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Bernice Rubens was born in Cardiff in 1928, the second daughter of Eli Rubens, a Lithuanian Jew fleeing anti-semitism who established himself in the clothes business, and Dorothy Cohen whose family had emigrated from Poland. She grew up in a large musical family in the vibrant Cardiff Jewish community. Music remained a passion throughout her life and sometimes she liked to describe herself as a failed musician. She was one of the most successful British novelists of the second half of the twentieth century and won the Booker prize for The Elected Member. She read English at the University of Wales in Cardiff, before marrying Rudi Nassauer.


Bernice Rubens taught English at a Birmingham grammar school from 1950 to 1955, before entering the film industry. Her documentaries were well received, one entitled Stress winning the American Blue Ribbon award in 1968. She began writing fiction, based securely on the intricacies of her own Jewish family, in her late twenties. She achieved early critical and commercial success with her first novel Set On Edge (1960), which allowed her to maintain a long career, encompassing twenty-four published novels. Her autobiography, published in 2003, was her first work of non-fiction but she had often used incidents in her own life, such as the break up of her marriage, in her work.


Human relationships, especially within a family, were the core material of her books. In later years her work moved to a larger historical canvas as she connected strongly with her Jewish heritage. She considered her strongest book to be Brothers. She died in London in 2004.
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FOREWORD


1990. We’re on a beach in Mallorca at the end of a long family holiday in a villa Bernice has taken to write the ‘novelisation’ of an American mini-series, a compelling epic sweep of twentieth-century Russia which she gleefully disparages as Mother Rubbish. Bernice emerges from the sea after an hour’s swim, black swimsuit rolled down to her waist, revelling in the sunshine. Grandchildren are sandcastling, the rest of us loll about with cuba libres and stories. A man comes up. He’s in his sixties; her age. He’s clearly intent, troubled, and oblivious to the rest of the beach. He says, with a South Walian trace, and no real question: ‘You’re Bernice Rubens.’ She lights a cigarette, cocks her hip and says ‘So? I’m with my family….’ He says one word: ‘Treblinka.’


Wherever she was, and whatever she wrote, the Shoah was always with her. It was never explicit in her writing. Indeed she privately and publicly railed against the sheer inappropriateness of Holocaust fiction, but she often acknowledged that a complex of survivor rage, fear and injustice informed her every page. She was fascinated by the forces and accidents of life that make it impossible to be happy, by the capacity of individuals and families to endure humiliation and suffering, and by the turns of a story that take people to the limits of loneliness. It’s an amazing testament to her spirit that she mediates the bleakness of this vision with a literary style of great elegance. It’s a pleasure to read her. Line for line she’s as entertaining and engaging as any writer of her stellar generation. She’s morbidly funny, particularly when inflicting cruelties on her characters and challenging her readers to examine our sentimentality.


It turned out the man on the beach was from Porthcawl. Ironically he didn’t know her novel set there. Wales was a haven from anti-semitic persecution for the Rubens family, but one that came accidentally. Embarking for America from Hamburg at the turn of the century, her Lithuanian Jewish father, Eli Harold Rubens, was conned by unscrupulous German refugee traffickers and wandered happily around Splott and Butetown for a fortnight believing he was in Manhattan. The family thrived in the multi-cultural Cardiff society gathered to service the heavy industries of the valleys and the docks and her father worked as a tailor and tally man selling suits throughout South Wales. The Rubenses took August holidays in Porthcawl and Bernice and her three siblings came to know the town as their second home.


The intensity and complexities of sibling relationships play through many of Bernice’s novels, most expansively in her epic saga Brothers, the book she was most proud to have written. It takes an unshakeable security though to explore the boundary-testing that she risks in I Sent a Letter to My Love, and Bernice was rooted in her generation of her family, writing two of her finest books – Madame Sousatzka and the Booker Prize-winning The Elected Member – around her elder brother, the pianist prodigy Harold, and in constant touch with her big sister Beryl and younger brother Cyril, with whom she played string quartets. The only one of her siblings not to become a professional musician, from an early age she set herself up as the observer of the family, and an acute and super-sensitive listener.


