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THE ROAD TO ZARAUZ




It is the summer of 1954. Four young men on a summer vacation buy an old car from a farmer and drive it from the hills of Wales all the way to the mountains of Spain. It is only a few years since the war, Europe is still in ruins. They are innocent and war-scarred, dreamers and realists, men but not much more than boys. They have their whole lives ahead of them. This will be their summer to remember. 



A beautiful, elegiac rumination on youth, friendship and the dreams that we hold. 



“A haunting meditation on memory and loss that takes the reader on a summer road trip to a vanished Spain. In this well-crafted, wistful novella, Sam Adams weaves his tapestry from fragments of a remembered friendship in a coming of age tale written with sixty years’ bitter hindsight.” Richard Gwyn














Sam Adams is poet and novelist. He has written extensively on literature as an editor and critic. He lives in a house on a hill above the Usk.














THE


ROAD TO



ZARAUZ




Sam Adams







[image: Parthian_logo_large.png]














To Muriel














‘If I were pressed to say why I loved him, I could only shrug – because it was him; because it was me.’



Michel Eyquem de Montaigne














The Perseids brought it all out of the past, with the force of a blow that leaves you winded. The night lurched and swooped suddenly down. The boy lay still, stretched out on his back, but when I sat up, gasping, I glimpsed the pale disc of his face as he turned to see what had startled me.


‘It’s all right,’ I said, though it wasn’t. ‘Anything yet?’



Just then a brief, bright streak fell across the inky sky, followed by three more.


‘There, there,’ he said, pointing. ‘Did you see them?’



Was it the brilliance and brevity of that streak across the sky that brought Richie at once and with such clarity to my mind? No, that would have been a spontaneous imaginative leap I am incapable of, though I have thought of it since – a symbol of a short life – a cliché. It was the sky alone, the black starry sky, that jolted the memory.


Earlier that August day, with the weather forecast to be warm and cloudless after dark, the newspaper had promised the Perseid shower would be a rare spectacle. We talked about it over breakfast. The boy said he had never seen a falling star and this seemed an opportunity too good to miss. His parents didn’t think much of the idea, but to have a ten-year-old interested in a natural phenomenon rather than a computer game I thought worth encouraging. ‘I’ll keep him company,’ I said. My grandson and I had done little enough together, for he was growing up three hundred miles away, and my daughter and her husband had busy lives; their visits were infrequent and brief.


Only a few minutes had passed since we closed the back door behind us, found our way by torchlight down the garden steps and across the sloping grass, already damp with dew, beyond the two apple trees. It was ten o’clock, his bedtime as his mother pointed out, when we spread the old tartan travelling rug and settled ourselves down. Once the torch was switched off, despite the chain of street lamps along the road the other side of the house, there were stars enough to be seen, though the moon was down.


Fully sixty years had passed since I had lain in the open looking up into the night. That was the trigger. Then it had been an unsullied, perfect black filled with stars of astonishing brilliancy. In all my life before I had never seen such scintillation, so many pulsing, glittering specks, and as I turned my head slowly left then right, a long, bright cloud, a shimmering river of light, running across the western sky. I remember thinking that is what’s meant by unearthly beauty, colourless, silent, alien, and the shock of hearing Richie sobbing. I was then not quite twice the age of my grandson and in some respects less sophisticated than he already was. On that holiday, through hot weeks at the height of summer, we lay in the open on other nights full of stars, but none held quite the fascination and existential unease of that first one. Where were we that night, all those years ago? Was it the far south of France? Or over the border in Spain?


It had been so long, so many years, since the time when thoughts of that holiday tormented me like a fever day and night. You cannot will yourself to forget a painful memory, nor can you easily conceal it from yourself beneath layers of mundane affairs and events, but like the murdered corpse, it will rise bloated to the surface of the lake, or in bony fragments jut from the shallow grave. Silting over took a long time. I might have thought I was somehow ‘cured’ of it, or inured to it, when I could shake my head and turn my attention to other things. At last, mercifully, I didn’t think of it at all, until that night, when it returned with a rush and left me distracted and stammering, so that the boy and his father looked at me curiously.


‘Are you all right, Dad?’



‘Yes, of course.’ I was irritated by my daughter’s concern.



As the boy was hurried to bed (‘It’s an early start tomorrow!’), I took my usual chair to watch Newsnight. But I couldn’t settle, couldn’t get into the programme at all.



‘I think that’s enough for me,’ I said. ‘I remember when you used to get pleasant news occasionally. I’ll say goodnight.’ I bent to kiss my daughter’s cheek, sorry for my shortness earlier.


