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Gwyn Thomas was born into a large and boisterous family in Porth, in the Rhondda Valley, in 1913. After a scholarship to Porth County School he went to St Edmund Hall, Oxford, where he read Spanish. Mass unemployment and widespread poverty in South Wales deepened his radicalism. After working for the Workers’ Educational Association he became a teacher, first in Cardigan and from 1942 in Barry. In 1962 he left teaching and concentrated on writing and broadcasting. His many published works of fiction include The Dark Philosophers (1946); The Alone to the Alone (1947); All Things Betray Thee (1949); The World Cannot Hear You (1951) and Now Lead Us Home (1952). He also wrote several collections of short stories, six stage plays and the autobiography A Few Selected Exits (1968). He died in 1981.




Oscar


Rainwater streamed down the walls of the Harp. It had rained for a week. There was nothing of the many things I could feel around me in the dark that was not soaked. I wore a waterproof jacket. That jacket was thick and good. It had belonged to an uncle of mine. I took it from his house without telling anybody, just after he died. The rain did not bother him any more. It bothered me.


I leaned with the full weight of my shoulders against the walls of the Harp. I was standing in the yard of that pub. The rain bounced down from the chutes about six inches from where I stood. Beside me was a lighted window, small. The light from that window was very yellow and had a taste. Behind that window were about a dozen drunks, singing. Among those drunks was Oscar. I could tell that Oscar’s voice if I was deaf. There was a feel about it, a slow greasy feel.


Oscar was a hog. I knew him well. I worked for Oscar. I was Oscar’s boy. It was for Oscar I was waiting in that streaming, smelling yard of the Harp, pressing my shoulders against those walls that were as wet and cold as the soil of the churchyard that stood across the road.


The wind blew a kite’s tail of the falling water from the chute across my mouth. I licked in the water and cursed Oscar, called him a hog seven times. I did not speak under my breath but out loud. No one could hear me in that empty yard. If anyone had heard me and if he did not know Oscar he would have said I was mad, shouting in that fashion. If he knew Oscar he would have said I was quite right. Everybody in the valley knew Oscar was a very dirty element.


I stared at the tall railings that the Council had planted on the wall of the churchyard opposite. I tried to count the number of spikes in those railings and gave up that job with the thought that they were many. I wondered whether those tall railings were to keep the dead voters in or the live voters out. There were many things done by that Council that I did not understand. But I was young. That I was working for a hog who spent less than one day in a hundred sober meant that I must have been very dense as well. The only bright thing I ever remember doing was to take that waterproof jacket from the house of my uncle who had just died.


I sang a bit of the song the drunks were singing. It was a song called ‘Roll me Home’, and the voters behind the curtain were singing it to some words that were coated with dirt that they had no doubt made up for themselves to work up a heat. There were maidens’ voices too behind that curtain and I thought it was funny that maidens should have the chance or the time to do any such thing as sing with such a great, busy ram as Oscar in the same room. I sang in a light tenor voice that sounded very well in that enclosed yard. I used to be a boy soprano. I used to sing very sweetly and on a sad song I could make as many people cry as death. If it had not broken so soon I would have taken that soprano voice around the place singing for money, and perhaps I would have made so much out of it I would not have had to take that job with Oscar when I found there were no jobs in pits or shops for youths like me.


I glanced at the hills around. The hills of the valley were close together around the Harp. The houses of the valley were thickest at this point. They were built around a colliery and the Harp. The local voters did a lot of work in the colliery, and some of them did a lot of drinking at the Harp, not as much as Oscar did, but there was nothing ordinary about him. Behind the Harp to the north was the broad mountain that Oscar owned. It was his. I always thought it queer that a man could point to a thing like a mountain and say, ‘That’s mine,’ just as you would with a shirt or a woman or a pot. But that is what Oscar could do with this mountain.


He got it from his father. I never knew his father and I never knew where he got this mountain from. Stole it, as like as not, from sheep or from some people who were dafter than sheep. And on top of this mountain a colliery company had built its tip, its dump, the stuff that had to be got out from underground to let the elements that work there get at the coal. Oscar owned that tip too. He owned the mountain and the huge cake of black refuse that the pit people had tossed on to it. So Oscar owned a lot of dirt.