In life she had that rarest gift of not only encouraging people to talk to her about their dearest anxieties, but also of being able to hear between the lines, and understand what was unsaid, or even unrecognised. When deployed in narrative, as here in I Sent a Letter to My Love this has the unnerving and seductive effect of allowing us to be a tantalising fraction ahead of the plot at every twist and turn. It also, crucially, sets a brutal and cool comedian’s distance between us and Amy Evans, and sets up an exquisitely balanced tension between Amy’s passion and the degree to which we fear the folly of her actions.


Although she wrote always by hand, and claimed to start a novel only with an image that set her off on an adventure, the tautness and economy of her storytelling is remarkable and the prosecution of her plotting is exacting. Throughout Part One of the book Rubens heaps indignities and ridicule on Amy, from the stub of her nose to the humiliations of her virginity, and the shame of shoplifting. Underpinning the discomfort is the aching loneliness of a spinster, a carer, and a woman who is not heard. Domestic love is trapped and exhausting, the past is a terrifying conflation of abuse, violence and disappointment, and any mention of sexuality is simply ‘disgusting’. We know we’re being set up for a pay-off that will resolve Amy’s loneliness, and when we see it coming just before she does, there’s a wicked pleasure shared with the author.


The novel is the only one of her books to be set wholly in Wales, and Rubens seems to have captured the topography and scale of the South Walian seaside community she knew so well intimately and with great affection. The dialogue glitches occasionally with ‘Duws’ and ‘bachs’ but she is alive to colloquial vocabulary and syntax – ‘Coughing he was. Coughing something terrible’ – which creates its own beautiful poetry. Taken together with the premise of a sister ventriloquising love letters to a wheelchair-bound brother, and her bleak comic tone, though the plot may nod towards Edmond de Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac, the greatest stylistic resonance is with the prose of Samuel Beckett. Both parallels are realised in the stunning 1980 French film adaptation of the novel Chère Inconnue, directed by Moshe Mizrahi and starring Simone Signoret and Jean Rochefort.


I first came across the story as a play, in which my mother, Rhoda Lewis, had been cast – as Gwyneth Price – at Greenwich Theatre. I was introduced to Bernice at a rehearsal. I was fifteen. I hadn’t read the book. I asked her what it was about. ‘It’s about a brother and a sister. It’s about sex. It’s about writing. It’s about fear…’ she said, and finished, aggressively ‘What do you want it to be about?’


Peter Florence




I SENT A LETTER TO MY LOVE







PART I


When she was a child, Amy Evans would steal into the sweetshop on the way home from school and buy a stick of rock. It was forbidden, strictly forbidden, murderous to the teeth that the good Lord gave you, her mam would say, and as it turned out her mam was right, for by thirty they were gone from the upper deck, and by forty from the lower and by fifty, unlike her clothes, they were too big for her, clamped with crude fixative onto her gums, and seasoning each morsel of food with the taste of glue.


Not that Amy particularly liked the taste of rock, but where she lived, the name of her town, Amy Evans’ town, was written indelibly inside, and she crooned it out after every bite. ‘Porthcawl,’ it sang, no matter how you bit it. Neither a lick nor a nibble, a champ nor chew, could disturb its proud disyllable. ‘Porthcawl,’ it sang, to the last bite. Halfway through was long enough to confirm her whereabouts, and then she would cover the left half of the stick with her thumb, nibbling down on the right, so that only ‘cawl’ was visible. That was the sound she liked most. It was the sound of the gulls as they screeched their way over from Ogmore Bay. Their cry was an even greater surety of where she lived than the stick of rock. Porthcawl. It was more important to her than her name. ‘Amy Evans’ was not much to shout about, let alone embed into a stick of rock, or shriek across a stretch of sea. A common name almost, especially in Wales where it could, and did, apply to anybody. There was another one in the infants’ class at school, and one of the big girls in the building on the other side of the playground, the building her mam said she wasn’t clever enough for, one of those big and clever girls was said to answer to the same name. One day, Amy had caught sight of her, and had gasped at her beauty, more with gratitude than with wonder, for there was a mincing thirty-one and a half inch bosom proof that being saddled with such a handle did not preclude beauty. But our Amy was never to reach even the doubtful standards of that nubile Standard Fourer. She retained all her life the squat nose of her childhood, stubbed onto her face like a Plasticine afterthought, a chin too long for any practical purpose, and eyes so close together that it seemed the sole function of the bridge of her nose to keep them apart.