I wouldn’t say I am a good sleeper – average I suppose for someone my age, but that night I lay awake for hours, thinking over the journey, long ago, through France and Spain, trying to piece it all together. If I slept at all I am sure in my dreams, too, I was there on the road, the road to Zarauz. When the alarm went I was glad to get up, fearful that what had long been unthought of had returned, and some of the images, the voices, the words even, as sharp as a goad.


As soon as my daughter and her family had left after breakfast, I couldn’t rest until I had started looking for the few sad souvenirs of August 1954. I knew what I was seeking, and where it probably was. I have always had difficulty in throwing stuff away. It’s a common enough failing. Unwanted things worm to the back of drawers, or the far dark corners of cupboards, and perchance disturbed in those resting places are put into cardboard boxes and lugged up to the loft, where they can linger a lifetime and more, for one’s children, or strangers even, to come upon, ponder over briefly and throw out or burn. I lowered the loft ladder took the torch and clambered up to look.


Though still morning, it was already oppressively hot in the low, upturned V of the space under the roof. There was no electricity and no skylight. The torch played on rafters and felting above as I rose to the lip of the opening and, when I had hoisted myself in, lit the yellow, hairy insulation thick between the beams where I trod carefully. The boxes, six or seven of varying sizes, lay inconveniently close to the eaves, so that I had to balance on a beam bent double, my throat full of clogging dust, to reach them. Black dust coated everything, shimmering faintly as I swung the torchlight over the boxes. I was lucky, for the third I opened with gritty fingers contained a collection of vintage rugby match programmes and the object I was looking for – an empty Player’s Medium Cut cigarette pack of fifty. A few moments more and I was taking deep breaths of fresher air on the landing, the ladder back in place and loft door closed.


Richie, Alan and Gwyn had shared the cost of the cigarettes at the duty-free shop on the cross-channel ferry. As a non-smoker I had been glad to be spared the expense. A dark blue cardboard box of fifty Player’s, about nine inches by six, with the familiar trademark in the top right-hand corner, the bust of a bearded sailor encircled by a whitish, rope-wrapped lifebelt. It had survived the journey well, and the years that followed. The silver-foil lining was intact too, and when I pulled open the overlapping sheet, there were those few souvenirs of our holiday, which, despite everything that happened, I had preserved by putting them away from me: the postcards I sent home from France and Spain, one smudged with a dribble of wine, and the photographs, ten of them, black and white, and small, about two inches square. They were taken with the Brownie box camera my older sister had pressed on me. She must have had them printed when she wanted to put a fresh reel of film in the camera. At the time I couldn’t bear to look at them, but neither could I destroy them. Yes, I put them away with the postcards my mother had kept, the entire record of those weeks, apart from what long suppressed memory had refused to erase.


The photos are of places on the route – a richly carved church or cathedral facade, which I feel certain is Orleans, and landscapes that caught my eye. The great overhanging cliff with the car a mere dot on the winding road at its foot must be somewhere in the Pyrénées. The one of Alan pointing to a broken viaduct among rocky peaks surely means something. Perhaps he was telling us it was hit by bombs or artillery during the Spanish Civil War, which had ended only fifteen years before and had left its mark. Alan knew about such things. In 1954, we were among the very small number of travellers moving around Spain under Franco’s dictatorship and, beneath a show of bravado, rather wary on that account.


Even when I peer through a magnifying glass the faces in most of the photos remain indistinct. One Alan must have taken has Richie, Gwyn and me leaning on a sign saying ‘Madrid’ in large white letters on a dark background. This was the apex of our journey south. Beyond the sign, a row of low trees stretches out along a straggling grassy verge, each slim trunk painted with a broad white band, an aid to after-dark traffic no doubt, but it’s day and the road is empty apart from our car. A matching pair of brutal, new three-storey buildings march down the opposite side of the road. Each is pierced with three identical rows of windows, squarish but with a low arch at the top, and apparently unglazed. Goodness knows who the rooms they lit were meant to accommodate, office workers perhaps (without balconies, without a place for airing clothes, surely not families). Then again they suggest nothing so much as barracks for the military, and appear uninhabited, probably unfinished. There we were, in August 1954, at the side of a broad road in some suburb of a great city of which I have not the faintest memory. We rarely lingered in towns, where prices were prohibitive for our shallow pockets, and presumably Madrid fell under the general ban.


