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In dreams I walk with you


In dreams I talk to you


In dreams you’re mine, all of the time


We’re together in dreams


In dreams


* * * * *


Only in dreams


(It only happens in dreams)


In beautiful dreams


Roy Orbison (1936 – 1988)


“In Dreams”, 1963







Obit. Page


Obituaries had been commissioned. Some had even been written, and filed. An admirer had sent him one, updated to take account of his soon-expected death. He held it in his hands, and shrugged as he read it over again. Not for its accuracy – it was accurate enough as these things went – but for its banality, and not of the prose but of the life, his own, which it so scrupulously recorded. It even had a headline on the typescript, though doubtless the eventual newspaper would economise on that. It read: “A Life in Politics: A Politic Life”.


He could feel, with an immediacy he no longer expected to hurt, the pain of the omission of the definer he would have wanted. It should have been, of course it should, “A Political Life.” Two missing letters, and an epithet that damned rather than lauded. Well, that was how he felt about it. Others, accordingly, saw it differently, welcomed the judicious balance of the adjective they felt to be, even in political terms, the better one. Certainly, like his life, the more politic one.


It would make a half-page spread in the national broadsheets. Decent enough, and with a photograph, one of the early ones with his hair fashionably long, and perhaps his fist raised in mid-80s anger, one of the action shots Billy Maddox had taken during the Miners’ Strike. Or perhaps that would not be politic enough. There was the usual Obit. Opening to set the scene:


A political career that opened with much promise ended, if not with major practical achievements undertaken in office, then with superlative accomplishments recorded in his chosen literary forms: the essay and the biographical study.





How easily, though, it all read like someone else’s life. Anyone else’s life in its inability to evoke anything more than dates and offices held and ideas proposed. Most of the barebone facts were tabulated in a detached endnote.


Born in 1944. School in the Valley and then in Birmingham from 1956 when his father gained a Headship.





Oxford, and then that surprising nomination for the Party when local squabbles and factions let a young, dark-horse but native-born, academic through a crowded field and on to election in 1970. The rest, looking back on it forty years later, was a blur. Junior office at Trade and promotion in Defence when the Party came to power and the despond years that followed that first promising decade. He considered that he had been happy despite the waiting-room feel of the politics themselves, and despite, too, being overtaken and quickly sidelined by others more ruthless than him, when a return to government eventually came. He had led a life free from Westminster’s too frequent family mishaps and his books and pamphlets and biographies had been carefully chiselled and respectfully received, even in the academia he had deserted, for the insights which his political practice had brought to them. On the Obit. page they were duly listed and respectfully weighed. It was for what, he reflected, he would be best remembered.


There had been such a lot of downtime in Westminster. Time to think as well as to write. The fashion had been for hefty double-decker biographies, story-time narratives with the happy endings of definitive footnotes or, at least, fulsome acknowledgements and learned bibliographies. Jenkins on Asquith. Foot on Bevan. Always the Leaders. Never the Led. History, he considered increasingly, as it was sieved not how it had been lived. Instead he listened to Voices Off. He talked to those who Also Served. He contemplated a Culture for a Society. Over the years a trilogy of studies emerged. He turned to the Obit. proof to check if it had expressed more than a titular sense of them:


His first book, Vox Pop: A Vocal Culture (1981), was an examination of the rhetoric and oratory of industrial South Wales – its excess, some in his Party were already concluding – through speech, accent, gesture and effect, but it slipped, intriguingly and often infuriatingly, into riffs on singing, choral and solo, onto disquisitions on humour on stage and in literature, through the roar of crowd behaviour to the antiphony of reserved silence in reading rooms and the cacophony of saloon bars. It met with a mixed reception but won a Welsh Arts Council Prize. Out of office and buffeted by the internal strife of the Foot and Kinnock years – he was a steadfast supporter of both – he wrote the biographical sketches published in book form as Acolytes and Assassins (1988). Here the intention, not always successfully achieved, was to throw light on major political or union careers by illuminating those who waited in the shadows, ready to assist or, as his provocative title indicated, to assassinate. So, instead of, say a portrait of that Colossus, Nye Bevan, we had a brilliant sketch of his Famulus, Bevan’s fixer and confidante, the diminutive and destructive (of others) Archie Lush. The spotlight was turned, for the once powerful Communist Party, not on the ebullient and engaging Arthur Horner, President of the South Wales Miners’ Federation in 1936, but on the apparatchiks who always placed Party diktat before proletarian DNA. Then he swung to the right to put the egregious George Thomas, the ludicrously self-christened Viscount Tonypandy, in his sights: “of this Tartuffe, a study in sentiment and narcissism, let us say the Sunday School superintendent was always more cross bencher than cross dresser for in this, too, he had the courage of every conviction but his own.” Many found the acid of such “truth-telling”, if that is what it was, too scalding an element for their own political health at the hustings. Even his obituary of Will Paynter, that tough intellectualised comrade who had succeeded his own mentor, Horner, as General Secretary of the NUM in 1959, had not resisted the temptation to speculate on exactly what a CP political commissar would have done in Spain in 1937. At the fever-point pitch of the Miners’ Strike this had not pleased the cheerleaders of 1984. Yet, in his final foray into this field, after Tony Blair had overlooked him for any kind of office in 1997, he wrote lightly and sunnily of those whom he had directly served for thirty years. Epiphanies appeared to muted acclaim in 2001, but we can now see it bears a classic status. Here, “The Terraces”, as he calls them, echoing the writer Gwyn Thomas, are laid before us as a landscape, one humanly fabricated and artfully framed by and for a people who had, he claims, once created a past fit for whatever future they might inhabit. How does he do this? By a set of interlocking cameos that take us from “The Value of Allotments: The Alloting of Values” to “The Cooked Dinner: Civilisation after the Club” and “Standing not Sitting: Philosophy on the Bob Bank”. All linear lines and flat planes were rejected by this prismatic writing, a form that gave a crystalline light and a receding depth to the pastimes and dreams, but ones lived and relished, of a people he clearly feared were being bypassed by a more brutalist history and that history’s political helpmeets, even those from within the ranks of Labour.





