’




  The only thing to do was to make a joke of it.




  ‘Is there anyone you aren’t sorry for?’




  ‘Not many,’ she said, calmly. ‘Dam’ silly of me, it is, but you can’t help the way you’re made, can you? I’m sorry for stray cats too.’ Her head came up and she gave me that frank, steady look again. ‘Bit of a stray yourself, aren’t you? Tell you something else while we’re at it. You hate Caddie’s, don’t you? You’d be dam’ glad if the bank went bust, closed its doors and showed you the street! That’s true, isn’t it?’




  Considering that less than two hours had elapsed since I had faced up to this decision the accuracy of the statement took my breath away. I just stood there gaping and at the same time I experienced a curious shrinking sensation that had to do with some indefinable crisis, or series of crises, that lay ahead, perhaps for everyone in that house but centring on me and on my arrival in Penmadoc. I found my tongue at last and said, irritably, ‘Are you telling me to walk out of my job as well as my digs just because the chaps here ahead of me had bad luck?’




  She said, slowly, ‘It’s not ghosts I’m talking about. You’re not getting old, like Mr Waring, and you aren’t dying, like poor old Wally. It’s up to you I reckon.’




  ‘Damn it, what’s up to me? To walk out on a safe job into the unemployment queue?’




  ‘Ah, “safe”,’ she said, ‘that’s a word we use a lot around here, Mr Pritchard. Dadda’s safe. Safe as Cadwallader’s Bank he is, but look at him.’ Then, directly, ‘It’s not a cushy branch, Mr Pritchard; if there is such a thing I mean. You’ll find out soon enough. Bloody awful it is and not only on account of Dadda being a worrier. That’s just the part of it he brings home.’ She had me thoroughly interested now, but before I could comment she said, abruptly, ‘Leave you to unpack,’ as though we had just concluded the most formal conversation imaginable. ‘Biscuits and cocoa at nine-thirty. No extra charge,’ and she went out on to the landing and down the stairs.




  I sat on the bed trying to get my thoughts in some kind of order and Ida’s contribution to them wasn’t the only reason why I felt disturbed and confused. Mainly it was the persistent malignity of the room so that presently, emptying the contents of my case and grip on to the bed, I picked up my raincoat and went down to the hall and out into the blue dusk of Craigwen Avenue. I had a fancy to take an objective look at Penmadoc and study the outside of the bank on the way home.




  
Chapter Three





  CADWALLADER’S Penmadoc branch was a squat, brown, two-storey building, occupying a site two-thirds of the way down Station Road that led to an open space in front of the railway embankment. It was about five minutes’ walk from the digs and two minutes from the promenade. At the bottom of Station Road, one of Penmadoc’s main shopping centres, the road forked and both branches took you to the sea-front, east or west of the pier.




  The grilled lower windows were emblazoned with the golden dragon, Caddie’s insignia, and the fabric looked better cared for than all the other business premises in the block. The floor above was called ‘Overbank’ and was a largish flat. Evan Rhys-Jones had told me that this was occupied by Powell, the chief cashier, a man with an English wife and two boys at the local grammar school. As a place to work in it looked more comfortable and commodious than any of the other branches I had served down south. It had a clean and dependable aspect, the kind of place where your money would not only be well guarded but taken out and dusted off once a week.




  You couldn’t say the same of the premises on either side of it. Nearer the station was Corwen’s, stationers and newsagents, its double-fronted windows pasted over with flyblown notices handwritten by people who wanted to buy or sell something, mostly sell. The shop front was starred with tin advertisements wooing passers-by to smoke this brand or that and Corwen, the proprietor, who was still open when I called in for a packet of Player’s, was a paunched, defeated man, who looked as if he shaved every other day. He asked me if I was a visitor down for Easter and when I told him I was the new clerk at Caddie’s my stock at once shot up several points.