He owned me too, I suppose, or I would not have been such a dense crap as to stand there in pouring rain waiting for him to fill his guts to a point where I would have to undo his buttons for him. So, for a hog, Oscar did very well out of being a man. Nobody liked him in the valley. The elements who went to chapel thought he was on a par with the god Pan, who was half a goat. The elements who did not go to chapel thought he was all Pan or all goat, or they were red revolutionary elements who thought that all such subjects as Oscar, who got fat out of stolen land, should have a layer of this land fixed over them in such a way as to stop their breathing.


And a lot of this dislike for Oscar which was felt by the local voters was felt for me too. I worked for him and was, as they saw it, part of him. Lads who in the old days would always say, ‘Hullo, Lewis,’ when I passed, in a very friendly way, grew either to saying just ‘Hullo’, or nothing at all, and these habits came to hurt me in a deep sensitive part of me. All because Oscar was a hog and owned a mountain.


All I said in answer to the voters, who claimed I ought to be hanging my head in shame for getting pay from such an element, was that I spent much time looking for jobs that were not there or ran to cover whenever I was around, and when a youth has spent much time in such a search he will get desperate and unparticular and will take a job even from Satan if he finds Satan. I did not find him but I found Oscar, who was the next worse thing. And there we are. In Clay Street, a dark thoroughfare, where the feet get in deeper and stickier with every forward step we take.


A small cart came rolling down the road. It stopped outside the entrance to the yard where I stood. I could hear the driver of the cart clicking his tongue at the horse. He kept clicking his tongue for a whole minute after the horse had stopped, and that made me think that the horse had a lot more sense than the driver. I knew this driver well. He was a small man by the name of Waldo Williamson, who sold vegetables from a cart about the streets and made some sort of a living in this way because his horse was nearly as daft as Waldo and allowed itself to be driven up steep slopes that no other carter would touch, to serve voters who liked living in high places.


Waldo’s wife and kids did not see much of this living that he made, for this element Waldo Williamson was a man who greatly feared rheumatism and went around all the year wearing heavy oilskins, and went into every pub he passed to get cool from the heat he worked up from wearing such a load of leggings and capes. So this Waldo was nearly always drunk and broke, and only his wife, who had to sleep with him off and on, knew what he looked like without all this waterproof.


She would not tell because she was not interested enough in this Waldo to talk about him, and I always felt she was right in that, because this Waldo could not have been much of a man to live with or sleep with, and his wife, no doubt, would have slept elsewhere if she could have found another bed, which was difficult in a crowded, poor place like that valley.


Waldo came into the yard eating a piece of swede, and I could hear him groaning softly because he was getting on in age and his teeth could not have been strong, not strong enough to cope with so hard an item as a swede. He stopped in front of me, right beneath the shower from the chutes. It shows what sort of a man this Waldo was to stand there still as a mummy and get a drenching.


‘You’re getting wet,’ I said.


‘Who are you?’ he asked, his voice indistinct and distant with swede-eating.


‘You know me, Waldo. I’m Lewis. You’re drunk as a wheel.’


‘Always drunk, boy. You’re Lewis. Hullo, Lew. You’re Oscar’s boy.’ He started to laugh, rocking about in his oilskins and making a rustle like wind in a wood and his breath was right in my face. ‘He got sick of women, did he, Lewis boy, and now he’s got you instead.’


I drove my open hand into his face and he went down into a puddle. He laughed at that, too. Dressed like that, Waldo could have lived in puddles like a duck and not seen much difference. He looked altogether like a duck as he sat there, his lips stuck outwards like the beginnings of a beak, and wondering how the hell he got down there so near the ground with waves all around him. I jerked him to his feet, swiftly, proud of my strength, which could have jerked twelve Waldos, oilskins and all, to their feet.


He waddled into the side door of the Harp. He was a well known drinker at the Harp and he never went in by the front way. His father, who was still alive and very old, was a Rechabite, and did not like the notion of his son Waldo entering pubs the front way. So Waldo used the side doors of as many as fourteen pubs in one day to please his old man. It baffled me to know how an element as old as Waldo’s old man could have wit enough left to be a Rechabite or anything else; also, how it could have escaped the attention of Waldo’s old man that the best and shortest cut to solving such a problem as Waldo’s drinking was to get rid of Waldo, who was of no use that I could see.


At the side door, through which Waldo had gone, appeared Clarisse, one of the girls who worked at the Harp. Clarisse was wearing a red blouse and the strong light from the passageway shone hard upon this blouse, and it was smooth red and had an effect on me. Clarisse was a stoutish girl with black hair, black as mine, which was very black, and her lips were thick and red like good chops of meat. Most of the young elements in the valley had chased Clarisse at some time or the other, and when they got tired Clarisse chased them, because she lived well at the Harp, slept soundly and had plenty of strength left over from serving up the malt and dusting around the furniture for such activities as love.