He let the obituary he would not live to see in print slip from his fingers onto the duvet. Not quite what he had meant his writing to say. But close enough, and praising enough, not to be begrudged. He resolved, again, to stop being grudging. It was, none of it was, anybody’s fault. Not even his own. He would, without a grudge, accept the praise and accolades it helped them to give him. Particularly the family he had nurtured, and had, he knew, despite all, neglected more than he would have wished. They didn’t seem to notice; perhaps they didn’t feel it. He didn’t know. They didn’t say.


His son, who had developed an irksome habit of patting his hand as he sat propped up in bed so that he might look out of the picture window and over the Valley, kept telling him what “A Great Life” he’d had and how he would “not be forgotten”. He smiled and nodded, politic as ever, even managing a whispery “Thank you, love” when his daughter, on the other side of the bed, reminded him how much he was “Loved by Everybody”. It was true, he thought, that his wife whom he’d met at Oxford had, in her own patrician way, “loved” him and he’d sorrowed over her early death in the car smash she’d had with her parents when on holiday in Italy. He’d stayed home that summer on constituency work, intending to join them later. She had never felt “At Home” in the Valley and had never hidden her disdain, her fear perhaps, of its inhabitants. Ironically, the sympathy he garnered with the death of the woman his supporters had privately called “The Duchess” strengthened his control of the local party. He steered a middle course and, by the end, this end as he might now put it, he was consulted on all sides for his political nous, his historical grip and his experienced counsel. Oh, and for the colour copy his reminiscence of the Party’s greats gave to journalists. He was restored. One of them. One of us. Ours.


Yet none of this was why he had come back for selection. And stayed as the elected member. He could barely explain it to himself sometimes. Yet he knew that there had been deep inside him political idealism, and an allied will to serve. He knew this to be true of himself even then. In his father’s telling, the people of the Valley, his Valley, from which he had been wrenched so young, were mythic, generation by generation, and heroic, deed by deed. If it was an absurd generalisation, it was also vividly true. It had been bred into his political bone and so vitally that he had, and did always, feel it an honour to be elected to serve. But it was not that particular igniting spark which still flickered inside, and did not die even if he was dying and she was long gone. His thoughts were a junction box of random signals. Perhaps it was the morphine. Perhaps it was a dream. He half-smiled, ruefully, remembering a train journey he’d taken across country, to the west and some political function or other, just before the cancer had struck, less than a year ago. He had looked up at the information streamed up in electronic tickertape capitals at the end of the carriage, like a miniature mobile Times Square, he’d thought, as it ticked off the station stops to come, and what precautions you needed to take on arriving and alighting. Alighting. What a pompous, no pretentious, word. He had said it to himself, almost aloud, and, bored as dusk draped the crawling train, had looked up again at the flashcard red letters of information flowing left to right in their rectangular black box. Only this last time, the electrical charges had malfunctioned, had dropped letters and left spaces, and displayed, as the train pulled into the platform, in an illuminated reiteration of desire and warning, one he knew he had to heed:


personal be take their


longings with you personal be


take their longings with you





* * * * *





He had been twelve years old, sat on one of the back seats of the upstairs of a municipal double-decker bus. The bus, one of a fleet, swayed up the Valley from the grammar school, dropping pupils off at each of the straggling townships it touched. Every seat was taken. Downstairs, two or three prefects pretended to keep order, and everywhere there was noise and the deep, damp smell of sodden wool and the wet leather of satchels. Outside it rained as it seemed only to rain here. Swathes of wind-blown rain ballooning down from the mountains which hemmed them in and funnelled the rain into the streets. Rain tamping down onto the pavements. Rain bouncing off the roof of the bus and smacking against the window panes which steamed up inside, and outside turned the raindrops into never-ending rivulets which streamed drop by beaded drop into silvery snail trains. It was a cold rain. It swept in from the open platform at the back of the bus and carried its damp aftershock upstairs and into the soaked moquette seats. The caps of the boys and their black gabardine raincoats were heavy with rain and the girls, barelegged and hatless, shivered in their pixie-hooded lovat-green mackintoshes. He had looked out of the window where, even at four o’clock, the lights were on in the shop windows and the few cars there were about stared back, with their headlamps unblinking warnings, out of the gloom. He had never felt more at one with everything. This was where he was and should always be.


