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            Ar Galfaria yr ymrwygodd

            Holl ffynonau’r dyfnder mawr.

            Torrodd holl argaeau’r nefoedd

            Oeddynt gytfain hyd yn awr:

            Gras a chariad megis dylif

            Yn ymdywallt yma’nghyd,

            A chyfiawnder pur a heddwch

            Yn cusanu euog fyd

            
                

            

            [On the mount of crucifixion

            fountains opened deep and wide.

            through the floodgates of God’s mercy

            flowed a vast and gracious tide.

            Grace and love, like mighty rivers,

            poured incessant from above,

            and heav’n’s peace and perfect justice

            kissed a guilty world in love]

            
                

            

            ‘Dyma Gariad Fel y Moroedd’ by Gwilym Hiraethog6
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         I like to believe the last moment of your life is the longest one. That final breath, when the tired lungs balloon to become a little larger than they were before, a limp memory of more oxygened days, with the body itself now a tired and out-dated mechanism, must feel like eons.

         Yes, as we age, time moves quickly, but only because we are tired of it. We know it too well. We do not know death, so it must feel endless. I have always been very afraid of endings. This makes my job very difficult.

         But picture it: they are dying. The fire is low, and from their bed it is a blurry, diminished haze of red embers and, below, a low black cloud of coal. On the television, an actor hands a small, four-pointed medal to a man in a fluffy black hat.

         ‘It’s just not for me,’ he says, with some sadness.

         In the time it takes for him to finish the sentence, they will be dead. They are alone. All those who loved them are away from here. Some are making arrangements: phone calls in a hushed voice arranging childcare, morbid innuendos with doctors and nurses, lukewarm lunches in the hospital canteen. Others have sent flowers, letters, and prayers, and now can only hope. Dying in bed, they wonder – where is Josephine? 10

         A name. Our first. A daughter, born both before and after this death. Lost, like Caine in the wilderness. Come home, little lamb. Let us forgive you. Let us love you. I cannot die without a last kiss.

         No, I am being selfish again. Forgive me. I hurt you. I should have loved you with all of myself. I did not. Now, you’ll wander, away from it all. But I am wandering, too. I will wander from death and across time. I still have my last breath, and there are so many ways to find you.

         I confess, not every voice you will hear is my own. But we are coming, now – coming to the beginning. Bring your book closer to the light and see the words before you. Close your eyes and feel me. Do not worry. I am no one.

         We are looking for her.

         I’m sure all of this will seem quite unbelievable to you. But time and place are not what you think they are. Let me show you our story. It will be utterly true, I promise.

         *

         Before the beginning, a student said he could swim in the sea during a storm. Then he went swimming: having stripped to his briefs, his skin pimpled, his member shrivelling, his breath shortening. He ran towards the water which gathered itself into a steely coloured wall, and leapt. He told his friends that he would complete six strokes out and six strokes back. Water slipped through the slight gap between his lips and began to fill. It went under and over. Backwards and forwards. Three strokes in, the student started to cough. Water spluttered out. Over the wind, his friends shouted come back. He heard soft sounds, muffled by water’s harsher conditions, but kept on. His arm came down. The current caught it. Ashore, they saw him dip beneath the surface. They saw him again four days later, bloated and seaweed strangled. 11

         The world assaulted itself. Along the streets, sewage swilled over from gutters, mixing with rain. Water from above and below. Water from the west. In the town square, a clock tower chimed. Umbrellas took flight up from hands and out to sea. Inside, people made tea. The pier trembled and groaned, steel bending to the will of wind and water. It bowed to the world and fell into the below. Starlings huddled under what was left standing shook their little wings, mourning those that nested too far out.

         When it was over, there was a lazy dawn of new light and spent clouds. Life went on. People forgot.

         *

         But what is happening now? Look into the almost-darkness of the deep sea and the star-scarred sky. Bursts of foam signal the breaking of waves. Creatures swim, crawl, and breathe. Spools of gas burn years ago. We move. We move like a wave, like an unmanned ship, towards the shore which, at this point, is like a constellation covered by cloud: unreachable, unseen, undeniable.

         There it is!

         Yellow lights, bright and burning. The wind is hard and fast, cutting at your ears and the bones beneath your skin. The waves marshal. Now, there are the shapes of buildings. Hulking above everything, hiding in shadows like the silhouette of a half-moon, is the Old College: yellow brick and high towers and etchings of leaders from long ago. There is the curve of the coast, upon which a lone car moves. A great swell whirls, dashing against the sea wall, rising over railings and onto the pavement as the car turns away.

         On land, people are walking. They look out at the sea, eat kebabs, stumble, sing and shout. There are people in the bedrooms of houses and flats trying to sleep.