I always kept away from Clarisse, although I knew she could never have kept ahead of me if I started chasing. I did not want to give the local voters any idea that I was as mad for the maidens as Oscar was, and if I fooled around with Clarisse I knew I would be mad. I was always like a kettle on the boil with nobody to take it off or turn the gas down whenever that Clarisse came within a yard of me. So I kept away from her and lived a life that was cleaner than my linen.


‘Come on in here,’ said Clarisse.


I made no answer. I pressed closer to the wall.


‘Don’t be so daft, Lewis. Come on in here. I got tea made. You’ll like that. There’s nobody in here.’


When she said that about nobody being in there my body twitched a little and I had the old spots in front of my eyes. My eyes rested on the smooth, scarlet shine of her blouse, and I thought of what my father had told me once, after he had had a few pots, not long before he passed over with the lung trouble he got in the pits.


‘You’re like me, Lewis. Just like me, boyo. You’re a good-for-nothing bloody nuisance. It’s stamped all over your face like it’s stamped all over the inside of me. You won’t do yourself any good by trying to be any different.’


A nice man, my father, but given to saying dark, moody things like the one you have just heard. I did not agree with him. An element does not have to be like his old man. An element does not have to be like the element he works for. He grows up the way the world lets him, and if he does not want to be like any element whatever, he can always pass over and be like nobody. I wanted to show people that I could be clean and good like these elements who go to chapels and boast a lot about being good and clean, without, very often, being so, except when they are actually inside the chapels where a voter is very limited in his choice of what he would like to do. So I made no answer to this Clarisse who stood there in the lighted passageway asking me to come inside and drink tea and so on. I drank in the smooth redness of her blouse as if it were a glass of hot cordial you get at a penny a glass in the Italian refreshment shops.


‘There’s nobody in here,’ said Clarisse again.


‘I’m waiting for Oscar. I got to wait here for Oscar. Got to take him home.’


‘Don’t worry about him. He’s well away. He’s got one of those Macnaffy girls from Brimstone Terrace and he’ll be a long time with her.’


‘Got to wait for him. So long, Clarisse.’


She put her hands over her head and ran out into the rain towards me. She stood by my side. I stuck my lips hard into hers. I could not help doing that, as you could not help sticking your head into a soft pillow if you were in a bed and very tired. Her whole body came at me in a rush and burned mine. The steam was whistling through my ears.


‘You’re big and dark and strong,’ she glugged, and it was this glugging sound which Clarisse seemed to have picked up from the pictures or the chickens that gave me the strength to remain like my linen, clean. What she told me was nothing new. I knew I was big and dark and strong. I was big because my father had been like that. I was dark because my mother’s hair is raven and her skin the softest brown you ever saw. I was strong because all the work I had done as a kid, such as carrying loads of coal, furniture and God knows what, for voters who could not afford to pay somebody grown-up to do this carrying, could not have been done by anybody weak.


‘You talk a lot of nonsense,’ I said to Clarisse.


‘You’re dark and strong, Lewis, like a man in the book I’m reading.’


I did not know that Clarisse could read. We had been at school together and I remembered she had worn out three teachers because these three elements had vanished after a few months of trying to put some knowledge into Clarisse. I supposed she must have picked up a bit of culture from the softer-spoken customers at the Harp who were clerks. I was very pleased to find that she could read books as well as spend her time bringing young, sensitive elements like me to the boil at a speed that nearly drove us forward like engines.


‘What is the name of this book you are reading, Clarisse?’ I asked, thinking a serious question of this type would cool her down straightaway.


‘It’s called Four Green Eyes.’


‘Who’s the element who’s got four green eyes?’


‘Two. With two green eyes each. Green with being jealous, see?’


‘That’s fair enough.’


‘I’m jealous about you, Lewis. I’m green for you, like that book says. Why don’t you ever go with girls, Lew?’


‘I’ve got enough to do with Oscar. I haven’t got the time. I haven’t got the fancy.’


‘Nor the strength,’ she snapped, a bit angry, but I only laughed when she said that, because I knew I had the strength to lift her over the building.


‘That Oscar is a hog,’ she said, and I thought that if a girl like Clarisse, who was not bright at anything except making shapes at men and giving off waves of heat like a furnace, could reel off this slogan pat like that, it must be a very well-established slogan.
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