One of the prefects, in the casual sports coats they were allowed to wear in the Sixth Form in place of their blazered uniform, came rattling up the iron-rimmed stairs and stood at the top. At the bottom was another prefect. The one at the top said, “Right, now. One. Two. Three”, and waved his arms whilst the one at the bottom began to sing. Then the whole bus, from top to bottom, began to sing, and some stood in the aisles as the bus seemed to half topple around a bend and up and over a steep hill, and some fell onto one another, satchels and caps scattering, laughing and singing and stamping all at the same time, singing, never happier, the Blues that they would never feel more, and as if this moment could be held, forever.


And he looked to the back of the bus, all singing the lyric and shouting the refrain, and he saw the girl, his age, sitting, not singing, on the long seat across the aisle, at the back of the bus, and he saw her wet, plastered, black gloss of hair cut to frame her face with its shining eyes above her wet and reddened cheeks and as he did, stopping to sing the song that still rang all around him, unsmiling she looked straight back at him.


That was why, he knew, he had come back, and why he stayed and why, never known or spoken to or seen again, she would always be there. And there she would remain, loved and unknown, so long as hearts could still tell minds that they had “never felt more”.




Never Felt More




Well, I never felt more like singin’ the blues


’cause I never thought that I’d ever lose


Your love, dear, why’d you do me this way?


Well, I never felt more like cryin’ all night


’cause everythin’s wrong, and nothin’ ain’t right


Without you, you got me singin’ the blues.





The moon and stars no longer shine


The dream is gone I thought was mine


There’s nothin’ left for me to do


But cry-y-y-y over you (cry over you)


Well, I never felt more like runnin’ away


But why should I go ’cause I couldn’t stay


Without you, you got me singin’ the blues.















In 1956 Guy Mitchell was at Number One in the hit parade for ten consecutive weeks with “Singin’ the Blues”.

























A Life of Riley


She was born in the cottage hospital within a few hours of my own birth there at the very end of the Second World War. Or World War Two, as we quickly said so matter-of-factly, as if a Third was just around the corner. Terrible as it was to have already had two in the space of four decades, or two generations, there was an odd comfort in being able to enumerate them. We were domesticating the beasts by numbering them in turn. I say “We” because that is how we referred to ourselves, whether individually or together. The last, or current war, did not, of course, encompass directly our junior part in all this as the children of the “We”. Not in terms of the conflict, at least, but inescapably as the generational fall-out of wars that were fought and endured, home and abroad, by parents and grandparents. Children can be victims even if they are not killed or wounded. Perhaps we were maimed inside. Certainly hurt in ways not wholly imaginable since. And as Number Three never came along in the manner we once envisaged, we, the protected and saved ones, were also the first-in-line in all other ways. I mean that our absorption of passing life as we grew was constantly affected, in tone and perspective, by the otherness of the connected lives of all those senior and antecedent to us. By their treatment of us, sweet and threatening, private and public, turn and turnabout. By their stories. By their moods. By their scars. By their dreams. What we knew inwardly was more than what we saw. And what we saw was invariably damage. Amongst the ruins of such lives we all danced.


So what I saw, but without knowing, when I knew her in the first, and only, decade of our life together, was a life which I would come to learn was shaped by more than the local circumstances and time of her birth. I could not know that then. I was also a child, and so a victim. The mode of a victim is silence and a child’s voice is prattle. The eyes are a different thing though. What I know now as I think back over that childhood is that our lives were formed less by the endlessly fresh discoveries of one thing after another which children must make, and much more by having to absorb, without apparent resistance, the dead weight of lives soaked in their own unwanted experience. Lives which had led to us. We would be spared war but not the consequences of war. That single fact permeated and tethered our lives.





* * * * *





The day Theresa Riley and I were born, our fathers were still in action across the Rhine. It was the least hazardous river crossing they had had to make since they had dog-fought on from the Normandy beachheads the previous June. Or so my father told me. They were, with the war’s final outcome in sight, due for leave, but denied it, until the simultaneous event of our births and a lull in the last push of the British Army had moved them up the queue. They were both bombardiers, made up lance corporals in the Royal Artillery, enlisted in the same regiment and thereafter drawn together more by the war, and its myriad unwanted ties, into an acknowledged friendship, than by any prior fact of being near-neighbours in their terraced row houses before the war had plucked them out of the Valley. It was, in a grim paradox, the War that had made them into friends, for they had little else in common before that. Neither occupation nor religion nor politics nor pursuits nor nationality united them.


They lived where they did and they did what they did because both had married women from the Valley, and were so drawn by marriage into lives which neither might have quite envisaged or wanted, for sure. They were drawn back or into our orbit. It was our orbit without any qualification because we who were born there had no other in our early life, nor wanted any other in those cosseted post-war days. Not that this was ever entirely true of Theresa.


