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            The facts are sonorous but between the facts there’s a whispering. It’s the whispering that astounds me.

            – Clarice Lispector, Hour of the Star

(trans. Benjamin Moser)
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            Wales

         

         It’s been three months since they saw each other, and Gareth wonders if his father will recognise him. He pictures his mother upstairs, sitting at her dressing table, practising her face. He wonders if his father will come into the house. He thinks: if Dad comes in, Wales will lose.

         Hearing his mother on the stairs, he moves from the window and settles on the couch – the gap in the curtains the only evidence he was standing there, waiting for his father’s car.

         Got your phone? she asks.

         Yep.

         Text when you’re on your way back, alright?

         Yeah yeah, he says.

         A car horn beeps outside: his father has arrived – and he isn’t coming in.

         There’s a pause, then his mother smiles.

         Well, have a good time, she says. And make sure you get something to eat. I’ve told your father, but you know what he’s like.

         Gareth nods, absorbs it all. If Wales win tonight, everything will turn out okay. His mother will find a wad of cash stuffed in the walls and they won’t need to move out. But if Wales lose, the repo man – with his bulging muscles – will return and take Gareth’s bike. Or the ceiling will cave in and fall down on him while he’s watching cartoons on the couch.

         Wouldn’t it be mad if you see me in the crowd on the telly? he says.

         His mother grins.

         I’ll keep an eye out for you, she says.

         
             

         

         Outside, the March evening air is fresh on his cheeks.

         Young man, his father says in greeting.

         Alright? Gareth replies.

         They drive up Caerphilly Mountain, Gareth secretly studying his father’s head. One day he’ll be able to read people’s minds. He just needs to learn to focus harder.

         What you looking at? his father asks.

         I think you’re going bald, Gareth says.

         Wonderful, his father replies. Another thing for me to worry about.

         They drive on. When they hit traffic, his father instructs Gareth to open the glove compartment, where he finds the two tickets, sacred and shiny: his first real match at a real stadium.

         So what do we know about Northern Ireland? his father asks. Any predictions?

         They’ve got some good defenders, Gareth says. But Wales will win. I’m gonna say … two–nil. Ramsey header and … a Gareth Bale bikey from the halfway.

         His father laughs, then in a quiet voice explains that because it’s only a friendly, Ramsey and Bale have been rested and won’t be playing.

         Oh right, Gareth says.

         It’ll still be a good game. Just don’t get your hopes up, alright? And put those tickets back now, before you lose them.

         His father refuses to pay for parking, so for twenty minutes they drive round one residential avenue after another, finally finding a spot in a street lined with trees.

         Let’s just hope we can remember where we’re parked, his father says, as they walk past houses three storeys tall, with tiled porches and coloured glass in the doors.

         They’re lovely houses, Gareth says.

         They’d probably cost you … pfft … a million pounds? his father says.

         A million quid! Gareth says. That’s insane, that is.

         They walk on, Gareth taking two steps for every one of his dad’s.

         Slow down, will you? I’m literally only ten.

         Well, hold my hand then.

         Nah, you’re alright, Gareth says.

         On the high street, the air throbs with horns and whistles. Crowds with flags draped over their shoulders spill into the road, the cars slowing and honking. Outside a pub, a group of men in red T-shirts toot trumpets and trombones, and one man plays the sax and another bangs a drum. Arms aloft, the fans sing I LOVE YOU BABY! and a woman, dressed like a daffodil, jumps up and down, her pint spilling onto the pavement.

         Let’s get some grub, his father says.

         They eat outside the chippy, leaning against the window. The chips are hot and moist with vinegar. Inside, a girl with a red dragon stencilled on her cheek stands beside her dad, with a burger and a can of Coke. If she looks at Gareth, Wales will win.

         Enjoying the chips? his father asks.

         Yeah, Gareth says. They’re lovely.

         As they’re about to leave, the girl smiles through the glass.

         
             

         

         Onwards they go now, among the stream of fans, down sneaky avenues and busy roads, onwards towards the stadium. Wearing coats and scarves and bucket hats the fans sing, Don’t take me home, please don’t take me home, I just don’t want to go to work. Up above, the sky is purple black.

         It’s a long walk, Gareth says.

         Best way to soak up the atmosphere, his father replies.

         You should have parked closer to the stadium, Gareth says. This is a bloody marathon.

         Football is all about opinions, his father says. And in my opinion: you can shut up.