But she had a good nature, as everybody said, and has to say when faced with one who has palpably little else. But Amy’s mother would moan that her daughter didn’t even have that, but was a wilful child, given to sudden rages and tantrums, who spat with hatred at her elder brother, who ran screaming down to the beach in anger or in unison with the gulls. ‘Cawl, cawl, cawl,’ she would scream, and as the gulls settled on the rocks the tears would dry, and the sense of her own common Amy Evans ugliness would recede, for she knew the gulls found her beautiful. There she sat as the birds cawled, and the breeze from the sea blew into her face her share of the beauty that her brother had so liberally helped himself to. The gulls would wait for her to leave, and it was always the same, no matter how long she stayed, for they were real gentlemen, Amy knew, the only real gentlemen she was ever to meet in her life. And as she slouched back up the hill, gathering her ugliness with each step towards her mother’s house, she knew that the gulls had taken off silently, and she never once looked back to check, ’cos if you couldn’t trust gulls you couldn’t trust anybody.


Then back to the house and in through the side door, creeping softly into the parlour where her horrid brother would be playing with his trains and, with luck, with his back to the door. Then she would jump on him from behind, and see him go blue in the face from shock. Too blue for tears, too blue even for a whimper, and her mother would never know how once again she had tried and failed to frighten her brother to death.


It was the others who made her hate him. Her mam and her dad who petted and coddled him, the neighbours who brought him gifts, whispering pity behind their sieving fingers.


‘Stan’s a sickly child,’ her mam would often say, and she didn’t know what it meant, but supposed that ‘sickly child’ meant brother. Whatever it was it irritated her, especially its tightly packed black curls, large liquid eyes, and its undeniable beauty, half of which at least was rightly hers.


‘What’s a sickly child?’ she asked one day, at the end of her tether, her brother on her mother’s knee. And her mam had simply stretched across and slapped her face.


‘Cawl, cawl, cawl,’ she screamed down to the beach, where the gulls came to greet her and console.


When she was older she heard Dr Rhys say rickets, and she remembered that she had heard the word often and thought it was some kind of game. Now, what with the doctor there visiting Stan, the word belonged with little doubt to her brother.


‘What’s rickets?’ she said one day, and dodging her mam’s outstretched and stinging palm she rushed again to the sea, crying, ‘Cawl, cawl,’ and when she reached the shoreline she heard that her voice was crying alone, with barely an echo. No gulls came, or perched, or waited. ‘Cawl?’ she whispered, ‘Cawl?’ And as she climbed back up the hill, for the first time in her brief life she looked back at the sea, and the trust drained through her soul like the sand through her toes as, with each step away from her rejection, she lost the heart of her childhood.


And that had been almost half a century since, hundreds of sticks of rock ago, and the gulls still came with their screeching, but now she rarely went to the beach. A woman has her pride; she does not expose her frailty. She sheds her tears alone. Fifty years ago, and the sickly child, now a sickly man, still with the thick curls, greying now, framing his pale imploring beauty. Stan Evans. Nothing special about his name either, but they’d made it special, all of them, most now long since dead, but he thrived still on their love for him and special pleading. Stan had never needed a gull or a stick of rock. Porthcawl was his mere postal address, and if the gulls wanted to announce their arrival as his silly sister said, it was Stan Evans they would call from over Ogmore Bay, because Stan Evans was the only point in coming to Porthcawl in the first place. And now, as they lived abrasively side by side in their parents’ house above the sands, the gulls would screech across the bay and Stan would turn a deaf ear, while Amy occasionally whispered ‘Cawl’, for no matter how painful one’s first rejection one cannot for ever, except at the risk of one’s own sanity, forego the joy it once engendered.