  That was the curious thing about Caddie’s in those days. All over Wales it lent prestige to anyone who worked for it, as though even the junior clerks were handpicked and only rejects moved on to hammer at the doors of the Big Five. This may have had to do with the intense nationalism of the Welsh, who thought of Cadwallader’s in the way an Englishman might think of the Bank of England. The newsagent said, ‘My, but that’s good! That’s a safe job!’ so that I remembered Ida’s parting remark about the popularity of this word in Penmadoc. Already I was half-persuaded that I was one of the few survivors of a catastrophic wreck and ought to be down on my knees thanking God for breath and a weekly wage. It didn’t do much to inspire confidence in the town’s economy.




  Immediately above Caddie’s was a draper’s, called Thos. Cook & Son, its window full of garments hung on coat-hangers surrounded by bolts of muslin and curtain material piled in untidy pyramids of blue, green, grey and brown. The place looked almost as seedy as the newsagent’s and that was saying a good deal.




  Beyond the draper’s was a narrow-fronted café called The Rainbow and its garish colours, together with the amount of business it seemed to be doing, made it the odd man out in that moribund street. From across the road it looked like a single rowdy drunk, lost among a cluster of Chapel deacons with Cadwallader’s as their pastor. The café’s fascia-boards and window-ledges were picked out in mauve, crimson and primrose, and somewhere inside a honkytonk or electric piano was blaring a popular dance tune. It made a sound like children running hoopsticks along rows of iron railings.




  The incongruity of The Rainbow fascinated me. I watched a crowd of youths emerge and collect their bicycles stacked against the kerb, and then two stringy girls went in giggling and nudging one another, as the boys made some pointed remarks. It was obviously the unofficial mating centre of Penmadoc and catered for the rising generation. When the honkytonk stopped I heard the long hiss of the milkshake or coffee machine. It sounded like the laughter of a powerful man tormented by catarrh.




  I crossed the road and went in, taking a seat at a yellow-topped table at the back. The surface was stained with a predecessor’s redcurrant drink, sticky to the touch. In here the noise of the restarted honkytonk, an automatic machine that looked like a pregnant robot, was deafening. Customers on both sides of the café were talking and I could see their mouths open and close but although the shop was not more than twenty feet across and thirty deep I was unable to hear a word any one of them exchanged. My glasses steamed up and I had to take them off and polish them.




  It was not until I replaced them that I noticed the girl collecting dirty glasses and cups just across the aisle. Behind the counter, operating the machine, I half-saw a man but I paid him no attention and for a good reason. It was the girl who caught and held my glance and I only had to look at her once through unmisted lenses to learn one reason why The Rainbow was popular with all the local lads. She was stunning. No other word describes the double impact she made upon my senses, two distinct blows hitting with a force that literally knocked the breath from my body. That is the only way I can convey my reaction to the first glimpse I ever had of the Rainbow Queen and it has taken me all of forty years to absorb the recoil.




  I had been looking at women speculatively, hopefully and hopelessly for years but this was something altogether different because a glance was enough to establish her unattainability and I came to terms with that in a matter of seconds. From then on I watched her as a man saving up for a second-hand motorbike might gaze at a streamlined sports car that had set its owner back a couple of thousand pounds.




  I find it very difficult at this distance in time to convey the overall impression she made upon me and one reason for this is that it was both aesthetic and sensual, in proportions of about one to two. She had good features and unusually light blue, dark-ringed eyes that set her apart as a more than ordinarily pretty girl, and her figure, well formed and a little unfashionable in those far-off, flat-chested days, was mature and pleasing, but neither face nor figure were more than moderately arresting. What held the eye after it had been caught was something much more singular, and sex-appeal is far too tame a phrase to describe it. So are words like sensuality and voluptuosity, because Delphine’s appeal was more basic than that and reached further back in time. It was a kind of animal vitality that showed in her every movement and posture and had about it tremendous promise tempered by what I can only describe as a wary aggressiveness. As she drifted about, gathering a trayful of cups and plates soiled with lipstick and traces of ice-cream and fruit juice, you had the impression that she was half-poised for a spring at your throat or your genitals or both, and this is not to say that she employed any of the recognizable artifices in the armoury of provocation. She didn’t, either then or later. She was just herself, with a slender waist, a pair of hard, aggressive breasts under a tight lilac overall and a pair of hips that indulged in a slow, deliberate dance every time she reached over a customer’s shoulder to add to the load of crocks on her tray. Her expression was that of a slightly bored woman performing a casual chore and for some reason you knew that the leering glances and inconsequent chatter her arrival at each table provoked made absolutely no impression on her. It was just part of a day’s work in a noisy, sleazy backwater and could be dismissed with a yawn when the time came to pull down the blinds and count the day’s takings.