         Gareth laughs, and the crowd shoals through the dark streets until suddenly the stadium is before them, glowing like a flying saucer. His father buys a programme and Gareth holds it proudly. In the queue, a bald security guard shouts, COATS OFF! ARMS IN THE AIR! He looks like the repo man, the man who took away his mother’s car.

         Alright son? he asks, patting Gareth down. Any knives in your pockets?

         As if! Gareth replies.

         Good boy, the man says, smiling. Have a good game.

         Through the beeping turnstiles now, into what feels like an underground car park. Bodies hassle past, and there’s the smell of sizzling onions and hotdogs. A woman in a high-vis jacket checks their tickets and directs them up a flight of concrete steps, and then they are somehow, magically, outside again, and there it is – the pitch! It’s way different to how it looks on the telly. The grass is a giant green stage; lit so bright beneath the floodlights, it seems unreal.

         Their seats are behind the goals. As the players warm up, he feels the thud of each kick in his chest, and he hears the coaches’ echoing shouts. He pictures stepping onto the grass, striking a penalty, the net rippling.

         When the anthem begins, they rise to their feet, and his father’s voice is deep and rumbling. Gareth has sung it in school before, but this is completely different. The anthem is massive, it fills his chest and roars out of him as if everything – Wales, the world, his whole life – depends on it. At the end, his father claps and yells C’MON WALES. And Gareth yells it too, then bellows the chant that’s whirling around the stadium: WALES! WALES! He is screaming, he is letting something go.

         The game is difficult to follow. There are no video replays, no commentators, just the players on the pitch and the sound of the crowd. For every Wales tackle, a swelling roar fills the air, and any decision against them means thousands of people howling at the referee. The crowd urge the players and the players drive the crowd, and it’s electric, and it feels out of control. The match is a blur and before he knows it, it’s half-time.

         Nil–nil, his father says.

         They leave their seats and head back out to the concourse. Gareth blows on his hands to warm them up. His father asks if he wants a hot chocolate, but Gareth says he needs a wee.

         At the urinals, sandwiched between two men, nothing comes out. Beside him, a man sways and leans on the wall to steady himself. Gareth does up his zip and comes back to his dad.

         Did you go?

         Yeah, Gareth lies.

         Wash your hands then.

         At the sink, he sends his special energy to the players. When he was four years old, he got separated from his Mum in WHSmiths. Looking for the DVDs, he found a narrow blue corridor. He passed through alone. The floor was slanted and everything was so, so quiet and he realised he had entered a secret realm between this world and another. Years passed before he emerged beside his mum at the stationery. Later, at home, he tested his powers: with his hands above his head, he stood still in the corner of the living room. His father walked past and did not see him, and Gareth only returned to the world when his mother called him for his dinner.

         
            *

         

         As the team run out for the second half, Gareth closes his eyes and transmits messages: come on, he tells them. We can do this. And it seems to work – Wales play well, but then Northern Ireland start to attack, and the fans begin muttering. And in the 60th minute, when Northern Ireland score, all the air is sucked out of the stadium.

         I bloody knew it, his father says.

         The crowd falls silent, except for the few hundred cheering green shirts in the corner.

         His heart is a bashed-up football. Every time Wales get possession, it’s just a matter of time until Northern Ireland take it back. With every Northern Ireland attack, he pictures them scoring.

         This won’t do. It just won’t do. He tells himself to shape up, to focus, to really try his best. With his mind, he keeps pulling the ball towards the Northern Ireland end. He focuses and focuses, and he wishes and he wishes, and he summons all the magic in his body. But it’s no use: on the clock, 70 minutes become 75 becomes 80. There’s only ten minutes left. If Wales lose, he just knows that something terrible will happen. He breathes deep, and this is it: he focuses on the ball, he wills it, insists with all his power, and with one minute to go Simon Church is in the box, and Gareth screams GO ON! and Church touches the ball away from the defender, then tumbles – and with a sharp whistle, the referee awards Wales a penalty.

         Oh my god, Gareth says.

         His father turns his back.

         I can’t look, he says.

         Please, Gareth says to himself. Please, please, please.

         Hands on hips, Simon Church tries to compose himself, and Gareth is back in the blue corridor, the timeless place between worlds, where it’s quiet and still, and everything is at his command.

         When Church runs up and sweeps the ball into the net, the stadium erupts and Gareth roars YES, and his father hugs him tight, his stubble bristling Gareth’s cheek.