Gwyn and Richie, I remember, came from different sides of the same south Wales valley. They had attended the same grammar school and both had fallen under the influence of a charismatic young history teacher. Her enthusiasm for the subject had made them apply for the university course she had graduated from not long before. Otherwise they had little in common. Gwyn, with fairish, wavy hair, and a square, bland face, was quiet and stolid, wary of uncertainty, while Richie’s lean and angular features beneath straight dark hair swept in a wing across his forehead shone with brightness. He was quick and decisive. In class discussion he was always first to answer a question or offer an opinion. It didn’t seem to matter that he was sometimes wildly wrong. I remember thinking he must be what they call ‘mercurial’. Looking back, I believe I should have seen in him a congenital risk-taker, a flirter with fate. Within a couple of weeks of going up to university, he had done nothing to find accommodation, but a chance encounter with Gwyn solved that problem. Gwyn was fixed up in digs recommended by his chapel minister, who knew the landlady. Keen to have at least one familiar face in a new environment, ‘Why don’t you join me?’ he said. Even at that late stage, there was still a room available, and when they got there Richie began to understand why. They found themselves on a newish estate some distance from college, which meant a bus ride to lectures. At the beginning of the second term, Gwyn brought his bicycle up on the train to avoid hanging around for buses. Richie didn’t have a bicycle, but from time to time persuaded Gwyn to lend his. Gwyn had fallen for the landlady’s daughter, Evelyn, a tall, fair, pallid girl, who was just out of school. Richie told me she was looking for shop work in town, and Gwyn was content to hang around digs when nothing demanded his presence elsewhere. He had even been thinking of looking for a summer job somewhere near coll. so that their romance could continue, perhaps blossom, over the warm months. In the end, it was she, Evelyn, who persuaded him to go with us, perhaps as a test. If he returned unsullied from foreign shores, then she was his, fairly won. Or was it a test of her own resolve? She was barely out of girlhood, had not tried such powers as she possessed on other boys. The separation gave both for a while an open field, a proving ground for him and her.


Anyway, the bike would be there, idle, and Gwyn occasionally lent it to Richie, but didn’t wait to see him speeding down the hill, bespectacled, dark hair swept back by the wind, and hands ostentatiously in his pockets.



I got to know Richie at the beginning of the year. After lectures he would be scrabbling in his pockets for a cigarette and matches, but once lit-up he was ready to talk. And what a talker he was: the usual stuff about pictures we had seen, who made a fool of himself at the hop on Saturday, the gang who played cards constantly in the college union lounge (Did they ever go to lectures?). But also about books. Mostly about books. ‘I started reading Tess after supper,’ I remember him saying, ‘and I couldn’t put it down. Read through the night. Tribulation piled on tribulation, relentlessly. Finished about half past four. God, I felt depressed.’





I was often no more than a good listener in these conversations, but I took a lot in and if I began to think about, properly think about, all the books there waiting on the library shelves, it was down to him rather than any lecturer.



He soon learned I didn’t share his addiction to nicotine. It didn’t matter to him, of course – or to me: I was used to being the only non-smoker at home. Back then, tobacco companies’ advertisements projected an image of the smoker as elegant sophisticate. Richie was otherwise. He smoked feverishly in quick, strong pulls, the tip glowing brightly and the ash growing perceptibly at each drag. But he was a good talker, even with fag dangling, and that was what counted.


He and Gwyn didn’t have much in common. Gwyn wasn’t the bookish sort – studied no more than was necessary to keep up and pass exams, but his father had got on in the world. After leaving school at fourteen, he had attended evening classes in book-keeping and accountancy, so instead of working underground, as most did, he got a job in the colliery office, and made a career of it.


‘As you’d expect, there were those in the Band Club back home who were sure strings had been pulled,’ Richie said. ‘Gwyn’s grandfather, dead now, was a big man in the Labour party.’ And slipping into the familiar rhythm and intonation of home, ‘They got a car. You seen it?’



At that time, there were very few cars in valley streets. We used to play football in the road while we were waiting for the bus to take us back to school after dinner. What a change. Now you can hardly step off the pavement for parked cars. Well, Gwyn’s father had a car, and wore a suit and clean shirt to work and, at the end of the week, stood behind the clerks handing out pay packets to the black-faced miners with gleaming white eyes and a block of wood under the arm for sticks to light the fire.


Gwyn was like his father, Richie said, a bit podgy, fleshy-faced, ‘But he’s all right. I got on well with him in school – get on well with him now.’