As she sat by the table in the kitchen, mulling her veined hands, Amy wondered whether people could tell, no matter where they lived, that it was Sunday. In Porthcawl there were so many clues, even without the chapel bell, and the late milk, and the sudden musty smell of God. There were the gulls, who knew instinctively that Sunday, weather permitting, was a sure full house and, show-offs that they were, they gathered early and in great numbers, so that those countless day-trippers, those pigeon-fanciers from across the sealess valley, could once and for all sort the men from the boys.


From about ten o’clock, the audience would filter in, setting up their plasticware on the green, and a waft of meths would steam Amy’s windows as they brewed up their tea. Vulgar, she thought. Not a bit like the old days, when you could look from the window across the green and down to the sea with nothing save an odd clump of gorse to disturb the line of vision. Now, by lunchtime, she would have to stand on a chair to see the sea, blocked almost by cars, tents and picnic paraphernalia.


In the old days, Rest Bay, where they lived, was reachable only by car, so that only a handful of strangers, select and known to each other, would stake a sedate claim to a patch of green. And the tea came in Thermoses with no smell, and the sandwiches were real chicken free-ranging on lettuce, and there were even serviettes that weren’t made of paper. Her mam hadn’t minded them at all. They even added a holy touch of Sunday class, and her mother was not above nodding to them on her way down to the beach, but always with the proprietary right of an owner, murmuring almost, ‘I hope you enjoy my sea.’ Amy would hang about the cars, ambling from one to another, stepping on and off the running-boards, until her mam would call her crossly, for it was so obvious from Amy’s curiosity that the Evanses didn’t have a car, and for a woman who owned the sea and the sand such an omission was unbelievable. Sometimes her mam would let Stan stray into the circle of picnickers, so that they could stare and wonder at his beauty, and she would look at them and think, ‘He’s mine, too.’ But if Amy strayed into their circle, her mam would pinch her stubby nose and guide her away from other’s opinion, and Amy would hurry down to the sea, saying over and over again, ‘Fuck, fuck,’ for though she had no idea of what it meant she knew that the word was terrible. Gwyneth Price, her friend at school, had said that if you ever said it you would go to hell, but Amy feared little for hell, sensing with little error that she was already in it.


‘Those nice people up there from Cardiff,’ her mam would say when she reached the sands, ‘they were actually using a silver teapot. Such a nice class of people.’ And though Amy didn’t know what ‘snob’ meant, any more than ‘fuck’, she knew that both in some way belonged to her mother.


Her dad never went to the beach, not even in the old days when it was deserted and few would have seen him. He considered it undignified to frequent places where it was not required to dress formally. Even at home at breakfast on the weekend he appeared tied and collar-studded as for every working day. Once Amy had asked him what his job was, and he had answered as if she were a grown lady, ‘I’m a solicitor’s clerk,’ and she knew better by this time than to ask what it meant, ’cos it might have come under the same filing system as ‘rickets’ and ‘sickly child’.


‘What’s your dad do then?’ her friends would ask in school.


‘He’s a solicitor’s clerk,’ without flinching.


‘What’s that then, when the cows come home?’ Gwyneth said.


‘There’s stupid you are,’ she would say, and in such a way that they felt it with deep assurance, and deduced that Amy Evans’ father did something so clever and so important that no one could understand it. Which is what Mr Evans would have wanted, because his driving ambition, fed by an overwhelming sense of self-importance, was to become Mayor of Porthcawl. At the time when Amy had stopped questioning, around her seventh year, he was already a councillor, and she remembered how, when she was eleven, her birthday was actually celebrated for the first time, and she began to look at her mother with less bitterness, until she realised that it was not her celebration at all, but simply marked the day of her father’s succession to aldermanship. She gathered that there was but one more step to take and, failing catastrophe, her father would don the mayoral chain. She remembered little communication between her parents in those days, except for her mam’s constant admonition to her mayor-elect for to, ‘Mind your elocution, Dai.’


Another word. ‘What’s...’ but she held her tongue.