         Then the referee blows for full time, and the game ends one-all.

         They stay behind to clap the players and the manager off the pitch. Gareth waves, but Chris Coleman doesn’t see him.

         Exiting the stadium, the night air feels raw on his face, and his legs are aching.

         And now for the marathon back to the car, Gareth says.

         Don’t you start now, his father says. God, we were terrible tonight. If we play like that in the Euros we’ve got no hope.

         
             

         

         Neither Gareth nor his father know this, but in four months’ time, on a July afternoon, they’ll come back to the stadium and cheer the Wales team on their return from the European Championships. For Gareth, it will have been a summer of dizzy days and holy nights watching Wales play football on the telly. He’ll watch one game with his dad, one game with his mum, and he’ll even watch a game with his friends in the hall at school. And when the repo man comes – and takes the TV, and the bank repossesses the house, and Gareth and his mum move in with Aunty Avril – they’ll watch the Quarter Final in Avril’s living room. Gareth will wear his lucky socks, reeling around the carpet every time Wales score. And when Wales are finally knocked out in the Semi-Finals, he’ll collapse on the bed he shares with his mother and cry. Afterwards, when she comes in and strokes his head, he’ll say to her: I’m not sad. I just feel proud.

         But right now, they don’t know any of this. The summer is way off. It is March, the start of spring, the air still chilled with winter. But the evenings are stretching, and the days are warming, and Gareth, you can feel the change already, can’t you? That feeling is coming back, the belief that your life is forever on the cusp of magic. Walking with the crowd now, watching your father’s breath curl white into the dark night as the flowing fans chant and sing for Wales, you know, somehow, that everything will be okay. It’s a private feeling, fizzing like a sparkler inside your chest. Thinking about it makes you laugh.

         What’s so funny? your father says. Share the joke.

         It’s nothing, you say.

         No, go on, your dad says, tell me.

         Well, I’ve just got this feeling we’re gonna do amazing at the Euros.

         Your father blows out his cheeks.

         Look, he says. I don’t want to be a downer, but I’ve supported Wales a long time now. Honestly, it’s better not to expect anything. They’ll only let you down in the end. Actually, that’s probably not a bad life lesson: you’re better off not expecting much, or you’ll only be disappointed.

         At that, you stop and look him in the eye.

         Yeah well, you say. Football is all about opinions and in my opinion you should just shut up.

         Your father smiles, then laughs, and hand in hand, together you make your way back through the city, back the way you came, back in search of the car.

      

   


   
      
         
            Aberkariad

         

         Rhiannon once asked me if I was angry at my parents for everything that happened. I told her I wasn’t. But the real answer is, I don’t know. The rare times I’ve allowed myself to feel anger it has felt like a betrayal. So I try not to go there. I avoid the deep waters and mostly keep to the shallows. But recently, late at night especially, I’ve found myself drifting downwards, down to the depths where the waters are dark, and I go round in circles, the sorry hurt washing through me until my body is heavy and solemn. When I’m down there, I feel incapable of love, not worthy of it, not up to the task. I think: if love is an inheritance, then I’ve been given something faulty.
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         It was on a shrimp hunt that I first heard of Aberkariad.

         Uncle Nol had taken us out for the day, and after the first twenty or so feeds, he instructed us to take a break. Hitched on thick yellow fronds in a forest of kelp, he regaled my brothers and me with stories of his travels. When he mentioned Aberkariad we must have looked dumbfounded.

         ‘I should have known,’ he said. ‘Your father hasn’t told you about it, has he?’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘What are Aberkariad?’

         ‘Oh, boys bach!’ Uncle Nol said, and his eyes turned outwards in disbelief. ‘Let me tell you! Aberkariad is the region where the two territories overlap and our waters commingle with theirs. It’s the dizziest dream made real. It’s where you fill your pouch and dance until your head is spinning and your fins are in a twist.’

         ‘Aber-kariad,’ my brother Aled repeated, and the way he said ‘Aberkariad’, it sounded almost enchanted. He heard in it a music that the rest of us couldn’t.

         ‘I still don’t get it,’ Hywel said.

         Uncle Nol clicked his mouth. ‘Bloody hell boys, what is that father of yours teaching you?’

         ‘He teaches us loads,’ I said.

         ‘Yeah?’ Nol said. ‘Like what?’

         ‘Hunting plankton,’ Berwyn replied coolly. ‘The secret is keeping still.’