  When she arrived at the table across the aisle I had a closer look at her face. Her eyes, slightly upslanting, were her most arresting feature, a shade of blue I never recalled seeing before, midway between the underside of a periwinkle petal and the heart of a violet, but her hair was pretty too, smooth, dark brown, and worn in a long bob that made the most of its prodigality. Her mouth, considered in isolation, was a booby trap. It looked submissive and generous until you set it against the short, straight nose and the small, resolute chin. Her complexion was pale and should have been moist in that close atmosphere but the texture of the skin resisted the temperature in the way its owner, as a person, was able to divorce herself from the steamy conviviality of the room. The only thing about her that brought you down to earth was her voice. It was husky and matter of fact, with a very definite transatlantic drawl of the kind we were only beginning to adjust to with the very first of the talking pictures. Somehow it had no business at all issuing from that mouth. I would have been ready to bet a month’s salary she would speak with a Latin accent and I don’t I would have been much surprised if she had addressed me in French or Italian. She said, in reply to my subdued request for a coffee, ‘You serve yourself, Bub. Over there,’ and said it without looking at me. I wasn’t deflated so much as chastened by her casual unconcern.




  I got up and went over to the counter to give my order and while the machine was blowing off steam I had an opportunity to study the man. If she hadn’t been there he would have impressed me more than he did at that time. He was a broad-shouldered, good-looking man in his mid-thirties and there was no doubt at all about him being a Latin, almost certainly an Italian. he was very swarthy, his hair was jet black and oiled, and he had blunt fingers that reinforced an overall impression of strength and agility. He was more civil than the girl and served the coffee with a swift, meaningless smile and an almost amiable nod. I took the cup back to my table and found myself wondering about them both to the total exclusion of everything else in Penmadoc. When she was at the other end of the café and he was masked in steam I had a few seconds’ leisure to think about the clientele. I came to three conclusions about them. The men were mostly hooked on the girl, the girls were resigned to being wallflowers at a hop as long as she was around, and nobody in Penmadoc would make the Rainbow Queen even if she wasn’t married to the good-looking Wop behind the counter.




  I had another coffee, dreamed a few extravagant dreams and went out into the April twilight. The honkytonk, now grinding out Horsey, Keep Your Tail Up, speeded me on my way up Station Road and I could still hear it when I crossed over into Craigwen Avenue. In the hall I met Ida who gave me a quizzical look.




  ‘Well?’ she said.




  ‘I’ve worked in worse places.’




  ‘Oh no you haven’t, Boyo,’ she said, but kept smiling. ‘You want that cocoa? We have it about now.’




  I said I didn’t and went up the steep stairs to bed. It bothered me to bandy words with Ida after an hour in the presence of the Rainbow Queen.




  2




  Ida was right and I realized that in less than a week. The course I shaped in Penmadoc was my own but the pressures surrounding me, and the circumstances dictating that choice, were closely involved in what happened. The most important of these was a terrible tension within the branch created by the clash of personalities among the staff.




  Judged solely on physical conditions and, to a degree, prospects of promotion, the posting was good. One of the first things to astonish me, for instance, was the tremendous volume of business we did there, but this increased rather than diminished tensions between members of the staff. There were external as well as internal reasons for this. At that time Caddie’s was fighting a tremendous holding action against the Big Five and it was a gallant, forlorn struggle, doomed to ultimate failure, but the real reason for the explosive atmosphere in that big, first-floor room could be traced to the assembly of that team in that place at that particular time.