         Where is she? 12

         *

         Josephine is coming out of Yoko’s. A streetlamp across the square illuminates falling drops of rain. Long stretches of water stream down the streets. A rivulet leads to the pier and the chirping of nesting starlings and the sea. Another runs down the high street and towards her flat. Josephine, standing under the awning and watching the rain, puts on her coat and zips until metal presses throat. The club logo and the adverts for cheap drinks and deals plastered all over her t-shirt are hidden. The high street is empty. The revellers have gone home, and the takeaways have closed. The early-morning workers have not yet woken. She walks down the middle of the empty road. The hours of touchy hands and hoarse, insistent voices are finished. No one current wants or needs her. She is, for now, no one.

         Josephine imagines herself as a drop of rain splashing on and running down tarmac. She thinks of evaporating, whistling steamily into the air, but hunger and thirst make her feel like a balloon: big and bloated with absence. The wind blows against her, whipping her curls back towards the club. Josephine thinks again of drifting, of being lifted. She feels water run down her face. After the heat of the club, it is cooling. The rain pushes down on her like something great from the big up above. Josephine wonders if there is a force strong enough to push her all the way down. Is it too much to want both? To dream simultaneously of flattening and flying?

         She imagines the details of this fantasy; caught between the power of sky and the immovability of earth, skin pressed and stretched, bones cracked and ground, blood mixing with water sluicing down gutters, pouring out to the Irish Sea. Her whole self disintegrated, before the first shop has stretched its awning.

         Josephine lives above a barber’s shop. During the day, the shop is all boys waiting to be sheared and the shop floor is covered in hair so greasy you could fry chips with it. George’s haircuts, like the flat 13above his shop, are cheap and cheerful. Josephine moves past the shop quickly when it is busy. Now, though, the shop is dark and empty, George having swept the floor of yesterday’s business. Josephine likes it this way. She wonders if it is possible to keep the shop like this. To keep Aberystwyth like this: quiet, in darkness. Still. She imagines a deep frost rushing through the woods, the hills and the houses. Sometimes, when Josephine is drifting, she thinks of secret, frozen mammoths. She imagines them out in the arctic somewhere, undisturbed and unchanging until someone comes along with a pickaxe, cracks the ice, and with their pencils and pictures, records. And the world has hold of you again.

         As Josephine walks upstairs, she smells the cheap thickness of strong instant coffee. The scent wakes her. Robbie is at the table, rolling a cigarette. Steam drifts from his mug.

         ‘Morning,’ he says, looking out at the dark window and then back at her. ‘Where’ve you come back from?’

         ‘Work,’ says Josephine.

         ‘Really, at this time?’ His lips play into a smirk, his words thick with suggestion.

         She feels an urge to force every perverse fantasy and wondering from his mind and out of his mouth.

         ‘Yes, really,’ she says.

         He is quiet. Josephine hangs up her coat and hopes he will let her go.

         ‘What’s it like working there?’ he asks. ‘You must get quite the show every night.’

         ‘I suppose,’ says Josephine.

         ‘You ever recognise anybody there? Ever see them doing things they shouldn’t?’

         Josephine has seen plenty. She’s seen Robbie at work, too. How he forces girls into corners, whispers in their ears, hands them VKs. How he riles up the big lads with short tempers. Once, she saw a 14man hit him. She heard a crack and a crowd of gasps. Saw a rush of people. Then, Robbie dragged to the exit by Fred. He was bleeding and laughing, as if that were all he’d ever wanted.

         ‘I don’t see much, to be honest,’ says Josephine. ‘It’s busy.’

         ‘Shame.’ He finishes rolling his cigarette and stands up. He stretches his arms and lets out a long yawn. ‘I’m going for a smoke.’

         He picks up his mug and moves downstairs. Josephine waits until she hears the door shut. She listens to the silence. Her stomach rumbles, interrupting the peace. Josephine puts a slice of bread in the toaster. She fills the kettle with water and flicks its switch. There’s no sign of Vic, likely still asleep. Josephine feels safer with Vic.

         After eating, she goes to her bedroom, thankful to be away from Robbie. She hears the front door lock turning. Her bedroom is small and narrow with barely enough space to walk around the bed which takes up half the room, a single mattress with several loose springs. The rusted coils dig into her back and the wooden frame sounds as if the boards might break at any moment. She lies down on her bed and sips from her mug. She feels the steam and the flavour revive her senses, finally away from the black paint, bright lights, and booming sounds of Yoko’s.

         She tries not to think so much. She feels immensely tired, the kind where eyelids will only shut. As if against a clock, she puts her tea on the narrow edge of floor between the bed and the wardrobe. She takes off her jeans and gets under the covers. Josephine is so tired she does not even fear sleep, like she does most nights. She forgets what she will find in her dreams. Soon, she is drifting away, and then, she is falling into what has been waiting for her.