Before the trip, I knew Gwyn only slightly, by sight, and with the trip ending as it did, ours was not an acquaintance I was keen to keep up afterwards. Besides, he had Evelyn. Whatever leisure he had was devoted to her. He didn’t hang around college, didn’t go for coffees, or out drinking in the evenings. He got on his bike and pedalled back to digs, where, Richie used to say, ‘He’s got his feet under the table – all kinds of extras. Nothing too good for Gwyn.’ You could tell even then that all he really wanted was to get married and settle down. He made an effort to join in while we were in France and Spain, did his bit as co-driver to give Alan a break, drank with us in bars, smoked his share of the rationed cigarettes, and lost some of his tentativeness and suspicion of strange places and people. He was beginning to be less inhibited, even to enjoy himself, by the time we reached Zarauz.


Alan alone knew where he was going, and we were glad to be led. There would have been no expedition to Spain if he had not proposed and planned it. Small and spare, with large eyes and a long, sensitive nose, he was the most kindly and undemonstrative of leaders, having no inclination or need to assert himself. We readily gave him the respect due to an elder with experience beyond our imagining. He had been a soldier, served in the war, whereas we had nothing to look back on but school and, by the time we began the expedition, a couple of years of uni behind us. In his late twenties, he had decided to study history at university, to understand better, he said, that part of it he had been involved in. He was determined to do well – and when the time came he did. Gwyn and Richie usually sat next to him in history classes and they soon became friends. Then Richie, suddenly ambitious to be a writer, opted for honours English, as I had done from the outset, and linked the four of us.


Although we were in the same honours class and straight from school, Richie was more than a year older, the result of some hiatus or setback at an earlier stage in his education. I never asked about it, but it made a difference. I recognised he was more adult in experience and taste, while I was still struggling out of adolescence. It made no difference to our friendship. Our common background helped: we both came from the mining valleys, his across a few mountains to the east of mine, but a good thirty miles by road. We arranged that I should visit him at home during the Easter vacation to decide finally whether we would join the trip to Spain, which we had discussed together, and Alan was determined on, whether Richie, Gwyn and I were in or out.


‘Come to our place. We’ll have a drink and you can stay overnight and go back the next morning.’



It seemed a good idea. ‘Probably a Saturday would be best?’ I said


‘No – not Saturday. Mass Sunday morning.’



‘I didn’t know you were Catholic. You haven’t mentioned going to mass in term.’



‘There you have me. But then my mother isn’t here. I was brought up in the faith. My Nan, my mother’s mother, was Irish.’



Lectures over, early in the evening, we were sitting in the usual café, which was almost empty. I was wondering whether to go back to the library, Richie waiting for the next bus out to his digs. It had been a grey day of constant drizzle, and chill, not the faintest hint of spring. What he told me came as a surprise. I knew from early conversations with him he was an only child, and that he lived alone with his mother, his father having died when he was seven.


‘He’d had this terrible pain in his side and been sick, but went to work anyway,’ he once told me. ‘Couldn’t afford not to. And he collapsed there. Burst appendix – peritonitis.’



I didn’t know about his religion, and that he took it seriously, at least when he was home. I too had been a church-goer, initially at my mother’s urging, though later I was drawn to regular attendance by the repeated patterns of the liturgy, the dramatic gestures and eloquence of our vicar, who made the most of his histrionic skills and, above all, the language of the King James Bible. Was this Richie’s experience, I wondered.


He told me his first communion was when he was nearly eight, preceded by first confession. Of the confessional I knew nothing.



‘It was the same for me; it’s the same for everyone,’ he said, ‘before your first. I remember, although my mother had tried to explain why and how we confessed, and of course we had been prepared by the priest, it was still so very strange sitting there facing the grille, with the outline of Father Trevor’s head the other side. My mother told me I should think about my sins before confession, but I couldn’t. What had I done? Did I have bad thoughts? What were bad thoughts? Had I committed bad deeds? Was it bad that I’d peed in the ferns on the mountain? Everybody else did when they were taken short. Was it bad I had elbowed a girl in our class – it was our first year in junior school – when she pushed in front of me as we were queuing to go into the hall for dinners? I don’t remember what I said in the end, but the priest said, “I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit”, so it was all right. It got easier as the months passed, and the years – a routine. Until I felt the prickings of lust. Prickings, that’s the right word, isn’t it? How old was I then? Twelve? I didn’t know, still don’t know, how to confess what I feel about girls. For ages I agonised over it. It was unfair to give me a body that reacted in that way at the thought alone of a girl’s body. Such enthralling excitement of the senses. And if I yielded to the thrill … let’s not beat about the bush: if I wanked, did I have to have to confess it as a sin? What about the priest? Did he have the same urge? And give in to it? I used to sit in the confessional and after “Bless me father for I have sinned”, I wouldn’t know what to say, until Father Trevor, who surely sensed the chaos in my head, would prompt me, “Have you had impure thoughts, my son?” I used to sit there wondering. Which particular thoughts had been impure? And why were they impure? What sort of pollution was in my head, and almost omnipresent in my body? In the end I just used to say, “Yes, Father” and leave it at that. He didn’t seem to mind. And I didn’t think of it much of the time, but at those moments – you know, when you’ve put the book down, and are settling to sleep, and you have this erection … well, you know.’