Our fathers had travelled together to the Valley by train from Portsmouth after shipping back from the continent they had, as those jovial newsreels put it, helped liberate. Whatever was familiar and welcoming after so long a time away, even the frequency with which pubs punctuated the main road up the Valley, would not have delayed or hindered them as they marched in step and in uniform to the hospital set in isolation, above the river and the houses and the collieries, in a wooded grove on an otherwise denuded hill. Theresa and I were to be the first home-grown fruit of their personal liberation. I was my father’s first child and would be named Gareth after him, and Idwal after his father, a North Walian. I would only know my Grancha from a solitary beside-the-seaside snap of him and Jane, his equally long-dead wife. My father had met Doreen, my mother, when he’d found work in the thirties as a baker’s roundsman in Wembley, and she was “in service” in West London. The war had sent them home, though my father had vowed never to work in the pits again, as he had once done in his youth. He kept his word on that, but only after the war. She waited for him through the war in the house where she’d been born, the only thing of any worth which her parents could leave to her, as they duly did.


Theresa was named after a saint, and was the third child and first daughter of Buddug Riley née Bowen. She had met Brian Riley, her Irish husband, when he turned up in the wintertime of 1935 with the travelling fair of whirling rides and hoopla stalls which pitched up in the Valleys’ townships over Christmas and the New Year. Brian Riley fixed things. He painted things. He dismantled things. He moved things. He erected things and, at night, slightly built but sinewy strong he pushed and pulled the dodgem cars, everyone’s favourite and squeal-guaranteed ride, in and out of line. It was the nearest we came to glamour amongst the eye-watering smart and chest-catching stench of cheap petrol fumes and the crack of air rifles or the thud of feathered darts as collier boys sought to win prizes of pink or blue chalk figurines of stalking polar bears for their cwtched-in girlfriends. One such was the nineteen-year-old Buddug Bowen, who caught the eye of dark-haired Brian Riley, and moved away from the familiar. She mistook his self-containment for some other depth, perhaps, and the wandering twenty-five-year-old fairground roustabout maybe saw a fleeting innocence of form in the girl who liked to flirt. All I can say for brute certainty is that when eighteen years later I first knew her to look at her, what had won Brian Riley over to stay was not readily apparent in the dumpy shape of the woman perpetually in the pinafore smock worn over her dress, or in the pudginess of a face permanently dented by the smouldering tube of a half-smoked cigarette from which she would light its immediate successor from her apron pocket. And yet, when she danced, and she did that in the street, alone or in the arms of one of her sons, and when she drank, as she did from flagons of beer or cider just tipped back, laughing as she sat on her front garden wall, then she was, in her motion and in her eyes, to all of us who watched, and even for those who disapproved, as undeniably vital as she was eerily enchanting. And if you looked long and hard you might have found her to be, as we secretly did, disturbing.


Disturbing, that is, even by the standards of the raucous street lives we then led. For, at that time, any excuse was made and taken for living-it-up out of the doors we never locked. Perhaps it was the sense of collective release, or a surge of individual spirits after the war, which came with the men’s return to households of supportive grandmothers, aunties, sisters, mothers and children. Perhaps it was just the way we all lived then, together whether we chose to be or not, because there was no real choice. I suppose half a century on, looking back, we would appear rough even to ourselves. Our reputation at the time was not in doubt.


Fighting in the street was as much part of the street furniture as card schools and the Salvation Army band. And not just after the pubs closed. And not just between men. Cross words and imagined slights might drive women to wallop each other with the heavy squares of coconut-matting they’d been shaking, a moment before, on their doorsteps. Boys were encouraged, with the gift of birthday or Christmas boxing gloves, to match up for an impromptu scrap. Ball games, cricket wickets and goalposts chalked onto the concrete of a pine-end wall, could be played, in and out of season, by day and in the dusk, until the thud and thump brought the inhabitants out to scatter the players until the next time. Footraces, hide-and-seek in and out of people’s gardens, and that Kiss-Kick-or-Torture in the bushes which grew more bizarre in its various outcomes as we grew older. Trestle tables could suddenly appear, lugged out from church halls, chapels and workingmen’s clubs, to signal a street party. Special ones, for royal birthdays or the Coronation, when all political twitches were stilled by a sugary binge of jelly and trifle and iced dainties, were made grandiose amongst our drab streets by flags and bunting and balloons. After the children were fed at these parties the booze came out and with the booze came the dancers, and that would be when I first noticed Mrs. Riley jitterbugging to a gramophone record wound up to play, over and over, “American Patrol”.


That particular party was for a homecoming. We’d had a few already for boys coming back from the Korean War or just their National Service. All done, and celebrated, in the lee of the bigger War which hung over us, its end a relief, its shadow cast over our assigned futures. Only, this homecoming was neither for soldiers nor innocents. It was for James and Llewellyn Riley, Buddug’s two sons by her Irish husband, Brian, now installed as a hands-on foreman in the painting and decorating firm of W.P.T. Davies, J.P. For her boys, Buddug Riley had Brian fetch his ladders and string across the narrow roadway of our street – a cul-de-sac that buckled downwards in the middle and rose at thirty-degree angles at either end – a home-made banner torn from bed-sheets, and daubed in the best red paint her husband could find. Its emblazoned capital letters said:


“WELCUM HOME JIMMIE AND LEWIE”.