As she grew up, Amy gleaned a lexicon of words without meaning, and later on in her life when, one by one, their meanings became clear, she was shipped right back to her tormented and silent childhood and, as an antidote, she would whisper ‘Cawl’ softly to herself, for it was the only sound that could offset the pain of her recall. ‘More dumplings, then, shall we, Stan?’ her mam would say, reaching Stan the bucket, and Amy would stand to one side and watch. She would wait patiently, crying inside herself for her mother’s neglect. She waited until Stan and her mam had achieved twenty dumplings, her heartache mounting with the count. Then she took a long run towards them, and with growing joy in her heart she stomped over each dumpling, crushing each grain of Stan’s painful effort and her mam’s hurtful partiality. Then she darted up the hill, passing the posh serviette people from Cardiff.


‘Fuck, fuck,’ she shouted at them. ‘My dad’s going to be the fucking mayor.’


And when Mrs Evans, a little later, carried Stan up the hill, she wondered why they didn’t return her greeting and decided that the teapot was only Sheffield plate, and that they weren’t so posh after all.


‘I’ll give you what for, my girl, spoiling our Stan’s dumplings,’ Mrs Evans shouted as she came into the kitchen. ‘No jam for you today. Stan will have your share, won’t you, my lovely.’


‘I hope it makes him sick,’ Amy said between blows. ‘I hope he dies of it,’ she added. Then, with her infinite courage, she turned to her mam. ‘You too,’ she said, and it didn’t matter what her mother did to her then. The relief of having it out, and saying it out loud, that she wanted her mam to die, was so profound that it anaesthetised the pain of the blows.


‘I’ll let your dad deal with you,’ she heard her mam say, but she didn’t care what her dad would do, or her mam, because at that moment she had decided to leave home.


From where she sat at the kitchen table, Amy could see the ribbon road that she had taken, all seven years of her, the carrier bag cutting into her little fingers with all the weight of her own toothbrush and Stan’s teddy bear. When the phrase ‘leave home’ had come to her, the image of a suitcase came with it. But she had no case, and she knew instinctively that to be taken seriously she had to take something apart from her own person. There was something final about a toothbrush, for this meant at least one night away, and her teddy bear too. But when she saw him lying on the bed, she loved him so deeply that she could not submit him to the perils of a nomad existence, so she took Stan’s instead. That would show them. It took her some time to find a carrier bag, and then she saw it, in her mother’s bedroom, full of knitting needles and wool. She emptied it quickly onto the floor, pulling the needles out of the cardigan her mam was making for her Stan. She marvelled at how the stitches dropped, and she pulled the wool out across the floor until the garment was half its original length. That would teach them too. Then she packed the bag and slipped out of the garden door.


She knew that the road from the bay into town was a long one. Once or twice she had been with her mam and Stan on the bus, and they had counted six bus stops to the promenade. But she wasn’t afraid, for it was light and sunny, and she skipped along pretending she was on an errand for her mam. Some cars passed her, travelling back from the bay, and in one of them she recognised the silver teapot picnickers. They stared after her through the back window of the car, and she put her fingers to her stubby nose at them, and shouted ‘Fuck, fuck,’ under the noise of the engine. She skipped past the dairy farm, but she didn’t take the short cut through the fields because she needed the company of a passing bus or car and the odd walker who occasionally made his way on foot to her mam’s beach and sea. And one of them was coming towards her now. She thought in the frame of her seven years that he was an old man, older even than her father. He stopped and waited for her to come towards him. Her foot trembled, but she could not turn back.


‘Hullo, my lovely,’ he said. ‘Give you fourpence if you come in the fields.’


‘What for?’ she said.


‘Fourpence to have a look at your pussy.’


She’d never heard the word before but instinctively she knew it wasn’t her elbow he wanted a dekko of. ‘You can have a look for a million pounds,’ she said. Not that she thought she was worth that much – her mother had conditioned her to knowing her value as less than nothing – but that she knew that no one in the world could have a million pounds.


‘You’re a clever one,’ he said.


‘My mam’s coming on the next bus,’ she panicked, seeing the bus stop not far from them. ‘If you don’t go away,’ she squeaked, ‘I’ll tell our Mam on you.’


‘I’ll wait for your mam, then,’ he said. ‘P’raps she’ll show me her pussy for fourpence.’


‘Our Mam hasn’t got a pussy,’ she said with utter conviction.


He came towards her and she dodged, running down the ribbon road, while the back of her knees shot spasms of fear down to her ankles, and she didn’t stop till she reached the promenade and the shops and the people.