  To begin with Evan Rhys-Jones wasn’t up to his job as manager. Men who are bullied at home, as he certainly was, usually take it out on juniors at their place of work, but all Evan Rhys-Jones did when he hung up his hat every morning was to exchange the mild tyranny of a stupid wife for a more positive intimidation on the part of an arrogant chief cashier. In addition he was a born worrier, and anyone who has worked under a worrier can tell you that a bully or a sluggard is preferable as a boss. Evan Rhys-Jones worried about his overdrafts, his security, and things like the amount of office sugar we put in the tea we brewed when we stayed late balancing the ledgers. But mostly he worried about his cashier, Nicholas Powell.




  Socially, Powell was a cut above the rest of us. He was that extremely rare phenomenon, a Welsh-based snob, who thought of his superior as a hobbledehoy whose local connections had got him a managership that should have come to Powell when the vacancy occurred. Powell’s wife, a London woman, looked upon everyone in the Principality as a white coolie. She had money of her own, and their two boys were entered for an English public school. She dressed smartly but extravagantly, drove a little red sports car, and talked with a plum balanced on her tongue. It was clear they had long regarded this branch as their personal province, especially since they lived on the premises, and Rhys-Jones just wasn’t man enough to force Powell to toe the line. One of the more justifiable sources of Powell’s contempt was the manager’s anxiety neurosis that often led to all of us working overtime in order to satisfy Rhys-Jones that the locking-up and key-dispersal drill had been carried out in a manner as to ensure him a good night’s sleep. Another was the manager’s tendency to mark an overdraft higher than a customer rated if he spoke Welsh, was a regular chapelgoer, and had some connections with the current Eisteddfod. Rhys-Jones wasn’t a nationalist in the way that Griffiths, our second cashier, was, but he never let Powell forget that he had been born of Welsh parents in Chester and thus had no real claim on a Caddie’s managership. It was his only way of getting back at Powell for the cashier’s insufferable interference and occasional insolence.




  Griffiths, the second cashier, wasn’t a bad sort once you adapted to his obsession with Celtic mythology and all the blether this type of Welshman uses to offset the fact that Wales was conquered by the English in the thirteenth century. He was a solemn, industrious man, a bachelor supporting an elderly mother and easier to work with than either Rhys-Jones or the sneering, saturnine Powell, with his English airs and graces. He was also far less patronizing than my immediate superior, an Englishman called Porsen, who was first ledger clerk. Below me, a person who plays little part in this story, was Gregg, the dogsbody junior. The only singular thing about Gregg was that he had a permanent sniffling cold and was liberal with germs that had taken permanent residence in his septum.




  Because I worked behind the barrier and only occasionally took a turn at the counter, I associated with Porsen more than any of the others. He was a hearty, pink-cheeked type, who worked tremendously hard at being masculine but when in the company of superiors he liked to ape the English gentleman. With a junior he reverted to what he was, a coarse-minded, bumptious cad. He owned a Brough-Superior motorcycle and its pillion seat was fitted with a leopard-skin cover awaiting the next victim of a revved-up courtship. It was fascinating to watch him set out on one of his hunting expeditions. He wore goggles and leather gauntlets and sat the machine in such a manner that his fat arse stuck out in a curiously challenging manner. I don’t know how many local girls he codded with his act but if it was half as many as he claimed he was going to need monkey-gland treatment before he was thirty.




  Not long after I had joined the staff I was fool enough, in the presence of the sober Griffiths, to ask Porsen for information concerning the people at the café next door but one.




  ‘Aha,’ he gloated, in his egregiously superior manner, ‘so you’ve already been smitten by Lickerish Lil the Wanton Wop, have you? We’ll have to watch you, Pritchard! We can’t have you drooling after our Delphine like those bounders from the tin-plate works whenever they can spare time from the dole queue!’




  Griffiths said, sourly, ‘For God’s sake, stop making everything you say sound as if you were reading aloud from a lavatory wall!’