         *

         The dream of Mother, half rotting flesh, yellow teeth and grey skin, half naked skeleton so white it burns, grinning like she is stuck in a 15joke that has not reached the punchline. When it begins, Mother’s hair is trimmed short across her whole skull, like it was when the treatment started. She tears tufts out, slowly at first, then ferocious and rapid, as if she is digging for something. Josephine tries to look away – wants to escape – but she can’t. Her eyes will not shut, her head will not turn, her legs will not run. Mother makes no sound as she tears the last locks of hair from her scalp. For a moment, there is silence. Josephine feels the pain that comes before crying but the tears do not arrive. She contemplates a life trapped under the gaze of this rotting vision. She prays for something to save her. Then, there is the sound. Water on a rusted tin roof. Slow drips, building and hastening. The pops of many different fires all crackling at once. Many voices saying words she can’t make out, sounds she doesn’t comprehend. Then, starkly, and only briefly, everything. She needs and knows all of something and thinks it will kill her. She kneels.

         She wakes. The room is empty. She turns around, moves her feet towards the floor. The dinking of porcelain against wood. Wetness at the bottom of her left foot. In the darkness, she searches for the mug, picks it up and moves it down to beyond the foot of the bed. Thinks about kitchen roll.

         There is the grunt of a chair in the kitchen. Robbie is still awake. Not wanting to see him, she takes a dirty top from her wash basket and mops the tea with that. Throws it back in the basket like something shameful. She lies down on the bed, Breathes till her heart slows, till the banging on her ribcage softens. She closes her eyes. Why can’t she forget?

         *

         Six months before, on the anniversary of her mother’s death, Josephine went to the beach, took a pill, drank two bottles of wine 16and climbed a hill. Often, she said this phrase to herself, liking its nursery rhyme quality, how it blunted the sharpness of the day.

         Before any of that, she spoke to her dad. She had to explain why she was not coming home. It felt cruel to admit the truth: she did not want to look at old photographs and squeeze his arm as he wept. She said something else instead.

         ‘It’s just, emotionally, I’m not sure I feel ready to be in that space at this time,’ she said. ‘Exams are soon, and I’d hate to lose my stability. But I’m thinking of you. Of course, I am.’

         On the other end of the phone, he let out a deep sigh, one of many which drifted down the line. They sounded like coastal winds. ‘I understand, darling, of course, I do, though I can’t pretend I’m not disappointed. But don’t let that affect you, God, no. Look after yourself. That’s number one. You and your degree. It’s what your mum would have wanted and it’s also what I want. Alright?’

         ‘Alright, Dad,’ she said. She set the phone to speaker and placed it on the windowsill. Josephine washed a pizza-stained plate from the previous night. The water was hot and made her skin feel sharp.

         ‘Right then, I’d better leave you to it,’ said her dad. ‘I’ll be thinking of you. You know where I am. Just give us a call when you next get a chance.’

         Josephine said she would.

         ‘Well, I suppose I should go,’ he said, before adding, ‘she would be very proud, if she were here now, of you, you know.’

         ‘Thanks,’ she said. Neither of them knew what to say, so they said goodbye. Once she was off the line, Josephine stopped cleaning and looked at her reflection in the window. She liked her life more, now. She was happier, if more alone, here. It was easier to see her own lightly dark skin now her mother was dead. How could you try to say such things to the only person that really loved you enough to raise you? She went back to cleaning. 17

         Vic came into the kitchen as Josephine put her plate on the drying rack, holding a copy of a book called Austerlitz. She went to the fridge, opened the door and took a white paper bag from the top shelf. She sat at the kitchen table, facing towards the sunlight through the window and Josephine.

         ‘Who was that?’ she said. ‘Anyone interesting?’

         ‘No,’ said Josephine. No one here knew what today was.

         Vic opened the bag and pulled out a battered chicken ball, softened from its time in the fridge. She took a bite.

         ‘It’s missing something,’ she said. ‘The sweet and sour sauce. No need to reheat, you’re in for a treat, if you have sweet and sour sauce.’

         Three nights ago, Vic had watched Lost in Translation. Since then, she’d been trying to turn everything into a slogan. Josephine turned around and humoured Vic with a smile. She could feel sunlight through the window. ‘Leave some for me,’ she said. ‘I need some salt and grease.’

         Vic got up from the table, opened the fridge again and picked up a polystyrene container. The book and the chicken balls were left on the table, next to each other.

         ‘You can have some,’ said Vic. Sitting back down, she pushed the book away and removed the lid from the container. ‘I’ll eat too many if I’m left alone with them, anyway.’