‘You in a hurry, missie?’ a policeman stopped her.


‘Got to catch up with my mam,’ she said, dodging past him.


How odd, she thought, that in the short seven-year span of her life, her mother had never come in so handy. She stopped at the pier, and sat on a bench to get her breath back. And for the first time, she realised that she had left home.


She took Stan’s teddy bear out of the bag and tried to cuddle it on her lap. But she couldn’t give it the love she would give to her own. Stan’s bear was so clean, so unworn, so unhandled. Uncle Ivor had given them each a teddy bear last Christmas, but Amy’s love-biting had worn hers to a frazzle. One ear was half chewed and the other had lost all its stuffing so that it flopped over one eye, winking at her with the knowledge of what they both had to endure. She couldn’t cuddle Stan’s bear at all. She felt like its wicked stepmother, so she stuffed it back into the carrier bag and hoped that Stan was already crying for it. But it couldn’t be his bedtime yet. Lots of children of her own size were playing up and down the pier still, and nobody shouted for them to come home to bed. She wondered why her mam wasn’t there looking for her, why the whole police force of Porthcawl, all twelve of them, were not scouring the pier and the beaches on the side. And then the thought struck her that her mam was glad she had gone and hoped that she would never come back, and that she would keep her disappearance secret. For a moment Amy thought she’d go back home just to spite her. But she might meet the pussy-man on the way. Then she would never get home, ever again. She knew it wouldn’t get dark for a long while, and she was glad it was summer. Surely they would start looking before dark came. She would see them first, all the policemen and dogs and, perhaps, if she was lucky, her mam tearing her hair behind and crying her heart out for all the horrible things she had done to her only daughter and, if only God would find her, she would love her ugly Amy all her life. Then Amy would hide, watching them at the search, gloating over her mam’s anguish and after a while she would casually show herself. She would be caught by chance and reluctantly, and she would tell the whole of Porthcawl on her mam, and she’d say ‘fuck’ too, in front of the policemen, so that her mam would be ashamed. She wondered how long it would take for anybody on earth to move a finger on her behalf. Again she thought of going home, and again of the pussy-man, and she wondered whether, when she grew up into a big lady, the choices in her life would be equally threadbare.


She started to cry, but she didn’t want to draw attention to herself so she fumbled in the carrier bag and stared at Stan’s bear with loathing. She heard a tuning-up from the end of the pier and she knew it was five o’clock. ‘You can set your watch by them,’ her mam used to say, and for treats she would take her and Stan to the end of the pier to listen to the band. Now Amy would go on her own without anybody’s permission or charity. She ran to the end of the pier and bagged a seat in the middle of the front row.


‘Amy Evans,’ one of the blowers called out from behind his tuba. ‘What you doing there all on your own?’


‘I’m waiting for our Mam,’ she shouted back, which indeed she was.


‘I’ll have my eye on you,’ he said with a wink, and Amy hated him ’cos he was always winking and blowing and minding everybody else’s business. Even on his milkman’s rounds, which was his regular job, he’d be winking and blowing and interfering.


She waited for him to give a practice blow, and under the noise of it she shouted, ‘I seen you put water in the milk.’


He smiled at her. ‘What’s that you said?’ ‘Nothing. Only singing I was.’


The conductor rapped the stand with his stick and the tuning tapered. Then they all raised their horns to their mouths and blew. She didn’t know what the tune was called, but they always started off with it while such audience as they were able to muster straggled in. Amy put her hands on the chair each side of her, so that the milkman could see she was expecting her mam and no doubt Stan who was always with her. She was feeling better now. The music was safe, and she was glad in a way that Moelwyn the Milk had seen her. She wriggled inside the blasts from the horns, and the puffs from the piccolos, and she sniffed the seam air as the wind shuddered the awnings on the pier. The sounds and smells spelt out the magic letters, not of her name which was so secondary, but of her place, her real identity, Porthcawl.