He peered at me over his glasses. I couldn’t bring myself to say a word, but a vague nod and shrug was enough to set him off again.



‘As a counterbalance to the weight of sin, when I was younger, I used to practise self-denial. Did you look forward to “Take It From Here!” on the wireless? I did. It was the best thing of the week, and I really wanted to hear it. But I thought I could build up credit in Heaven by not listening to it on Tuesday evening – used to catch the recording on Saturday morning instead. Stupid things like that. But at the time I believed they were helping to save my soul. And half of me still does believe. I want to believe.’




He bowed his head and massaged his forehead with the fingers of both hands, then looked up and sighed, half-smiling. ‘Goodness knows what Father Trevor would have said if I’d told him all I was thinking and feeling.’



He paused while I sat silent, not knowing what to say or do.


‘I’m not sure how I stand in God’s judgement now. The lust is worse than ever, but I don’t go to mass, not here anyway – no confession, no absolution.’ And he laughed hopelessly.


‘I’m a lapsed Anglican,’ I said, trying to share his gloom, ‘lower than that you cannot go. I’m beyond redemption, though the hymns still run around in my head and Bible verses rise up from somewhere in my memory. We’re probably both stuck with guilt.’



‘We’ve only one life here, nothing’s surer, whatever happens or doesn’t happen after. It’s our choice what we do with it. Yes, there are circumstances that will affect what we choose, but we can only blame ourselves if we don’t act on our desires, like now for a cigarette, or for a pint – or a girl. Or the excitement of something unexpected, a touch of danger.’



What could he mean? We both sat looking into our empty coffee cups.


‘I’d better go,’ he said, moving his chair back suddenly and standing, ‘or I’ll miss the bus.’



‘About coming over to see you: how about a Friday?’



‘Yes, Friday’s fine. We’ll fix a date.’



His house was near the middle of a short terrace that ran along the flank of the mountain and marked the limit of human habitation in that place. Other terraces ran up the valley side to this stone and brick and slate-topped buffer at the end of the line. Once you had climbed there, up the steep hill – it wasn’t on a bus route – you could look down over the roofs of the parallel rows of dwellings that seemed suspended from it to the black centre of the valley, from which rose in curiously fluctuating volume as the breeze cut across them clangs of metal on metal, the rattle of coal descending chutes and the slow pounding of steam engines.


We walked down the hill again to the Band Club in the evening. The club was popular with miners and the bar comfortably full. Upstairs was the rehearsal room where the colliery silver band practised, but there was no practice that evening. As we pushed open the door my companion was greeted with familiar shouts – ‘Richie boy, who’s your friend?’ ‘Go easy tonight.’ He smiled and waved cheerily in response. He bought beers and we leaned against a corner of the bar viewing the room. They were playing cards on some tables, smoke from cigarettes and pipes spiraled into the air towards the amber-stained ceiling, and there was a constant buzz of talk and occasional laughter.


‘They like to think they are looking after me,’ Richie said, ‘– the older ones. My father was a member here – a bandsman; played the clarinet. They all came to his funeral. I remember that. A huge crowd, all men. And my mother … in a black coat. And the priest, old Father John it was at that time. The band played in the cemetery, up on the hill across the other side of the valley. It was cold. It had snowed – not much, but a thin covering over the graves and on the top of the gravestones. And the big, old cars – very black against the snow, and footprints trailing up to the open grave.’



He drank deeply, glanced at the half-empty glass and placed it on the bar behind him. An older man came over, stooped, grizzled, with a large nose, huge ears propping up his cap, and thick gnarled hands.


‘A pint?’ he said. ‘Haven’t seen you since you’re back. How’s uni?’



‘Fine, Uncle Jack,’ Richie said, his accent modified, and he picked up and drained his glass.


‘And you, young man?’



‘No, thank you very much,’ I said, holding up a nearly full pint. ‘I’m visiting because we are thinking of going to Spain with two other friends from coll. – if we can get a car cheap.’