         Josephine sat down and took a ball from the bag. It squished under the pinch of her fingers. She dipped it deep into the sweet and sour sauce. When it emerged, it was covered in sticky red. She took a bite and savoured tender flesh, fat, salt and sugar.

         ‘I thought you were vegetarian?’ said Vic as she dipped.

         Josephine chewed, nodded and swallowed. ‘Mostly. But sometimes you just want to swallow a dead thing, you know?’

         Vic stared at her own chicken ball, wondering.

         ‘Do you know what I mean?’ Josephine asked. 18

         ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ said Vic. ‘I love chicken balls. But no, I don’t know what you mean.’ She took the ball in her mouth and chewed, still wondering.

         Josephine looked at the Sebald book and thought about asking how it was. She had not attempted to read a book in two months and had not finished one in five. She did not like the boy on the front cover, the way he stared with a pompous half grin. She took another chicken ball, dipped it in sweet and sour sauce, and devoured.

         *

         At midday, Vic and Josephine laid towels down on their chosen spot of beach, some coarse sand between the bandstand and the pier. Vic had a Bluetooth speaker in her bag which she connected to her phone. As Josephine laid on her towel, feeling the cheap material scratch at her elbows, the song began. A soft breeze came off the ocean and onto her skin. The song was jaunty and bustling and featured a harmonica. It was ‘Pastures of Plenty.’ Josephine liked the way it sounded. She liked to think she could come with the dust and go with the wind, too. That was what brought her here. No one could claim her, here, and she did not have to struggle so desperately against her dad, who wanted to remember what she wanted to forget and forget what she had no choice but to remember. The waves went in and out, in and out, forever. Somewhere else, a child was screaming and the sound stretched beneath the wails of harmonica.

         ‘Do you want an ice cream?’ said Vic. ‘I fancy ice cream.’

         ‘It’s the sun,’ said Josephine. ‘And I want banoffee. And a Coca Cola. I’ll pay you back later.’

         Vic nodded and moved towards the kiosk. Josephine stretched and let the light sink in. She closed her eyes, enjoying the darkness 19and the gleaming balls of light at their centre. It reminded her of stars, how they burnt in deep darkness. Then, she thought about how they reminded her of stars because they were lights from a star. Josephine felt dumb and liked it.

         An unwelcome coolness descended, and the globes extinguished. Josephine opened her eyes to see Robbie standing over her in an unbuttoned orange and floral Hawaiian shirt, showing a tight body and red skin. His beard was sandy and his hair seemed to gleam. He was grinning, and in the right corner of his grin hung a hand-rolled cigarette. He stood as if at any moment he might drop down and feast on her. Josephine smiled. She pushed herself back so that her feet were directly below him.

         ‘Enjoying the weather?’ he said, smoke puffing from his mouth and the end of cigarette glowing amber. ‘You look like you are. It’s lovely.’

         Josephine nodded, barely. She and Vic had moved into the flat Robbie rented above George’s about a month ago, and since then he had been trying to sleep with them both. They’d agreed the best way to deal with him was quiet refutation.

         ‘You’re blocking my view,’ said Josephine. ‘And your shadow is cold.’

         Robbie shrugged and moved to the side. As he did so, a little ash fell from the cigarette and drifted down to settle on Josephine’s forearm. It burnt quickly and brightly with a hiss. Seeing that Robbie had not noticed, she kept quiet.

         Robbie let himself fall onto Vic’s towel, crossed his legs and stared out to the sea. He sighed deeply, then threw his cigarette butt at a seagull. It hawked before flying away. The butt stuck up in the sand like a sword from a stone. Robbie put his sunglasses on, looked up at the sky, then back at the sea. Then he sighed again.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Josephine said, trying to make him go away.

         Robbie turned his head deliberately towards her. ‘I’m thinking of summer. I’m thinking of what I’ll make this town do for me.’ 20

         Josephine rolled her eyes and looked at her hand, half buried beneath the sand. She was not going to be in Aberystwyth for much longer. She was going to travel. There were work-aways booked in Prague, Paris and Edinburgh at hostels and bars. Something to do. A way of not keeping to one place for too long. That was the key: to keep moving.

         The sharp crunch of shoe on sand signalled the return of Vic. She was holding two ice creams in one hand, and two bottles of coca cola in the other.

         ‘Robbie,’ she said, her voice flattening. ‘I didn’t know you were here.’

         He took a bottle of coke from her hand and opened it. It let out a fizz that reminded Josephine of the foam left over by waves on the shore.

         ‘I am everywhere,’ he said. ‘Always expect me.’

         Vic snorted. ‘Funny,’ she said, sarcastically.

         Robbie took an ice cream from her and passed the Coke to Josephine. She drank from it and tried to keep thoughts of Robbie’s spittle away. Vic licked her own ice cream, then saw Robbie licking the one meant for Josephine.