The time passed quickly as one familiar tune followed another. And then came their finale, as recognisable as their signature tune, and the players blew as if their cheeks would burst. She picked on the trumpeter directly in front of her, staring at him, willing him to look back at her. And when he did, in the middle of a mighty blow, she puffed out her cheeks, pursing her mouth and nodding her head to his rhythm. Once, long ago, it seemed – when you were a big lady, she wondered, was long ago as long ago as long ago seemed when you were a child? – she had managed with this manoeuvre to so unnerve a young novice trumpeter that he had spluttered and spat his way hopelessly and sadly disconnected, through the remainder of the piece. But the player she now tried to unsettle was an old-timer, and too inured to end-of-pier trickery from little boys and girls who thought they were so bloody clever. And during a short rest in his bar, he managed to stick his tongue out at Amy, and then return to his blowing as if nothing had disturbed him.


‘Fuck, fuck,’ she mouthed under the noise, hoping he couldn’t lip read.


When the last fanfare sounded, she got up and walked away, trying to hide her running, and pretending to look for her mam in case Moelwyn the Milk was watching her.


Now the pier was emptying, and she wriggled her way into a cluster of people, not wanting to appear alone. The smell from the chip stand at the end of the pier made her suddenly hungry, and she wondered whether her mam had really meant it about giving Stan her bit of jam. She wondered how long she could go without food, and then she saw her starved-to-death body lying on the rocks in the morning, her hair tangled with seaweed, and the trumpet-blower being sorry he’d stuck out his tongue at her, and Moelwyn the Milk telling everybody on his rounds that she’d said she was waiting for her mam. ‘Keeping seats for them she was, for her mam and her brother, the sickly one you know. Lovely girl, Amy. Not pretty, you know, but a soul as good as gold. Her mam’s grieving something terrible.’


‘What’s the matter then, little girl?’ a fat lady wiped Amy’s cheek with a dirty hanky.


‘I lost my mam,’ Amy said.


‘Don’t you worry now. We’ll find her. Here, have a blow.’


She offered the rag to Amy’s stubby nose, trying to get a grip on it, but Amy tore herself away and ran and ran to the end of the pier, jumping down to the shingle under the jetty to hide. She peeped through the log supports, waiting for the fat Samaritan to appear, look about, and give up the good fight, which that lady shortly did and with little struggle. Amy crept out from underneath the pier and made for the rocks. She could climb them blindfold, her feet knowing the holds by heart, and she skipped across to the centre of the shingle, a rock-free area, where Tommy the ventriloquist would come and she’d know it was seven o’clock.


She waited, heartened a little in the knowledge that she had managed to run away from home for so long. ‘I’m a brave little girl,’ she said to herself, ‘and I don’t ever need to go home again. I’ll get a job and I’ll make ever so much money, and I’ll give it to the best doctor in the world to make our Stan better.’ If only there were just her and Stan at home and she could look after him, and her mam and her dad gone away for ever, not dead, but nearly. Then she could have her mam’s cameo brooch.


She took out Stan’s bear, but its frigid newness still offended her. She wished that Stan was naughty sometimes, so that they could gang up against the common enemy. ‘Oh, I wish I was pretty,’ she cried aloud, and she put the bear back into the bag.


Now they started to come down to the shingle from the promenade, the holiday people from across the valley. She knew they weren’t from Porthcawl because they didn’t know the rocks by heart, and even their children crawled over them full of fear. They were overtaken by the brown locals, skipping over the rocks, their feet bare, rehearsed through many summers. They bagged the front end of the shingle. Amy moved cautiously towards them. She wanted to be close to Tommy too, to watch the adam’s apple in the man’s throat moving up and down while Tommy was talking. She knew Tommy couldn’t really talk, ’cos he was only a doll. She knew it was the man who held him who said all Tommy’s lines, but she didn’t want to believe it. She wanted to be like Stan who thought Tommy was real and had a real voice, and he wasn’t interested in proving otherwise. Sometimes when she didn’t see the apple moving, she thought her friend Gwyneth was a liar. Gwyneth Price knew everything. She’d told her about Tommy even before Amy’d ever seen him. Gwyneth was full of knowledge. She said that babies came out of ladies’ bellies, would you believe, but Amy’d never believe that, not ever, ’cos, ‘How could they get there in the first place, Gwyneth Price?’
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