‘It’s not a place I’d go to.’ Uncle Jack knew all about Franco. He pushed his cap back and scratched his head. ‘There’s a few families round here lost husbands or sons or brothers fighting against the bugger,’ he said. ‘Are you sure they’ll let you in?’



‘Yes, Uncle Jack, no trouble.’



‘And what are you going to do about money – for the car to start with? And don’t forget petrol – it won’t go without. Are you thinking of eating while you’re over there?’



‘I’ll get a job,’ I said, ‘straight away, as soon as I come down from coll. in the summer. I worked in a pre-cast concrete factory last year, making slabs and pillars. With any luck they’ll take me on again.’



‘And I’ll go back to grave-digging,’ said Richie.


‘I’ll leave you to your planning,’ said Uncle Jack, ‘but you be damn careful. Sure you won’t have a pint?’



‘No, really – thank you all the same,’ I said.


‘Well, next time,’ said Uncle Jack, as a fresh-filled glass was laid on the bar. ‘See you later, Richie.’



The old miner, a little stooped and bow-legged, as though from the habit of carrying a heavy load on his broad back, walked over to join friends playing dominoes, and Richie turned to me.


‘He’s Dad’s older brother,’ he said. ‘They seem to be proud of me. I expect it’s because not many round here go to university. Before I went up for my first term they had a collection and raised twelve pounds for me – to buy books, they said, but I’m afraid a fair bit of it went on …’ He lifted the glass and shook his head, as though deprecating his own weakness, and drank.


I could see that, from the day he was first allowed in, he had been a regular there, and still was during vacations. And he was well liked. That was no surprise. It was easy to like Richie. I had never found anyone so easy to talk with. It helped that we were both interested in the literature on the syllabus, which wasn’t always the case among others in the class, and we also read books far too modern to be included in an English course in those days: he was for Yeats and Joyce, I read all the American novels I could lay my hands on. And we both thought we would like to become writers. I fiddled with local, familiar things and what I hoped were striking images, while he was for the big themes, love and hate, suicide and murder, life and death. In the end neither of us made it, though he might have done.


Anyway, there was more to it than that. He was the sort of man you knew you could talk to, without feeling any pressure to perform, to put on a face and a manner. Just talk. The sort of man you were immediately at home with, an instant friend. When, after Spain, I eventually returned to college, I found I could no longer stomach English studies, and in an unusual act of generosity for the time, the philosophy department agreed to take me in. There I read the most human of thinkers, Montaigne, and came across lines that have stayed with me. Referring to his all-too-brief friendship as a young man with Étienne de La Boëtie, author of an essay denouncing all forms of dictatorship, full of scholarship and wit, written when he was only eighteen, and dead of dysentery at thirty-two, he says, ‘On our first chance meeting at a party in town, we were instantly so familiar, so obliged to one another, that from the selfsame moment we two could not have been closer. If I were pressed to say why I loved him, I could only shrug – “Because it was him; because it was me”. Truly, if I compare all the rest of my life to the few years I was given to enjoy the company and society of such a friend, it is nothing but dark, wearying night.’



I remember the first night Richie and I met properly, though I had seen him about coll. – almost always in the centre of a group, and that unmistakeable mellifluous baritone of his carrying. It was early in the second year, in the basement bar of a hotel, a rather smart place where the beer was so expensive you usually didn’t linger for more than a pint or two, but the grants had arrived that day. We’d had a lecture on Coleridge, a good opening topic and I had a notion that ‘Kubla Khan’ was not an opium dream interrupted by a person from Porlock, but a poem, a wonderful poem, created from descriptions of landscape in travel books. I had done geography in the sixth form and knew enough about geomorphology to recognise streams meandering on bands of clay, sink-holes, ravines, underground rivers, lakes cupped between high peaks that rarely see the sun: ‘Limestone and clay vales,’ I said, with a note of triumph. ‘And I can tell you where you can find scenery just like that – in the far north-west of India.’ I had once spent hours turning the pages of an atlas looking for a likely spot with just those features.


Richie was impressed. He’d had a couple by then and began reciting the poem quietly while I restrained myself from interrupting with ‘There you are, just as I said …’



‘… And drunk the milk of paradise.’ – When his voice faded at the end, I realised the bar had gone quiet. Though he spoke low, to me, his voice had carried, everyone had been listening to him. There was no applause (I would have joined in if anyone had started), but the voice and the words had a kind of charm, and he knew it all and recited it quietly and beautifully, with a note of meditative wonder. What followed was silence, but gradually people resumed their small talk and the former atmosphere of the place returned.