         ‘That’s not yours,’ she said. ‘Get your own.’

         Robbie grinned and passed the ice cream over. Josephine could see the imprint his tongue had left.

         ‘Sorry,’ he said, laying down in the patch of sand between the two girls. ‘Heat like this. It makes you do crazy things. Not that it’s that hot here. But the sun’s out. And that brings something, doesn’t it?’

         Vic and Josephine looked at each other. They couldn’t stand how he flooded their conversations with his boasting, as if you couldn’t even grab the air to speak around him. Robbie stretched his smirk wide and spoke again.

         ‘Anyway, who wants to bury me?’ 21

         *

         A thick line of pale yellow stretched across the horizon, the last echo of orange glimmering. Josephine sat by a fire, drinking from a bottle of beer. The fire was large, made from lots of logs bought at a petrol station. The discarded green netting had blown off in the direction of the bandstand and disappeared into the dusk. The wood was doused with lighter fluid so that the flames were yellow and large and licking, but she could still feel the cold on her back. Music was playing loudly from somebody’s Bluetooth speaker. Not Vic’s; Vic had gone home. There was something playing that sounded new and beachy, like it wanted you to move to it. People were, their darkened silhouettes appearing like apparitions through the flames, arms moving luxuriously, almost as if in slow-motion, coming together then falling away again.

         Josephine took another swig from the beer which was warm and tasted of washing-up liquid. To her right, two boys talked, one with a shaved head facing away from her. The other boy had short black hair and a long navy coat. He was nodding intensely to every word the other said.

         ‘So, Glyndŵr was like this guerrilla fighter,’ said the first one. ‘Like medieval Cymru Viet Cong. And he basically spent his whole life fighting in forests, ambushing his enemies. Never beaten, never captured, and never killed. It’s interesting, right?’

         ‘Right,’ said the second.

         ‘And he had bases. One right here, in fact. He kept men in that very castle ruin on the corner of the coast. But really, he was a man for an ambush, for an attack. And maybe that was his downfall in the end. He was more about vengeance than independence.’

         The boy with the shaved head shifted thoughtfully as he said this, so Josephine could see the outline of his nose and lips. The boy with the black hair and the navy coat simply nodded now. 22‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes that makes sense.’

         ‘And his last battle,’ said the boy with the shaved head. ‘His last battle deserves at least something worthier than what it has got, in terms of legacy. An ambush on an old rival. A victory. A capture. A ransom. Then, a final disappearance. He left us waiting for him to appear again.’

         ‘Yes,’ said the boy with the black hair. ‘Yes, incredible!’

         Josephine drained the last of the bottle, got up and walked away. Stories like that, with all their grandeur and glory, all their nostalgia and wistfulness, bored her.

         *

         Up in the sky the many stars burned brightly and whitely, dying as they did so. The moon was yellow like a sick man under-fed. Josephine stood next to the Pen Dinas monument, looking at how it stretched towards the sky, one long stone tube with nothing but its upwardness. She had climbed the hill to find somewhere quiet. She had climbed the hill to think about her mum. She had done that thinking and now wanted to stop. She read the plaque mounted at the foot of the Pen Dinas monument, using the torch on her phone as a light. She read that it was built to honour the Duke of Wellington. The name rung gently in Josephine’s ears. Something to do with the Battle of Waterloo. Couldn’t escape if I wanted to. But she had escaped, and everything was as far away as it could be. She looked out over the sea, seeing waves dimly in the distant dark coming, hearing their low ushering. The storm, she thought, was finally over.

         *

         But let her rest, now. We must get back to the storm. Run across the darkened, lamp-lit town. Watch the man in the hooded jumper and 23the shorts run through the rain by the marina. Is he running from something? Or running something off? Perhaps last night’s takeaway. He certainly looks as if he is purging. The way he puffs and mumbles to himself, his body pushing along like a bike up a hill. And in the rain, too. Up goes the right arm and down comes the left leg. He is soaking all the way through to his fast-beating heart. Up comes the left arm and down goes the right leg, sweat rolling down his cheeks. Bits of sea spray flick at him, mixing with sweat and rain. He is not particularly fast, just mechanical, like the early morning train just firing up now at the station.

         He pushes down the incline and past the boats towards his house. He shares it with three people, and there are often others kipping on the sofa, discarded takeaway boxes spread over their chests. He turns left onto another road and then he is home, pushing the door as he twists his key in the lock. The house is drafty, but after the rain and the wind it is shelter. Low snoring rumbles from the living room. He flicks a switch and dull yellow lights the narrow corridor. Glynn adds his trainers to the pile in the corner, throws his jacket over the banister and lays down on the bare staircase. The rough wood scratches his skin, the steps pressing into his spine. His muscles pulse, aches that move in comfortable circles.