         ‘And he’s taught us all about the importance of rest and sleep,’ Llwyd added, quite pleased with himself.

         Uncle Nol sighed. ‘Hunting and sleeping are vital, obviously. But what I’m on about is a lot more important. And a lot more exciting, too. It’s about life, boys.’

         ‘Lies!’ Ieuan said.

         ‘I don’t lie,’ Uncle Nol replied, and then sensing Aled rustling at his side, he turned to him. ‘Young buck, what am I talking about?’

         ‘Females?’ Aled ventured.

         ‘Got it in one, son!’ Uncle Nol cried. ‘Aberkariad is the place we go to meet and mate with the fillies. And I’m telling you now boys, it’s the greatest place in the sea.’

         ‘Yes!’ Aled shouted, and he twirled 360 in celebration.

         Uncle Nol’s mouth widened into a smile. ‘Seriously, boys, if I could die anywhere, well – bloody hell, what a place to expire. Hot horses all over the shop.’

         Buoyed by Uncle Nol and Aled’s excitement, my brothers started giggling and bashing their heads together.

         ‘Ask your father about it tonight,’ Uncle Nol said. ‘It’s about time he started letting go.’

         ‘Letting go of what?’ I said.

         Uncle Nol looked at me, and craned his thick neck, as if considering something. ‘I think that’s a conversation for another day,’ he said. And then, turning to the boys, he called out: ‘Let’s get back to the hunting, is it? Those shrimpy pricks ain’t gonna eat themselves.’

         Leaving the forest, I asked Aled why he was so taken with the idea of Aberkariad and fillies – because I couldn’t see the appeal.

         ‘It’s about doing what we are born to do,’ he said. And then, inflating himself with gas, the better to show off his newly emerged brood pouch, he added: ‘It’s about finally filling up this hole.’
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         That evening, at home in the living room, Aled asked Father about visiting Aberkariad.

         ‘Can we go tomorrow?’

         ‘There’s not a worm’s chance,’ Father growled. ‘Aberkariad is no place for young foals.’

         ‘But we’re five months old!’

         ‘You’re still too young for what goes on there,’ Father said.

         Hywel got involved then. ‘But me and Aled already have brood pouches. We’re studs!’

         ‘Oh for crying out loud,’ Father said. ‘A brood pouch doesn’t make you a stud.’

         ‘Then what does?’ Aled asked.

         ‘What have I always told you?’ Father replied. ‘Millions of young fry die every year simply because their fathers abandon them. Ignore what Uncle Nol tells you, and take my word for it: there’s more to being an adult than screwing.’

         But if my brothers were listening, Father’s words didn’t seem to register. A few minutes later Aled yelled, ‘Starfish!’ and they all quickly joined their tails together at different angles, and glided off through the ocean, slowly floating away from me and my father, singing as Aled led them in song: ‘Aberkariad – wooh! Aberkariad – wooh!’
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         Before I heard about Aberkariad, I had never questioned how exactly love would find me. Father always made it sound inevitable: when the time was right, we would meet the right partner – someone special with whom we’d form a life bond – and then we would love and be loved for the rest of our days.

         It was presented as something ordained and natural, like the way the light of the rising sun coursed orange through the waters at dawn; and how the waters brightened as the sun climbed higher and the day turned yellow; and how the waters eventually faded golden with sunset, until finally everything darkened, and we basked on coral in the diffracted light of the bare lonesome moon.
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         ‘Let them go, mun,’ Uncle Nol was saying a few weeks later. ‘Let them go to Aberkariad.’

         We were in the living room again, gathered around Father as he worked on a portrait of Mother. In this one, she appeared side-on: her curvy white tail wrapped around a long blade of grass, a serene smile lighting her face. Many such portraits lined the whalebone shelves of our home, and in each picture Mother looked so warm and so friendly I felt as if I knew her.

         ‘Please, Dad,’ Ieuan said, inflating his own new brood pouch. ‘Let us go to Aberkariad!’

         ‘It’s not the right time for you boys,’ Father replied. ‘You’re just not ready yet.’

         ‘Of course they’re bloody ready,’ Uncle Nol said. ‘They’re six months old.’

         ‘I’m talking emotionally,’ Father said.

         ‘Oh here we go,’ Uncle Nol said. ‘Captain Loveheart strikes again.’

         ‘Mock me all you like,’ Father said.

         ‘Thank you,’ Uncle Nol said. ‘I will.’