  Nobody had ever succeeded in snubbing Porsen so he accepted the rebuke without comment. ‘Strictly out of bounds, kid,’ he said. ‘Better men than you have tried, me included!’ It was the only time I ever heard Porsen admit to a failure in this field.




  Later on, when I could approach Griffiths alone, I repeated the question. He told me that the Italians – he wasn’t even sure they were Italians – had come there about a year ago from San Francisco or Los Angeles. They were, he said, stepbrother and stepsister, their father having married twice, and there was talk of the father joining them as soon as he had disposed of business interests in the States. In the meantime they kept themselves very much to themselves. The only people who knew anything about them were the dozen or so Catholics in the town and it was from a Catholic customer that Griffiths had this limited information. They didn’t bank with us, he added, and probably didn’t bank at all. The man, Beppo as the customers called him, appeared to speak very little English and although she was much younger than her stepbrother the girl seemed to manage the business. The general idea was they would work it up, sell it, and disappear overnight. ‘Most foreigners do,’ said Griffiths, ‘including the English who try their hand here.’




  Griffiths, as I later discovered, knew as much as anyone about them but Porsen was right about every young man in town (and some who were not so young) trying to make the girl. I often went in there for a coffee on my way home, or after an evening potter along the sea-front, and always there was a table of men or youths skylarking around the blaring honkytonk. She shrugged them all off, with her aggressive hips, her absentminded smile or, just occasionally, a flat, deflating stare. One way and another Delphine didn’t go out of her way to encourage business, but as there was no late-night competition in Penmadoc, The Rainbow Café seemed to show a profit judging by the number of customers it attracted.




  As for me, I never escaped from the spell the girl’s latent promise had cast over me that first night but I never tried to compete with the local Romeos. For the time being I was content to sip coffee and watch her supple, effortless drift about the room. I could never see her stacking crockery without thinking of a ballerina, perhaps a ballerina promoted to the position of favourite in the court of a dissolute king. Her expression was always the same, one of self-satisfied abstraction, with the faintest tincture of boredom. And yet, behind this was promise, high life and bedroom promise on certain terms and the terms, of course, would be prohibitive. When she addressed Beppo she used Italian and then, for a few brief seconds, she seemed to crackle and become one of us. But then she would subside again so that mostly it was like watching a film with the sound turned off. The only variation about Delphine’s performance was the colour of her overall. Sometimes it was lilac, sometimes primrose, sometimes cherry and sometimes white, but whatever the colour it helped to create an impression that it was part of a flower that should have wilted in the steamy atmosphere but didn’t because it bloomed by celestial decree.




  I took to calling in at The Rainbow as a true believer might seek solace in church. I was never a person to make friends easily, lacking the gregariousness of the Welsh and having, notwithstanding extravagant dreams, more than my share of shyness when it came to making a direct approach. I couldn’t make a friend of any of the men at the branch. All but Porsen were too old and Gregg, the sniffler, was generally under the weather with one of his heavy colds. I was always grateful to escape from the bank but going home meant hobnobbing with Rhys-Jones, his honking wife Gladys, or his daughter Ida. I didn’t go out of my way to avoid Ida. As a matter of fact, her frankness on the night I arrived in town interested me but she made no physical appeal to me and when I failed to respond to her half-hearted approaches she left me alone. I thought then that she had written me off as a dull dog, lacking the romantic mantle of Wally’s TB and Mr Waring’s tragic bereavement. So always, when I was tired of walking, or fed up with the isolation of the room I shared with two ghosts, I ended up at The Rainbow drinking two and sometimes three coffees and watching Delphine prowl. Both palliatives helped to keep me awake into the small hours.