         In the kitchen, he cracks two eggs into a jug and mixes them with milk, adding a little salt and a lot of pepper. He’s been cutting down over the last year, watching the fat around his belly thin. As he inserts two slices of bread into the toaster, Glynn hears a stirring in the deep darkness of the living room. Just as the butter has melted into the pan and the eggy mix is turning thick and rubbery, he hears the door creak open, like dawn breaking on a grey day.

         ‘Alllriiiight?’ comes a yawning voice.

         ‘Hey, man,’ says Glynn, keeping his eyes on the pan as the mix becomes fluffy and pale and yellow.

         ‘What are you cooking?’ 24

         Glynn recognises the softness in Jake’s Carolina tone now, knows he will have the faded cream dressing gown with all the tobacco and food stains draped over his thin body.

         ‘Eggs,’ he says. ‘Want some?’

         He is leaning on the door, arms stretched towards the ceiling, eyes closed and face scrunched.

         ‘I’m ok,’ he says. ‘I think I’ve got some kebab somewhere.’

         Glynn nods and, though he says nothing, feels a pang of resentment at Jake’s ability to eat takeaways and drink so regularly without having to worry about his figure as he does.

         ‘Fun night?’ he asks.

         ‘I don’t really remember,’ Jake says. ‘We were in Yoko’s for a bit. That was good. Anna bought a bottle of Prosecco and gave us all some. There was one guy that kept coming up to her, though. Kept trying to get her to dance with him. Would never happen with Bill around. She told him I was with her just to shake him off, like that would of scared him. He wouldn’t listen, so in the end I shook up the prosecco bottle and fired it at his face. He went crying to the bouncers and we had to leave after that. Fair enough I suppose, but this bloke got away completely scot-free and that doesn’t seem right to me.’

         ‘It’s not,’ says Glynn. He butters his toast.

         ‘Right? Then we were just walking around the seafront, looking at all the stars and stuff, which turned out quite nice in the end, especially ‘cos of the rain that’s starting now. They reckon it’ll stay for a few days. And I still had the bottle of Prosecco, so we drank that. Then Bill met us, we came back here, smoked for a bit and fell asleep.’

         Glynn lays his toast on a plate. He pours the scrambled eggs. ‘Sounds good.’

         Jake shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Do you ever sometimes feel like you’re living the same thing over and over?’ 25

         Glynn remembers things from before. ‘It can get like that.’

         ‘I mean, most of the night was alright. But when I was dancing, I don’t know, it was one of those mixes they always play, and not just in there but in every bloody bar. And I’m dancing to it, and I just feel like every move I’m making is a move I’ve made before. It’s like I’m on repeat or something.’ Jake looks out the window. A clouded morning gathers outside, the beginnings of a slow shift from dark to grey.

         ‘Maybe you need a break,’ says Glynn, sitting down at the little table near Jake. He cuts at his scrambled eggs with his knife and fork. ‘Maybe take some time off going out.’

         There’s squishing and crunching between Glynn’s teeth. The eggs are fluffy and good.

         ‘And do what?’ says Jake. ‘There’s nothing to fucking do around here.’

         ‘Go for a walk?’

         Jake takes a glass from the cupboard and gets some water from the tap. He takes a sip. ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ he says, wistfully. ‘I’d love to see more of this place, get out of town.’

         ‘It’s not hard,’ says Glynn. ‘You just do it. Put on some boots and get out there.’

         ‘Really?’ Jake looks at him. ‘When was the last time you left, then?’

         Glynn thinks back proudly on his walk to Borth, his conquering of the cliffs and hills and wind. He realises that was seven weeks ago now. He chews shamefully.

         ‘I guess it’s been a while.’

         ‘You get trapped in here,’ Jake says. ‘Don’t beat yourself up about it. It’s hills and hangovers.’

         Glynn eats. Jake yawns. He takes his phone from his pocket and stares into its electric blue light.

         ‘Think I’m going to sleep upstairs,’ he says. ‘I’ve got a lecture later. Might try and make it. Maybe I’ll take that walk, beforehand.’ 26

         ‘You could try Tan-y-Bwlch,’ says Glynn. ‘It’s just over the bridge. Not too far.’

         Jake pauses. Nods. ‘Maybe I will,’ he says.

         He drifts away and Glynn is alone, scraping at crusts and the last squidgy blobs of egg. Glynn looks out the window and waits for morning to come.

      

   


   
      
         
27
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The rain is still coming down and the black clouds block out any light that tries to shine on this little town. Day still somehow comes. It does not come quickly, but as this spot on the planet shifts back towards the sun, the clouds turn from black to grey. The sea is green like a giant’s snot, each wave sneezing up over the promenade and drenching the streets. Time moves.