         Father ignored the comment. He simply gazed down at the portrait and applied delicate strokes to the dorsal stripe on Mother’s back. I too had the same stripe on my back, and was secretly thrilled that I was the only one of my brothers to have inherited it.

         ‘Seriously, though,’ Uncle Nol said, ‘your behaviour is just so unmale. How did you ever grow so attached to one partner?’

         ‘It’s called love,’ Father said. ‘It’s called honouring a commitment. She’ll be back soon, once the seasons change. The waters are just a bit choppy right now.’

         Uncle Nol shook his head and tutted.

         ‘You really need to get back out there, mun,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to meet someone new.’

         Father laughed. ‘As much as I appreciate this little peptalk, I’m quite content, thank you very much.’

         Uncle Nol shook his head and turned to us.

         ‘You know what, boys? Your father should be doing my portrait. Because without horses like me, there’d be no bloody species left.’

         Father gave no reply.

         He simply smiled to himself, dipped the stem of his reed into his dish of octopus ink, and continued with his painting.
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         That night, at supper, Aled again pushed Father on the topic of Aberkariad. He wanted to know if Aberkariad was where he had met our mother.

         ‘It was indeed,’ Father answered.

         ‘Then why deny us that same chance for love?’

         ‘I’m not denying you that,’ Father replied. ‘I just think you should wait a little bit longer. There’s still some things you need to learn.’

         ‘Like what?’ Ieuan said.

         ‘Well, for starters: the importance of taking responsibility,’ Father said. ‘My own father abandoned me soon as I was born. Can you imagine what that was like? Can you imagine how different life would be for you boys if I hadn’t been around to look after you all?’

         ‘Plenty of other horses live like that, and they’re just fine,’ Aled said. ‘Look at Uncle Nol!’

         ‘Listen,’ Father answered, ‘your Uncle Nol was affected as much by our father’s leaving as I was. But he just deals with it differently. To come into the world without a clue of who you are or what you’re meant to do … I … I just don’t think you ever get over it.’

         ‘But it’s so common though,’ Berwyn said. ‘Almost every horse has to deal with it.’

         ‘I know,’ Father replied, ‘but just because an experience is common, it doesn’t make it any less painful to go through. And when I became a father, I made a vow to do things differently. I promised myself – and I promised your mother too – that I would stick around and support my children. And you know what? I don’t regret it. Every single day I am happy and grateful that I made that choice.’

         To which Aled replied: ‘Yeah, and look where it got you.’

         ‘What does that mean?’

         ‘You’re here on your own, aren’t you? And where the hell is Mam?’

         ‘She’s coming back,’ Father said.

         ‘But how do you know?’ Ieuan said. ‘How can you say that?’

         ‘Because she’s not like other horses,’ Father replied. ‘She has a good light within her, and the good light will guide her home. Just as soon as the seasons change. The waters are just too rough right now.’

         Berwyn said: ‘But if most horses leave their fry, then how can it be wrong?’

         Father looked at us earnestly. ‘Just because something is normal, it doesn’t mean it’s right.’

         ‘Now I’m confused,’ I said. ‘Does that mean Mother is a bad horse or what?’

         ‘Oh boys bach,’ Father said. ‘Your mother didn’t leave you. She just hasn’t come back yet. Your mother is a wonderful horse.’

         ‘If she’s so wonderful,’ Aled said, ‘then how come she isn’t here right now?’

         Father sighed.

         ‘Ah crabs,’ he said. ‘I can see I need to tell this story from the start.’
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         This is what our father told us:

         The moment he was thrust into this life, the first thing he saw was his father’s back as he swam away and abandoned him. Immediately, Father said, he felt within himself a gaping lack that throbbed to his core.

         Of all his surviving siblings, Nol was the only one he found. Alone and tiny in a vast sea, they joined tails and vowed to always stick together.

         And so they swam on, hunting together, feeding together, and resting together when they were tired. It wasn’t an easy life, but it was good to have someone by his side.

         However, as the tides turned, they met new horses and they made new friends, and Uncle Nol began to meet and mate with fillies. Each time, the same thing would happen – Nol would get pregnant, give birth, abandon the fry, and each time he and Father would have the same argument: how could Nol do this when he knew exactly how it felt to come into the world alone?

         Uncle Nol’s response was to laugh and tell Father to lighten up (‘Your skin’s getting so grey!’) and he kept urging him to just mate with someone, anyone. So for a while Father went on dates and he met with fillies, and … well … they were all great horses in their own right, but in their company he never experienced the surging force he knew he was meant to feel.