At stop tap, warm early autumn with a big moon low over the rooftops, it seemed a good idea to commune with Nature by walking together barefoot, an experience not entirely spoiled for me by concern about messages left by dogs, which Richie seemed happily oblivious of.


We both had other friends and other things to do in our spare time. I played games, any games – basketball, badminton, snooker, table-tennis. Richie’s eyesight was not good, and this may have restricted his sporting options. We played an occasional game of snooker and I used to watch him, glasses on, screwing his eyes up, and squinting along the cue. Even then, often enough he missed his aim. But he was a fine actor, appeared with some distinction in college drama productions and would rush off from the café to rehearsals. From time to time, too, he disappeared at weekends, to go home I supposed at the time, but I was wrong. Regardless of our differences of taste and temperament, our conversation continued from that first evening. Whenever we were together outside the lecture room, over coffee, having a beer, walking around or out of town, skipping smooth stones across the river, we picked up the thread, and carried on as though there had been no pause.


We left the Band Club just after ten o’clock that evening. I remember my first steps were like walking on cushions, but the night air and the effort of tackling the hill did wonders for the concentration. Richie, who was perfectly steady, though he had drunk a good deal more, was reciting Dylan Thomas poems to the darkened street and the night sky, and we walked to the cadence of the verses. He had the voice to do Dylan Thomas, and I loved listening to him, but it was late.


‘Not so loud,’ I said, ‘not so loud. People trying to sleep. I didn’t know you’d been digging graves.’



‘Yes, last summer – to give the regular lads holiday time. You should try it – good for the muscles.’ He flexed his biceps strong-man style, and laughed.


‘“Alas, poor Yorick …” and so on.’



‘No sign of skulls, or bones of any kind. It was virgin cemetery soil, right up near the top of the ridge. Very pleasant in fine weather. I was working with one of the older lads, in his fifties I should think, and he used to go down the pub for a pint or two at lunchtime, while I stayed with sandwiches and a flask of tea. A pint appealed to me too, but I didn’t want to drink my wages before I had them. We had just about finished digging one morning, down about five feet, and no one was about, so I dropped into the hole and just lay down there, looking up. You know that engraving of Donne, still alive, in his shroud?’



I shook my head, but he carried on.


‘Well, I thought I’d do the same sort of thing. So I lay there a while, on my back, arms behind my head, looking up, through this slot, at the sky, a summer sky, blue, with clouds lazing by. Red earth, a bit mucky, but quite restful. So this is what it’s like, I thought – from here you go through that gap there, beyond those tumbling clouds, all the way to heaven. Daft.’



The house in the top terrace was in darkness. Richie’s mother had gone to bed. There were some corned-beef sandwiches on the kitchen table and a bottle of milk standing in cold water in the sink. I didn’t think I was hungry, but with the first bite hunger arrived.


An iron-framed single bed had been made up for me in a small back bedroom, the curtains already drawn. Over the bedhead hung a simple wooden cross and over the washstand in the corner an image of Christ pulling aside the blue cloak covering his shoulders to reveal a glowing heart pulsing bright shafts of light. That was the first time I had seen the Sacred Heart and it brought home the reach and hold of Catholicism. The bed jangled as I entered between the sheets. I lay still and, waiting for sleep, turned over what Richie’s uncle had said about Franco. The name was familiar and I’d heard about the Spanish Civil War, but knew nothing of Welsh involvement in it. Perhaps the old man had exaggerated, though he didn’t look the sort. No one in school had mentioned the war in Spain, not even who was fighting whom. Only that Franco’s side won. It was as though World War Two had erased everything before it. But then, I didn’t know either what had gone on in south Wales in the 1920s and 1930s, except that there was a strike in 1926. My parents, who had lived through those years, never spoke of the decades of strife and hardship, and school history lessons were about the Ancient Egyptians and the Normans, never a word about Wales, a conundrum I was too tired to contemplate.


I slept better than I anticipated and woke to daylight suffusing the room. It was just after seven o’clock and there were sounds of activity elsewhere in the house. I opened the curtains and was startled to find the mountain rising steeply like a blotched green wall at what seemed touching distance beyond the pane. Richie’s valley was narrower, steeper-sided than mine, and the house seemed built into it. An urgent need to relieve my bladder cut short further observation of the scene. The lavatory was out the back and I put trousers and jacket on over my pyjamas for the excursion. I crept back up the stairs to the bedroom, where there was a bowl and a pitcher of water on the washstand with a new half-bar of green soap and a small towel. It was what I was used to away from home, for there was no bathroom in my digs at college. I washed and dressed myself properly and sat on the bed looking out at the mountain, where sheep were grazing. In a while, Richie’s mother called from the foot of the stairs. I heard a muffled response, counted a hundred, and went down slowly.