         People are leaving their houses, yawning, flasks in hand, layers topped up, big coats with fluffy hoods, swearing under their breath at the weather. On Iorweth Avenue, amongst the detached red brick houses, there is a mother ushering her twins into the car. Can you see the bags under her eyes? Her boys are not much past four years old. They were kept up all the previous night by the wailing of the wind, convinced it was some creature lying dormant under their beds.

         On Chalybeate Street, a baker unlocks the door to his shop. He feels the wind cut into him. He looks down to where the road curves onto the high street. Just out of his sight is the Greggs, staffed by students and the semi-retired, stocked with neat rows of pastries and sandwiches. It has been like this since their first delivery truck skirted around that corner, passing his shop like a haunt. They will outsell him, as they do every day. He goes inside to begin his work.

         On the promenade, away from the pier where the chirping starlings swirl and shift in the sky there is an old wooden shelter with 28dirty windows and faded colours. Many people have sought its protection while eating chips, smoking cigarettes or sleeping. Now, it is empty except for a lone seagull pecking at some scraps. He catches his reflection in the window.

         ‘Harwrk!’ he shouts. The other does not move.

         ‘Harwrk!’ he repeats, to no acknowledgement.

         ‘Harwrk!’

         The seagull bashes its beak against the glass. It is thrown back. That did not feel like feather and flesh and bone. It felt hard and cold. The supernatural seagull is still there, staring back, unmoved, offering no resistance and refusing to submit. The gull goes again, butting at the glass. He tries once more, falls back, his webbed feet unsteady. Looking at the figure staring back at him he lets out a hawrk of defeat and flies into the wind. A gust catches his wings and sends him back into a nearby lamppost. He drops to the concrete, the first casualty of the storm. Maybe it is time to move elsewhere.

         The dog-walkers walk their dogs, as always and ever. This one is an older lady, quite small, particularly next to that vast, angry ocean. She is dressed in thermals and a woolly hat; her joints are stiff as she moves along the sand and stone of Tan-y-Bwlch, south of the dead seagull, as far from town as one can get without encountering some mighty hill. Her big mastiff pulls her along, and barks at the gulls. He sniffs at rocks, working out where the dead used to be and where they might be still. Soon, the tide will come in to spit up stones and old things.

         *

         Knocks sound like bells on Josephine’s door. It is eleven but it feels like six. The wind gurgles against the windows and the crash of waves booms so that even here Josephine can hear them. She 29awakes bleary eyed into the world to the familiar feelings of her quilt’s warmth against the cold of the room, the mattress’s loose springs digging into her back and neck.

         ‘Hey!’ says Vic from the other side of the door. ‘Are you coming up?’

         Josephine never expected to be the kind of student whose attendance at any given lecture was uncertain. It would have seemed shameful to her just months ago. Outside, the winds howl a warning to stay inside. She wants to heed it.

         ‘I’m cosy,’ she says. ‘Do we have to?’

         Vic has played the motivator so many times with Josephine. She is growing tired of it. But in that same howling wind which Josephine takes as a warning, Vic hears a rallying cry.

         ‘Come on, Jose.’ She leans her arm on the door, presses her head against her palm, as if trying to sink through the wood. The words reverberate against the oak surface. Vic wonders why she even said them.

         But on the other side of the door, something changes. Watch: if you pay attention, you can see it happen. Josephine’s grip over the quilt covers loosens. She opens her eyes and looks out the window. She notices that while the wind is still hard and strong, the rain has taken a brief reprieve, the last droplets running down her window. Now she is sitting up, looking out at the grey sky. There are cracks in the clouds where pale light bursts through. It is not that she takes it as a sign – Josephine is far too grown up for signs – but it does something.

         ‘I’ll make tea,’ says Vic in her last attempt.

         ‘Ok, I’m moving.’

         And she does. She puts on some jeans, a t-shirt, a jumper, a hoodie and a jacket. She has learnt to wear layers in Wales. The flat is cold. All the heat built up in between eight and nine the night before when the radiators burned has fled through single glazing 30and old walls. When she comes into the kitchen, there is a mug waiting for her on the table next to a crumb-covered plate.

         Vic nods at it. ‘Yours?’

         ‘Robbie’s, I think.’

         ‘Should’ve known.’ Vic motions to the bits of tobacco left next to the plate. ‘It’d be nice if he cleaned up after himself for once.’

         ‘It’s not that bad.’

         They have talked about this before. Before they moved, they’d taken too long to find a flat for the next year. They saw the ad on Facebook: hilarious history student seeks two flatmates to save him from eviction. It was characteristically egotistical, but funny enough that they thought he might just be a little overly eager. Since then, Josephine and Vic had near weekly conversations about his sexism, narcissism, insensitivity, and, as if representative in its shallowness of it all, his messiness. But this morning, Josephine just didn’t have the energy for it. ‘I know we keep going over this,’ says Vic, ‘but he seems to get creepier and creepier.’