         He sang to us then from his favourite folk song:

         
            
               Come to me, the wave of love

               Wash over me, from high above

               Carry me to distant waters

               And carry me to secret shores

               For I long to meet the one who’ll tell me

               ‘You are mine – and I am yours’

            

         

         He said he wanted more from life than a succession of casual encounters, followed by multiple births and the dereliction of parental duty.

         One evening, after Nol gave birth to another herd of abandoned foals, Father’s skull was aching with all these thoughts. A pain emanated from deep in his guts, and he just wanted it gone. Without thinking, he started swimming. He swam further than he’d ever swum in one go before; he just kept going, without caring where he ended up. Looking back, he said it was a senseless thing to do – there were crabs and rays and so many other predators along the way, but it was the pain that pushed him on and powered his fins.

         He kept going until he sensed a trembling in the water, a grumbling that shook his bones. And that’s when he saw a volcano in the distance – the white smoke billowing – and he realised he’d reached Aberkariad. He’d been to Aberkariad once before with Uncle Nol, but he had detested the place: all the noise, the parading, the thrusting and the callous boasting and the pumping and the clicking – it had all seemed so indecent.

         But now it was late, and Aberkariad was as quiet as a cave, and everything was still and empty, except for one horse who floated alone, her tail wrapped around seagrass.

         Can’t sleep? she said.

         In the distance the volcano rumbled.

         Not in ages, he replied.

         Well, that makes two of us, she said.

         At first, Father didn’t know what to think of her. He sensed a certain coldness, but he also admired it: he liked that she hadn’t immediately tried to mount him.

         What’s on your mind? she said.

         The whirring in his head and the shuddering of the volcano all stirred inside of him.

         I’m not doing well, he said.

         The horse nodded and smiled.

         You’re not alone there, she said.

         I am just so sick of pretending I’m fine, he said.

         Me too, she said. Truth be told, I’m lonely.

         This is it, he said. The loneliness. Where does it even come from?

         I’ve been too scared to ever ask, she said.

         They fell into a long silence, and then the horse proceeded to tell Father things she’d never told anyone else: about her birth, and how it had felt to watch her father swim away. She spoke of her childhood, of the lack she had carried inside ever since, and the throbbing ache that kept her up at night.

         Father’s blood rippled, his gills flittered. It was as if the horse’s face was transforming with every word she uttered.

         He confided that he too had felt the same feelings. Some days, he told her, the pain would continually stream through his body until it all became overwhelming – and his systems would just cut out and he would spend days at a time floating the through the waters, feeling nothing at all.

         So much of my life feels unreal to me, he told her. It’s as if I’m watching it all happen to someone else.

         They talked throughout the night and all through the morning, and when day broke, Father’s tail began to glow, and he told the horse how it felt like he was finally commencing his life proper now. For so long, he’d just been swimming in circles, but now he could see his true course – and it was beautiful.

         He told her how he’d felt the light inside of him throb since they had spoken their first words to one another, and she observed how his skin was indeed brightening, changing from light orange to red.

         For the first time ever, his fins felt at rest.

         It was hard to explain, he told us, but with this horse everything felt familiar and nostalgic, as if the present was a fond memory he wanted to always recall. It was the joy and blood-thrill of being understood, of being ready to give himself entirely to another.

         When he explained all this to the horse, and told her how his inner light shone for her and only her, she kissed him.

         ‘Oh!’ our father exclaimed to us. ‘Your mother and I were head over tails in love!’
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         On the mornings of their courtship, she greeted him by rubbing her snout against his. For their pre-dawn dance, they joined tails and promenaded around one another for hours, her eyes fixed on his, his eyes fixed on hers. Sometimes they even did the cha-cha.

         Mother apparently adored silly jokes, and she was forever making up ridiculous dance moves to get Father to laugh. His own favourite was the one she called The Hurricane – she’d fill her bladder with gas and speedily zip upwards through the water, pretending she was being cast away by crazy winds. She, in turn, couldn’t get enough of Father’s impressions. She particularly loved his one of the carp who’d eaten something disgusting and couldn’t get the taste out of its mouth. He told us that she made him do it repeatedly, her head flipping back as she succumbed to fits of laughter. Sometimes she’d laugh so much she would blush, and she would turn her back on Father while she composed herself. With her back to him, he would look at the distinctive red stripes that lined her dorsal and think how wondrous it was to be alive.