They were a handsome but contrasting pair. Jimmy was slender and fair with deep-set hazel-tinted eyes, whilst his younger brother, Llew, was thick-set with Brian Riley’s blue-black thickly plastered hair and his pale blue far-away eyes. The boys were eighteen and sixteen years old. They’d been away a while: James Riley in Wormwood Scrubs and Llewellyn Riley in a borstal for more juvenile offenders. The offence, which they held in common, was for theft with aggravated assault. They’d broken into the vicarage, stolen petty cash and pewter plates and candlesticks, and thrown a heavy white clay pot of Keiller’s marmalade at the vicar’s wife when she walked through the front door as they left by the back. They missed. Or, it was assumed, at least, by the magistrate, W.P.T. Davies, instructed by his employee, Brian Riley, that the elder thief had missed. The likeable and mischievous younger sibling would have been our best guess. Either way, not everyone approved of their joint homecoming as an excuse for a party, but as I’ve said, a party in the street was universally irresistible whatever its ostensible reason and, as usual, the withdrawn Brian Riley was there looking on, with Theresa in the crook of his arm, as his carefree wife jigged on and on.


Brian was liked for his good manners and admired for his fortitude. He was equally pitied for his troubles and scorned for his complaisance. That last was not a word we would have commonly used at the time but we would know what it meant. You only had to look at him, and then Theresa, to know that. When Brian Riley was at home she scarcely left his side. She was a quiet, almost grave, child, who returned look for look. We stared at the difference between us as she grew more and more distinctive. Theresa stood out and soon stood apart. My father’s own story, quietly told, of what Brian Riley had said to him when he first saw his acknowledged and accepted daughter had become everyone’s story of that life of a Riley.


In the spring of 1945 the two soldiers had quick stepped into the maternity ward and spotted their respective wives in opposite corners of the bare and airy room. One of the nurses on duty half-clapped, half-cheered, and then stifled her welcome for the soldiers as she saw their destination. At the side of the iron-framed beds, with their council-stamped and starched linen creased into shape, were the unvarnished wooden side bars of tiny cots. Beneath heavy grey and blue woollen blankets were tiny pink heads with strands of hair and snubby pink noses and translucent pink lips. My father kissed my mother and, he said, gurgled a bit over me in all my fresh pinkness. Brian Riley had kissed his wife, who shrank back into her pillow as her soldier-husband leaned over the tiny cot, and stared at the baby girl in it. He looked back up at his wife and then over to my father who was listening close to the whispers of my mother. And then, saying nothing to anyone, Brian Riley ran from the Ward. His army boots had clattered down the disinfected corridors and out again like a manic drum roll.


My father found him in the White Hart, one pint and a large whiskey chaser already drained and another pair set up. Brian Riley, who had fought blind with him, with sand in their nostrils and fear in their mouths across the deserts of North Africa, and killed murderously with him amongst the hedgerow tangle of the bocage of Normandy, only glanced at my father, and said:


“Gareth, your woman’s a Darkie.


She’s black. The babby is black.


Black as the hobs of hell, she is.”





My father told me that after that they both got drunk, stupefied drunk, crawling home by leaning against each other on the pavement and in the gutter. My mother filled in the back story after they’d all been long gone. Buddug Bowen, she said, had always been one to go off the rails. She might, my mother had sniffed, even already been pregnant with her first son when she snaffled up the travelling Irishman, and rooted him in our spot. Llew, though, was certainly his, and the family had seemed as settled together as any other in those hard times. And then, when the war came, Brian, though a citizen of the Irish Free State as it then was, volunteered for the British Army in some species of brotherhood with those all around him, receiving call-up papers as 1939 bled into 1940. Five years away and things seen and done but not to write about, or later recount, in infrequent letters and postcards. A generation passed through a black hole of absence as empty as the gravitational pull of death itself, and came out the other side of existence. Our fathers.


Brian Riley’s wife, in her mid-twenties, had brought her widowed mother into the house to look after her boys whilst she travelled by bus out of the Valley to work in the munitions factory, assembling bombs, detonators, explosives, on the coastal plain to the south. Her fingers turned yellow and her cigarette-cough worsened but she could afford endless packets of fags now, and garish make-up and cheap, bright clothes. It was, amongst all the parakeet chatter of women finding work together for the first time in their lives, not enough. My mother sat with her on the bus that chugged back each day, full of bone-tired women, to the Valley. Buddug said that the money was great, but it was company she wanted. Once she asked my mother if she had the same yearnings as she had eating away at her. Needs, she’d said, and when my mother took Buddug’s meaning she decided not to give her the benefit of any discussion on the subject. Some things, my mother implied, were best left alone, unsaid. What you felt was what you felt. And nothing to be done about it. And then, suddenly, in the months of 1944 before that summer of change, there was something to do about it.


The first American troops, readying for the invasion, arrived in the Valley by train to be taken by truck to their tented camps. Officers were billeted amongst the few so-called professional families we had – teachers, doctors, solicitors, clergy, shopkeepers. The G.I. Joes were under canvas on municipal playing fields and the lower mountain slopes that had a semblance of flatness. They came to us from a world we had already lived as a fantasy. Their actual physical presence was tricked out with a gift-wrapped offering of clothes, food, goodies and health. They marched, in loose and insolent formation, to the soaring enticement of brass, and they danced, louche and daring, to the swoop of swing bands assembled for the social evenings to welcome them, and all too often embrace them. My mother said that a lot of the local women, married as well as single, would take to hanging about the camp perimeters, just for a look, a smile, a contact. She said that they were like crows shuffling up together on a telephone wire, and then, one by one, flying down.