  I see now that it was the unattainable Delphine that helped to damp down the fires of rebellion that had been smouldering long before I arrived in Penmadoc and had burst through the crust of apathy for a brief moment when I looked down on the town for the first time and decided to give Caddie’s one more chance. Notwithstanding this I soon grew to hate the branch and the town, and I loathed me sight of Powell, who was a bully, a pedant and a snob, together with the sound of Porsen’s voice. Griffiths, the nationalist, bored me and I began to share some of Powell’s contempt for the manager but for different reasons. What irritated me most about Rhys-Jones was his deification of the men who had worked him so ruthlessly from the day he bought his first celluloid collar and went to work for Cadwallader’s. Like my father he thought of the bank as a temple and the directors, smug on princely incomes in Cardiff, as its arch-priests. Even his wife Gladys made no secret of the fact that she thought him a fidget and a dullard. She had outside interests but he had none, except ritual attendance at Chapel every Sunday. My state of turpitude, however, notwithstanding my silent absorption with Delphine, was to end very soon.




  By July, when the holiday season was in full swing, we were about as busy as we could be, particularly towards the fag-end of the week when all the bed-and-breakfasts came in to bank their takings and the local tradesmen’s turnover was nearing its peak. With the rush of business feuds exploded into hatreds. Rhys-Jones and Powell were sparring all day long and the battle was beginning to tell on both of them. Griffiths and Porsen were constantly snarling at one another over fancied insults and sometimes made a point of communicating with each other through me. Then, seeing how things were, Rhys-Jones teamed up with Griffiths and the Chester-born Powell made a junior ally of Porsen. Partisanship on this scale didn’t make for efficiency and every hitch in routine touched off a minor explosion. Finally Gregg went sick and I was left with the four of them and Gregg’s duties into the bargain.




  One of the major social advances of postwar decades has been the introduction of women into every field of commercial activity. With women about their place of work men might be facetious or goatish but mostly they stop short of puerility. In the absence of women as safety-valves men in authority can out-bitch any woman alive. This was precisely how it was at Caddie’s that summer and by the end of July I was nearing the end of my tether. Even the prospect of sacking myself, condemning my parents to nervous breakdowns and myself to tramp the roads and sleep in haystacks, seemed preferable to staying on as a buffer between two warring factions, both of whom I was beginning to loathe. The terrible predictability of my life beat in on my senses like a knell. It was as though I stood at the bottom of a gigantic staircase with the years marked off on every tread, facing a climb of forty years in the company of men like Rhys-Jones, Powell, Griffiths and the leery, fat-arsed Porsen, and there were no breaks in that staircase. It stretched out of sight, every stair identical, with no alternative but to climb and climb, regulating one’s stride to the jostlings of the others and getting buffeted every inch of the way. There was no short cut to the top and there was no taking two stairs at a time. The only prospect of escape, and it seemed to me then and now a desperate course, was to back down and start again in another direction. By the last Saturday of July, the weekend of August Bank Holiday, I had made up my mind to do just this.
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  God knows, I was ill-equipped even for flight to nowhere. In my account was nineteen pounds ten and in my pocket the balance of my weekly pay-packet after lodgings and insurance had been deducted, a matter of about sixteen shillings. I had two suits, one of them nicely polished by Cadwallader’s ledger-rests, a supply of socks and handkerchiefs, and three shirts, two of them ready for the Monday wash. It was probably acknowledgement of the sheer desperation of my plight that checked a half-hearted attempt to pack and caused me to sit on the bed, hands on knees, staring at the picture of the Prince of Wales’ investiture, on the wall. Then, with a sense of shock that returns to me even now, I felt a tear spill over my cheek and run down past the corner of my mouth so that I tasted the brine and thought, with a kind of savage shame, ‘Christ, this is what it’s come to! Charlie Pritchard, who once believed he could see them all off, sitting here crying like a kid in the dark!’ and as I jumped up and dashed my hand across my face I heard a tap on the door and Ida’s voice saying, ‘You there, Boyo? Can I come in a minute?’




  I was glad to see anyone at that moment and after blowing my nose I called to her to come in. I knew she would query the stuff piled on the bed and I welcomed a chance of unloading some of my wretchedness on her. She at least didn’t disappoint me but said, opening her eyes in a way that advertised her lack of eyebrows, ‘Going away for the weekend, are you? You never said you were!’ It was an invitation to dramatize the situation.




  ‘I’m going all right,’ I said, with counterfeit bravado, ‘but not for the weekend, for bloody good!’