         Other females would return to their territory after mating dances, but Mother stayed on. She and Father talked for hours about their plans for the future – and the sacred life-bond they were swearing to keep. They both despised the neglect and the selfishness they saw all around them. Neither wanted to be like the other horses, the ones who gave birth then left their fry to fend for themselves. Instead, they were passionate about setting up a family unit, raising their offspring together, and teaching the next generation how to survive and lead meaningful lives.

         Some days they didn’t need to talk. They just floated together quietly, their tails wrapped around the same reed, each content to be in the other’s company. If she was tired and needed a little rest, he would keep watch for predators. And she, in turn, would do the same for him.

         When Father fell pregnant with us, Mother visited each day, checking up and making extensive enquiries about his well-being. Was he eating enough? Was he comfortable? Did he want her to scratch his back with her snout? As the pregnancy progressed and he slowly brightened to match the bright red kelp they swung among, Father’s pouch swelled. He felt buoyant with love – this shape-shifting, transformative force he was already feeling for the family they were forging together.

         Snaffling at meals, he would listen contentedly as Mother sung merry songs about the future. In her songs, she and Father were raising a big family, and they all lived together, and they all looked out for each other, and no one felt as if they were travelling through the waters of life alone and unknown, drifting through the sea without hope or purpose.

         Then one morning, a week before he was due to give birth, Mother didn’t show up for their courting dance. Father waited all day, and only hunted nearby in case he’d miss her, but she didn’t come. This worried him immediately – it was so out of character for her – but he figured she must have had a good reason. He knew for sure that she was still alive – he could sense it in his gills – and he was certain that she would soon return.

         The following morning he woke early, though he hadn’t really slept at all. He hung onto the reeds in their usual spot, and he waited. He waited all day again, and he waited all night. And he waited the entirety of the next day, and the one after that. But she never showed.

         It must have been because of the seasons, our father concluded. The skies above were darkening and the waters were becoming rough. It would have been too dangerous for her to visit.

         He considered going to find her, but his brood pouch was stretching, bulging, as we all began to hatch and swim around inside him, jostling to be the first ones out into the world. He was close to bursting and he needed to conserve energy, so he decided to stay put.

         Five tides later, alone and afraid, he went into contractions and thought he saw Mother peering at him from behind a rock, but it was only a hallucination, the delirium of birthing pain.

         Because then, a moment later, it began: he thrusted and he expelled sixty, seventy tiny horses into the sea. He tried to gather the fry together, but they kept swimming off in all directions. His blood ran cold and his skin turned grey, but there was no time to think. Another surge came, and another gush of foals sprung forth out of his reach. And so it went. Each time he managed to gather a couple of small fry by his side and re-compose himself, another batch would be expelled from his pouch – another school of tiny horses flung out into the world confused and alone, swept away by the unforgiving tide. ‘Come here!’ he shouted to them. ‘I’m your father and I love you.’

         He said it was just too difficult, too tiring, to gather them and bring them all together in one place. It was an impossible task to achieve on his own.

         In total he gave birth to over one thousand horses, almost all of whom were lost to the sea.

         He told us: ‘You six boys are the only ones who survived.’
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         ‘But your mother can’t wait to meet you,’ Father said.

         And she’d be back any tide now, he just knew it, he could feel it.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I took the story on as though it were my own: in my bones, I felt Father’s love, his loss, and his separation from Mother. I can’t be sure, because I never talked about it with them, but I don’t believe my brothers experienced it like this. I don’t know why – I don’t understand how siblings can be so different to one another – and neither do I judge them for how they felt. It’s just something I observed. They were respectful enough to stop speaking about Aberkariad in Father’s presence, but I sensed that they were somehow able to elude the shadows of his pain in ways I never could.

         Maybe I was just seeing things differently, but after hearing Father’s story about Mother, I felt a change in his behaviour. There was a new urgency in the lessons he taught us. His voice took on a fresh intensity as he tried to rapidly impart everything he knew. On certain subjects, he constantly repeated himself. Again and again, he emphasised to us the value of rest. He explained that compared to other creatures, us horses are very poor swimmers. Because our fins are small we are prone to exhaustion. Every year, he said, thousands of horses die through simple overexertion. The amount of times my father stopped a speeding brother in his gallop! ‘Slow down!’ he’d yell. ‘Where’s the drought?’
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         A couple of days after the story, however, we woke to find Aled missing. It sent Father into a tailspin. (‘If he means to break my heart, he’s going the right way about it.’) When Aled eventually returned and said he had only popped out to practise his length-swimming, Father gave him another lecture on the importance of not tiring oneself out.