In morning light, I saw the faded picture of highland cattle hanging in the hall, the brown, patterned oilcloth on the floor, everything worn, but clean. Anything capable of shining shone. The kitchen was the same: the fireplace gleaming with black lead and polished brass, a rag rug on the hearth. Richie’s mother was pulling a rope to raise the clothes-dryer rack close to the ceiling and, as she did so revealing another picture that I hadn’t noticed the previous evening. This was a dark scene of a man in a battered tall hat and ragged top coat, a long gun over his shoulder, a dead rabbit hanging from one hand – a poacher, I guessed – looking at an unkempt, weeping woman holding a limp baby, and underneath, words I have been unable to forget, ‘The Fruits of Idleness’. What a terrible warning, I thought, more Puritan than Catholic.


Richie’s mother was tall and slight. Her thin-lipped, angular features had been passed on to her son, like the dark hair, but hers had faded iron-grey and was pulled back tight from her face. She seemed worn and weary but determined to be welcoming. I don’t know what money came into the home – not much anyway: a widow’s pension. Richie, an only child, had a good student grant but brought nothing in, unless from his holiday work. I didn’t think of this at the time, or the possibility, likelihood even, that his mother took in washing, or went out cleaning for other people, to make a bit extra. She made sure I had a good breakfast before I left – bacon and egg, and chips. A lot of chips. I had never had chips for breakfast before and thought I’d gone to heaven. She’d risen early, made up the fire and done all the peeling and chipping before we stirred.


Richie walked me down to the bus stop and we had our discussion about the trip to Spain on the way. Alan was committed to another continental trip, alone or with others, whatever the destination –Spain preferred, and once he was satisfied Evelyn would neither stand in the way of it nor go out with someone else in his absence, Gwyn was in favour. For him, the expense involved was not a problem.


‘Mam will miss the couple of bob my summer job brings in,’ Richie said, ‘but I know if I ask her she’ll say, “Go on – we’ll manage without that. We’ve done it before”.’



I had already asked my mother, who made all the decisions in our house, and she had said it was up to me, so long as I paid my own way. ‘Only take care. Take care.’



‘How about it then? I’d really rather like to see Spain,’ I said, with an unexpected surge of enthusiasm. ‘Let’s go, is it?’



Richie looked surprised, and then he laughed. ‘All right then, if you’re up for it, so long as the cost of the car won’t make too big a hole in the term’s grant. The rest should take care of itself. Or Alan will look after it.’



That was the first independent commitment of my life, and the one I have most regretted. We shook hands as the bus came in. On the way home I thought of Richie lying in the open grave, the pile of shovelled earth waiting.


I should have remembered at once, as soon as the photographs tumbled out of the box, that they were all taken on the journey south. The Madrid signpost snap was the last. I didn’t buy another roll of film. The most evocative of the best of times that summer, certainly the clearest, is one that was taken by Gwyn, who may have had some experience of photography, or luck in the way he focused on the subject and allowed the background to take care of itself – which it did handsomely. This time it’s of Alan, Richie and me leaning against the car, neatly just off-centre in the foreground. For once you can see our faces clearly, and the number plate of the car: MG2013. Behind, the long, straight, empty road is edged on both sides with a row of tall poplars. It summons up France, the south, the sun, in those post-war years when Europe was still clearing up wartime devastation. Outside the larger towns, apart from tinny Citroen 2CVs pressed into a variety of uses, motor vehicles of any sort passed infrequently, and people viewed a foreign car with surprise and wonder.


Apart from its evident oddity there, our car was unremarkable. It was already a veteran, though not of continental travel, first registered in 1932, in the days when cars were meant to last and, given reasonable care, usually did. It cost us sixty pounds, fifteen pounds each. My fifteen came from the little that was left of my college grant for the Easter term and savings from holiday work delivering mail. My father thought even a share in a car was a big step and was keen to know where exactly it had come from. Was it reliable? he asked, and did any of us know anything about the internal combustion engine before we trusted the car and ourselves to a long journey? ‘Do any of you have a driving licence?’



To the last question and all those preceding there was only one answer – Alan. He had a licence, had acquired basic skills in car mechanics as a soldier, and he knew about travel in Europe having wandered widely there since demob. He had also found the car. It belonged to a farmer, who had bought it new and now, rather sadly, was prepared to let it go. He lived a couple of miles out of town.
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