In all the camps there were, as we and they would all say then, Negro cooks and orderlies to wait and serve. But one camp, made up entirely of combat infantry, was solely for black Americans. These black GIs were never seen in the company of their white equivalents in the streets of the Valley or in its shops and when they collided in the Valley’s pubs there were stand-offs, squabbles, and knives could match fists. The segregation, of course, was extended to the dances. But it could only be officially enforced for the troops. The white American G.I. was not the only overseas source of glamour for women who chose not to shun the black Yanks who had also come. When all the troops departed from the Valley there were, again, no more non-white faces to be seen, and, except for the occasional Chinese laundry worker, there would not be again for decades to come. Through the 1940s and 1950s we saw no black faces except for those glimpsed in bit parts on the screen. None at all. Except, of course, for that of Theresa Riley.


What Brian Riley learned from his wife of her wartime liaison was never revealed. He retreated into incessant work and a blow-out drinking session every Saturday night. He did not neglect Buddug materially but, it seemed, in every other way he shunned her and did nothing to halt her self-neglect. She became slovenly in bearing and her looks, though they could flash back through a memory imprinted somewhere inside her, drained from her grasp. The house, at times loud with drink and quarrel, conspired to empty itself of comfort, as if to match her. Slattern was the word that was used. Brian Riley shared neither anger nor despair nor forgiveness. He was, in all this, set apart and we, in our pitiful ignorance, allowed it to be so because we probably thought that it was the only life this Riley could now have.


The two sons had, at Brian Riley’s languid insistence, attended the local Roman Catholic school and, no doubt, Theresa would have followed them when the time came if it was not for the priest who had come to the house one day to tell him, amongst other priestly things, as Brian had later told my father, that a sin should be forgiven even if the sin was there in front of him day by inescapable day. The priest had been shown the door for his lack of understanding, and Theresa went instead to the Council School, aptly named Mixed Infants. Brian Riley took her there himself and saw to it that he was free to bring her home every afternoon until she was old enough to go and return, like the rest of us, by herself. Maybe that is where the bond between them was made, and grew strong.


As for us, the silent witnesses to all this, Theresa played with and amongst us, her reserve a barrier but her presence, as one of us, not questioned, except for once when a boy told her that her skin looked dirty because she didn’t wash it and was answered by a smack to his face. That brought an angry mother to the door, but a father sent her away, his own unfathomable anger fiercer than the woman’s indignation. Brian and Theresa. That is what they had, separately, become. The Rileys. Father and Daughter. Outsiders, both. Insiders, too. How he treated her, and how she grew up, was to be all.


We were not, ourselves, without our common share of prejudice, and I do not excuse the unthinking depth of what we had, and the names we used to label it, if I also say that it ran mostly against the things we thought we knew as in opposition to ourselves. The familiarity of a threat, not the general absence of otherness. In that sense, Brian Riley’s wayward decision to send his daughter, Theresa, to our school would have met with approval. There we had no religious observation other than a morning hymn sung raggedly to the thumped-out piano accompaniment of moustachioed Miss Bentley. Our worst prejudice was stored up for Catholics, and whether this had its origins in the tensions aroused by imported strike breakers a century before and the anti-Irish riots that had caused, or in the native distrust of the influence of priests, the chicanery of ceremonial worship and the foreignness of Romanism, there was no argument but that Catholics were, for us, a recognisable threat.


This was given a bricks-and-mortar symbolism in the squat presence, a few terraced streets below our schoolyard, of the Roman Catholic school. Once a year, without set cause or reason, the two schools emptied from their asphalt yards in maddened swarms that rushed to meet in confrontation. Teachers were alerted too late, helpless to act as guards, swept over and around by whatever induced instinct or impulse had possessed us. And so it would happen no matter what, and we stooped to the road to gather handfuls of loose stones to shove into the bulging pockets of our short trousers. At the back of our insane child-army, the girls yelled us on and we hurled the stones, flat and pointed and egg-sized, into the air to criss-cross the rain of stones with which we were being showered. When they fell to the ground on either side they were picked up again, and the primitive battery started over. In the third year in a row when this had happened, and all before I was nine years old, a boy on their side lost an eye when a sharp-edged flint splintered into the eye socket it had cracked. We didn’t know him, only his name in the paper to be read out. And, of its own accord, somehow it stopped.


Beyond these flares of anarchy in which we had revelled, back in our high-windowed Victorian classrooms, sat two by two on bench seats at our double desks, we were winnowed out as chaff and wheat, conducted towards our destined futures. The more likely candidates for success in the scholarship exam that awaited and which would ordain who was to be a clerk, of whatever kind, and who not, were sat at the back of the five rows of desks which stretched from the coal fire and teacher’s table at the front of the classroom. They were in positions of attentive trust already. The least talented or wilfully unattentive were sat in the front rows of those iron-framed, sloping desks with their white china inkwells centred in the dark and pitted wood. That is where Theresa Riley, front and centre, was placed by Mr Rosser, and tormented.