         ‘But I’m not you!’ Aled snapped. ‘I’m young, I’ve still got energy!’

         ‘All I’m saying is you need to pace yourself,’ Father answered. ‘This goes for all of you. Because, believe it or not, you will get old, and you never know when you’ll need to set your fins a-flutter. When it comes down to it, a bit of rest could be the difference between living your days out here in the water or ending up as a nice dessert in some giant tuna’s belly.’

         And so the tides passed: with small family bickerings as Father attempted to make us into ‘real horses’.

         Mornings, he would wake early to find us the best seagrass to curl our tails around. When he found a good spot, he would come back and gently wake us and bring us out for hunting lessons. We’d stalk out, holding still in our hiding spots, watching the copepod as they floated passed.

         ‘The trick is keeping steady,’ he’d whisper. ‘Let them come to you. These fellas are blind, but they detect movement in the water. You need to keep so, so still if you’re going to catch them.’

         We’d gently swill around the rocky seabed like this, waiting till Father gave us the signal. As soon as prey came our way, he would nod and make a clicking sound, and we’d swivel our heads, and huuuuuuu! – we sucked and slurped those fellas right up our snouts.

         One time, after a good hunt, we were all laughing and recounting the best bits when we arrived home to find Uncle Nol lying languorously on Father’s clam-shell couch. His face was bloated, and his brood pouch was large and swollen; he looked grotesque.

         As we swam in, he began bobbing his head and singing, ‘Up the duff, up the duff, guess who’s up the duff?’

         My brothers gasped.

         ‘Can I rub my snout against it?’ Llwyd asked.

         ‘It would be an honour,’ Uncle Nol said, and he pulled Llwyd close.

         ‘It’s amazing!’ Llwyd said. ‘I can feel them all in there! There must be a million fry inside you!’

         Uncle Nol nodded to Father then. ‘I don’t suppose you want a feel, do you?’

         Father rolled his eyes and shook his head in reply. I watched Father’s eyes closely as they slowly took in the picture of Uncle Nol. I wondered what he was thinking, how he saw our uncle. But then Father’s face broke into a resigned smile and he swam over and offered his tail to Nol to shake.

         ‘Well, here we are again,’ Father said, before proposing that Uncle Nol stay for a celebratory dinner.
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         That evening, as Father prepared shrimp in the kitchen, Uncle Nol brought me and my brothers out to the swingbench in the garden.

         ‘It’s clear your father’s not gonna tell you any of this,’ Uncle Nol said. ‘So I guess it falls to me.’

         He inhaled a little air then – the better to show off his swelling pouch. The skin looked so tight I feared the pouch might burst.

         ‘The first thing you need to know is that fillies come with the tide and leave with the tide. You got that, kids? I love your father, but he talks a lot of guff about all this – that we should be monogamous, and that we should mate for life, but let me tell you – it’s crab shit. You can’t trust a filly. When you’re courting, they’ll tell you everything you want to hear. They’ll greet you every morning, have a little dance with you, grab your tail, tell you they love you, tell you there’s no other horse they want to mate with, that this is a life-bond and they can’t imagine living without you, and then before you know it, you’re up the duff, swollen with a thousand of their sprogs, and they’ve gone. Two tides after you give birth, you go to find them, but where are they? They’ve swum off to shack up with some other horse on the other side of the volcano.’

         I let out an involuntary snort.

         ‘Trust me,’ he added. ‘I know what I’m talking about – I’ve been with a lot of fillies.’

         I hated everything Uncle Nol was saying. But I could see that his pregnant state bestowed him – in the eyes of my brothers – a certain authority. They gazed at him with wide eyes and listened with a special intensity. His round pouch granted him a degree of practical wisdom that our father’s thin frame seemed to lack. But looking at Uncle Nol’s pouch, I kept imagining the thousand tiny horses inside of him. In one of our recent night-time conversations, when everyone else was asleep, Father had told me again about how so few young foals lived more than a single tide because of parental neglect; and looking at Nol’s fat pouch now, the nature of life and death seemed strange and cruel to me. How arbitrary it was that I should have lived, while so many others had died. It was a thin line that divided the good from the bad, and it was a thin line that separated our pleasant ease of living from the sheer horror of abandonment and death.
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