         Josephine sips from her mug and feels warmth trickle down her throat. She rubs sleep from her eyes and hears the wind stretching down the street.

         ‘Maybe he knows its bothering us,’ she says. ‘We just have to learn to ignore him.’

         Vic leaves the room and comes back with a bright pink rucksack. She is a better student than Josephine; often taking notes, at least attempting the required reading, watching public lectures from John Mullan on YouTube. Josephine still sips at her tea and stares out the window at the darkening sky and its rifts of light.

         ‘I think sometimes that’s the worst thing you can do,’ says Vic. ‘I mean, if his behaviour just continues then who knows what it could lead to. I’ve heard of people who’ve ended up doing awful things, all getting the benefit of the doubt in the lead up because they’re a friend or family or co-worker or even just someone living 31in proximity and then they end up really hurting someone.’

         Josephine pours the last of her tea, too hot to down, into the sink. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she says. ‘But what are we meant to do? It’s not like he’s actually done anything.’

         Vic sighs. ‘I know,’ she says. She checks her phone ‘Are you ready to go yet?’

         Josephine nods. She goes to her room and picks up her bag, feeling for the notebook inside it. They walk downstairs. Josephine runs her hands along the walls of chipped green paint. Pieces come away on the tips of some of her fingers. Opening the door, wind rushes to greet them. The rain has resumed and is spinning in circles. They enter the storm together, walking up the road, preparing for the push of the hill. Josephine regrets her change of mind, wants the storm to push her all the way back into bed. Vic is undeterred, her face scrunched against the wind, her legs moving like the mechanics of the clock tower in the town square. It has been a while since Josephine has walked up the hill and, even though she gets a pretty good workout from her shifts at Yoko’s, her lungs wheeze and her legs ache. The rain calms to a steady spit. They pass Bronglais Hospital. There is a woman cradling the large bump protruding from her stomach with one hand and smoking a cigarette with the other. Vic glances over and tuts.

         ‘Can you believe people do that?’ she says, her arms and legs moving furiously. ‘You have a fucking baby. It’s just crazy.’

         Josephine imagines a child inhaling and exhaling the smoke within the trusting warmth of its womb. Then, she thinks of a design on a cigarette box where a mother smokes, with a see-through stomach showing the baby smoking, too, the mother holding the very same cigarette packet, so the image goes on and on. She looks at Vic and thinks about explaining this little image which makes her want to giggle.

         ‘Yeah,’ she says, deciding against it. ‘It is.’ 32

         Vic nods but her mind is somewhere else now. Her eyes are fixed on the bridge at the hill’s summit. Josephine points at the green shelter across the road where an old lady and her dog wait. Her hair feels almost matted under the hood of her jumper.

         ‘Shall we get the bus up the rest of the way? It’s nasty out here.’

         Vic shakes her head. ‘We’re nearly there now! We’ll feel better for the journey.’

         They keep going, passing the old lady and her dog, up towards Pantycelyn. Josephine looks down the road leading to the National Library. It looks very grand from far away – like the headquarters of a Bond villain. She wonders what it is like inside. Books, probably. She’s heard mention of paintings before. Probably lots of things she desperately does not want to learn.

         The bus hurtles by. Josephine sees a flash of faces pressed against the glass. She knows that the warmth in there will be uncomfortable, the result of too many bodies wrapped in damp coats pressed against each other, but at this moment, wind-battered and rain-beaten, it is inviting. They at last turn onto the street leading to the concourse of grey brutalist buildings, seeking refuge in the long rectangular newbuild.

         *

         The lecture hall is bright and warm. From the high ceiling, lights burn their way down, making Josephine’s sleep-blinking eyes ache and squint. Even the heat is uncomfortable, after the whipping cold. It makes her skin itch in splotches: to the right of her stomach, her left arm, her neck.

         As she moves with Vic towards their usual spot in the third row from the back, she sees some of the other students in the half-filled hall have brought coffees or energy drinks. One even has a bottle of water. Her throat feels so incredibly dry. She summons up some spit to swallow. 33

         Arla is stood at the lectern. The lectern is a big desk which stretches wide and high. Arla is short, blond, and pretty, with fine features. She’s confident, too, one of the sharp ones, but with the lectern in front of her, she looks as if she is taking cover. She is looking at the computer screen in front of her, frowning, biting her bottom lip, while the large projector screen above shows a picture of Aberystwyth University, a group of students laughing on the grass, the sun, and, in the top left corner, the Microsoft explorer shortcut icon.
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