Mr Rosser, balding, stocky, ancient beyond the ages to us although he can have been no more than in his mid-forties, taught through terror. He had been a prisoner of the Japanese and was spoken of by our parents in hushed tones of sympathy and respect. To us, as no doubt elsewhere to them, he told his tales of degradation and misery at the hands of that infamously evil, and “yellow”, people. He had, it was understood, suffered for us, and so he made us suffer. His hands were hard. His testing of us ceaseless. He dessicated our minds with the rote learning of times tables, of numbers, the chanting of spelling words, with penmanship and shading, which is what, with chalk on a blackboard, he taught as the principles of all drawing. Reading was to be done silently: knuckles were rapped with a ruler if lips moved. The bane of his life was the essay, a task we would all have to undertake if the scholarship exam was to save some of us from the secondary modern school, a fate he could make sound like the near-death experience of a Japanese POW camp.


Mr Rosser set the range of topics to be encountered, and week-by-week he would pick one from animals to adventures to hobbies and holidays or gardens and pets. The set essay he chose for us at the end of a summer term in 1953 was: My Favourite Day Out. He gave out sheets of lined foolscap, made sure our nibs were clean and our wooden shafted pens ready to dip into the black ink-filled wells. Then he walked between the rows of desks, nodding and smiling as if we had been blessed to be with him on this afternoon. He muttered as he went: “A gift, boys and girls. A gift. A gift.” He rubbed his chalk-smeared hands together: “Now. Just think. Think before you ink! A day out. Not going to be from school to home, is it? So where, eh? Where? Porthcawl and the fireworks at Coney Beach? The scenic railway and Barry Island? Cardiff Castle? Or, maybe, for you lucky ones who’ve been, Blackpool and the world-famous illuminations?”


We scribbled, I think, rather than thought. Mine was a bus trip over the mountain to Aberdare to visit relatives and see their magnificent, we thought, park. I used words like “odour” for flowerbeds and “splendid” for the bandstand. I wrote of “Happy Families feeding the Ducks” with leftover fish paste sandwiches. I was a tourist brochure copywriter in the making. We had twenty minutes to exhaust our imaginations before Mr Rosser would bark out, “Pens down”, and the monitors would collect the wet sheets of paper. Judgement would come later. We knew it would not be benign.


Mr Rosser had long made us aware of our frailties as potential scholars. We were more froth than cream. He told us, “Gratitude is owed to the council and to the inspired generations who have secured the chance of education for boys and girls like you”. We were all included by his panoramic glare around our ranks with that “You”. We had to understand we were made of common clay, the muck of our ancestry, from which we had been mis-shapenly moulded. But now, for us, there were “Chances. Opportunities Your Parents Never Had.” And to prove to us who these benighted and bereft people, our parents, really, in all their hopelessness, were, he would periodically humiliate us as we jumped up and down to his prompts:


“Stand on the seat anyone whose father works in the pit.”


That meant three quarters of the class.


“Stand on the seat anyone whose father works with his hands.”


That meant everyone else.


“Stand on the seat everyone whose father smokes.”


That meant all of the class except for the three whose fathers had been killed in a pit explosion, though they’d stood for the work question anyway.


“Stand on the seat any boy or girl whose father drinks beer.”


That still meant a majority.


“Stand on the seat anyone whose father bets on the horses.”


For some reason this was felt as a deeply unwanted slur and even some whose fathers did indeed study form on the back pages, did not rise.


And after this, though there would be variations to his peremptory tune, would come his clanging note of doom.


“Stand on the seat any boy or girl whose mother smokes and drinks.”


At which point, with relief, there would be a mass sit-down. Except for innocent and truthful Theresa Riley, who had stood after the first question and did so yet, alone and unwavering, until Mr Rosser dismissively waved her down.


Theresa had become taller than the rest of the girls, and was as tall as most of the boys. When she stood on the bench, alone at the end of the ordeal, she seemed at a higher level altogether. She stood two feet at least above Mr Rosser himself. She kept a fixed stare over his shiny head to a distant point of a far wall. So hard and long did she stare that she might have been looking through and beyond the wall itself. She stood perfectly still. Her legs were bare above her white ankle socks, her feet in the black rubber daps with which she seemed to glide over the playground and run in scores at rounders after she slammed the ball out of sight. She was ramrod straight in a red-and-white spotted cotton dress with a lace collar and three dark red buttons on its bodice. Her hair was a tangle of curls. Her skin shimmered like the translucence of a peat stream. Outside the class, when our fathers met to talk and took us along with them on mountain walks, I hoped she was becoming my friend. I wanted her to be that.