  She didn’t seem as shocked as she should have been. After a polite pause she said, carefully, ‘You in some kind of trouble, Charlie? At the bank, I mean?’




  ‘I’m in every kind of trouble there is,’ I said.




  She went back on to the landing, cocked an ear for her mother, came in again and sat down in the wicker chair. I noticed then that she had dressed herself up and wondered if it was for my benefit. She had on a navy-blue two-piece I hadn’t seen before and instead of the lisle stockings and the sloppy, flat-heeled shoes she wore she had silk stockings and patent-leather shoes with two-inch heels. Her long nose still glowed but the glow had been subdued by a heavy dusting of powder and she had traced a fashionable Cupid’s bow with her lipstick. I couldn’t help comparing her pathetic attempts to improve on Nature with Delphine’s sexy presence after a day spent in that steaming café. She said, ‘If you’re walking out on Caddie’s then there must have been a bust-up. Dadda hasn’t said a word about it!’




  ‘How could he?’ I said, brutally, ‘he’d have to get Mr Powell’s okay before he mentioned it, even to your mother.’




  She said, with restraint, ‘All right, tell me about it. I warned you what it would be like but tell me how you’re involved.’




  I told her something of the furious bickering and nagging that was going on down there, but much more concerning my own status and wretched prospects. I told her how my father felt about me having a job with Caddie’s, and how that job had come to look to me in the last year or so. I told her pretty well everything except of my devotionary visits to The Rainbow. She was a good listener and let me talk myself out before saying, ‘You can’t go home then. Have you got some other job lined up?’




  ‘I thought I’d try for a steward’s job at Liverpool.’




  ‘That’s mad,’ she said, ‘that’s just fool’s talk! They’re laying ships up and besides, you’d need a good reference. I can’t see you getting one from Caddie’s if you go in this mood.’




  ‘Right, but I’m not spending my entire life as a Caddie’s pen-pusher,’ I said, ‘I’d sooner walk off the end of the pier.’




  ‘A thing like this needs thinking about,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to give yourself the benefit of every chance that does exist. There aren’t so many as you can throw one away.’




  This was a different Ida from the one I thought I knew, the rather drab nonentity I had seen used by her bell-toothed mother as a glorified skivvy. She had authority. She conveyed the impression of having contemplated flight herself and given the possibilities a good deal of thought.




  ‘I’m not saying it would be easy,’ she went on, guessing what was passing through my mind, ‘but it’s easier for a man than a woman. That is, if he doesn’t panic the way you are now. The first thing is to believe you’re somebody worth employing.’ She looked at me steadily, without blinking her sandy lashes. ‘Your trouble is that, deep down, you don’t and never have, Boyo. You spend your time dreaming instead of doing.’ Then, but still without taking her eyes off me, ‘You’re still a virgin to start with.’




  ‘We’re talking about jobs not pastimes,’ I said.




  ‘In your case they go together. A man of your age who has never had fun with a woman wouldn’t make much of a fist at walking out on a safe job. It’s got to do with pride. Did you know Zulus weren’t allowed to marry until they had bloodied their spears?’




  For some reason this remark introduced a gleam of humour into the situation. It also reminded me of Ida’s compulsive need to dispense sympathy to every star-crossed man she met. Perhaps this was what she meant by ‘being sorry’ for the two previous occupants of this room.




  Suddenly I decided that I not only liked but respected her as someone who insisted on being a person instead of a unit in a mindless universe. Her very presence there in the squeaking chair, waiting for me to react to what was clearly an invitation warmed and excited me and not merely in the sexual sense. Just as Delphine represented the ideal and unattainable, so Ida was her complement, a woman who was prepared to dispense courage and comfort with no prospect of reward other than the satisfaction of helping a fellow human being over a hump. Acknowledgement of this, however, had a disastrous effect upon my emotions. Suddenly, but this time entirely without shame, I began to cry again, and as I bowed my head I heard her say, ‘Wait, Charlie! Wait a minute, Boyo!’
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