Behind the houses of our upper terraced street was an unmade back lane. It ran parallel with the street. Beyond that was a vertically running path, bounded by bushes of mayflower in season, that led to the farm which had been there before all of us. And then there was the open mountainside rolling upwards, riven by stone-bedded streams, to its plateaux of whinberry-covered uplands. But before you reached the sky, it was something quite other. The colliery, just half a mile onto the mountain and below the ascent to its tabletop, had been closed in the wake of the 1926 strike and lock-out, never to re-open. In the war it had been torn down and mangled for whatever purposes its paraphernalia of iron, steel and brick might serve, but it had not been removed. Its buildings were ruins whose rubble we inhabited throughout the summer. The pit-head wheels had been dismantled but the engine house, its long thin broken-paned windows marking out its high Victorian walls, was a recognisable space, a hall whose bolted-down turbines and boilers beckoned us to play beneath its roofless shelter. Across the blue-cobbled yards of the pit were the weigh stations, the clerks’ offices, the pay office, sheer walls one brick wide across whose parapet-to-death we tightroped to safety, and outbuildings flooded with rust-brown watery pools over whose fathomless depths we swung on frayed steel hawsers that whipped back to the next waiting boy as we let go to land on the mounds of loose bricks on the other side. To the south of this wasteland left us by our forefathers was a honeycombed tumble of hillocks and hollows piled together from the rubbish spewed up by the workings. It was a landscape of ashen white and dull red shale, and it was still in places warm underfoot, smouldering and sulphurous. We knew it as the Burning Tip, and even we moved cautiously amongst its falling overhangs and crumbling bluffs. No girls ever joined us on these adult-free expeditions, and Theresa especially was guarded by her father’s close instructions.


Sometimes, on Sunday mornings usually, Brian Riley would knock on our door and, pre-arranged I suppose from the previous night’s drinking, my father and I would join him and Theresa to walk on the mountain before the custom-and-practice of a Sunday afternoon’s sleep, when I would be kicked out to Sunday School and Theresa to their patch of garden. One time, not too many years after the war and when we were still children enough to hold hands, we trailed behind our fathers beyond the Burning Tip and the colliery ruins and its bile-green feeder dam where dogs were drowned and teenagers swam, until we reached a mountain stream that rushed a little more slowly before its helter-skelter descent from the plateau above into the dam below. Here, Theresa and I gathered smaller, flatter stones and brush as our fathers, laughing like boys, waving their cigarettes at each other, rolled up their trouser legs and, shoeless and sockless, waded up to their knees in the swirl of water. They threw their lit cigarettes into the stream from whose bottom of gravel and pebbles they heaved to the surface the largest boulders they could find, and hugged their wet mossy stones to their chests. Then, boulder by boulder, as we sat on an island of turf past which the stream flowed, they built a wall until the waters of the stream grew stiller and glassier behind its dam. It was then that Theresa and I could paddle, too, and our fathers lay on the banks of the turf island and smoked their glowing cigarettes, one after the other, until it was time to go down.


At the edge of the colliery’s feeder dam, a pond about twenty yards across and another twenty to its retaining wall of quarried mountain stone, we paused. Out of his inside coat pocket my father took a tin toy boat he had bought for me in the market. It was a tug boat, black and brown and white, with a high bow and a low, broad stern on whose right hand side was a large square silver key to wind it up. For that was the joy of it. It moved, propelled mechanically and guided by a rudder that was there, in place, to make it turn, and return. We had tried it in the oval tin bath which was put before the coal fire every Sunday night for my weekly bath. But the tug boat frustrated us because the bath was too small, and so it went round the sides of the bath once we had set its clockwork in motion to cross the bathwater, and simply bumped along the sides. Now my father would show us what it could do. He smiled at me as he took out the concealed boat. He wound it up as far as its spring would go. He held the key tightly between finger and thumb. He bent down and put the boat, with its profile-painted figure of a tugboat captain in the wheelhouse, carefully into the lapping water. He looked at Theresa and me, and grinned at his friend, Brian Riley. Then, with extreme care, he let the key go and the tin tugboat bravely chugged out onto the colliery feeder dam and kept a straight line towards the wall of the dam. “Now, wait,” my father said, still hunkered down at the dam’s edge. “Wait. Watch. It’ll turn in a minute and come back.” And as we watched it did begin to turn, its high bow rippling the water and its stern skewing to the right, until, right in the middle, the clockwork stopped dead and the tugboat began to sway gently on the water as the wind sighed down from the mountain top. It was too far out to rescue. My father, I think, hesitated. It had cost 10/6d in its cardboard box, and I loved it most of all. There was a slight wash of water over its back. It swayed, and began silently to sink into the depths of the dam. “Oh, fuck,” said my father, not turning to look at me. “Oh, sweet Jesus,” said Brian Riley as he flipped his cigarette into the dam. And then Theresa took my hand in hers, and said nothing, and did not look at me, and squeezed my hand in her hand.


On the day of the essay test she had been as distantly self-absorbed as ever. She had sat alone, cross-legged, in the schoolyard bouncing a small rubber ball to and fro off a wall, catching it one-handed and then starting up again. She trooped in when the school bell rang, ready to endure another afternoon. Her school marks were never better than adequate. She gave out the sense of someone waiting rather than expecting. That afternoon when the essays telling of our fantastic days out had been placed, unread as yet, on his desk, Mr Rosser finished the day by quizzing us on the destination our essays had described. And one by one we told him of charabancs and seasides and chapel outings and steam trains and all of the setting out early and arriving back late which our valley location ensured, until we were back safe, tucked up, tired and, oh so grateful and childhood happy, we said. In the middle of all this came Theresa’s turn to answer.
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