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Mae ’nghyfeillion adre’n myned


O fy mlaen o un i un


Gan fy ngadael yn amddifad


Fel pererin wrtho’i hun …



My friends are homeward going


Before me one by one


And I am left an orphan


A pilgrim all alone


Evan Evans


















PART ONE


Arrivals


















Neil


In the springtime the old people come back. They arrive as soon as the grass starts to grow and the daffodils sprout by the roadsides. As the sun becomes warm once more they sud denly appear, shuffling stiffly around the edges of the town as though they had never left, as though they were coldblooded things that had spent the winter hidden away in nooks and crannies and clammy, secret caves. The light seems to dazzle them to begin with. They keep their heads bent down and their eyes fixed firmly on the ground, watching their first weak and tentative steps, a little afraid perhaps that their legs will fail them, or that they will not quite remember how to use them. But on they go, inching unseeing past the tea-houses and the shops and the grey walls of the castle until at last they become more confident in their weak strides and arch their wrinkled faces towards the sun, feeding on its beams like iguanas, and make their blinking way towards the sea, always the sea.


Look at them – these ancient water-gazers, these withered lilies that bloom on the fronts of seaside towns. They must have returned as I slept. Because when I woke this morning a premonitory scent had already crept its way into my room: a faint mix of lavender and stale urine, the gentle musk of mouldy furniture, a pot-pourri of dying cells. It’s their smell. There’s a delicate, carrion reek to it that makes the seagulls bold this time of year and they were screeching greedily above the rooftops. I tried to smother the noise with my blankets but it was useless and before I knew it I was wide awake and the air around me was horridly alive with their shrieking travesty of a morning chorus. How I hate these birds, hate them, with their malevolent, yellow eyes and the splatter of blood on the bottom of their beaks! Sometimes I think they’ve caterwauled their way through my whole life, have hovered about it like the aquatic vultures that they are, watching each step I’ve ever taken, waiting for them to weaken and falter so they can swoop. Imagine ending your days on their oily, fishy tongues! I can imagine nothing worse. When the moment arrives I will be sure to give myself to the crematorium’s fire and afterwards be scattered from my urn; at the most I will become ashes in their mouths.


The spring should bring back swallows and lambs and the viridian glimmer of leaf-buds, but when I opened my curtains I could see none of these. I could only see them: straggled out in ones and twos along the promenade, swaying slightly in a breeze that was hardly strong enough to lurch through my open window. It was too feeble even to ruffle the straits into which they stared. Its waters remained sluggish and flat and greasily still, a rancid sea-soup with damp strands of bladderwrack lolling around its edges like clusters of dead eggs. While across the straits, on the mainland shore, the mountains bulged out like the bloated bellies of drowned giants – who would never wake up.


After a few minutes of looking it was as if my eyeballs had fallen into some gloopy, stagnant pool. I was seeing everything in slow, syrupy motion, and I began to wonder if perhaps my vision was becoming empathetic somehow, if it were not possible that I might be seeing the world as the old people saw it. My taid said that his eyes got slower as he got older, that they caught down with the movement of his body and like a good dancer’s adjusted themselves to the stiff, arthritic rhythm of his limbs. He told me it was one of nature’s ways of compensating the creatures to whom it gave such a cramped and finite span of life, because it stretched time out near the end, or at least provided an optical illusion of duration. He was a kind man, my taid – to humans anyway – and I miss the way he glossed the truth for me with a glass half full even when I knew it was half empty too, even when I had seen how his slowed senses elongated his nightmares and made time the rack he was tortured on.


Once, when I was a child, me and my friends found a bicycle embedded in the mud below the tideline. It was almost new, in perfect working order, and by chance had come to rest entirely upright in the sludge, as though its rider had just that second got their wheels stuck and gone headlong over the handlebars into the salty mire. It was quite a find for us, and in our excitement we began riding it there and then in the mud, taking turns to pedal it forward a foot or two until the wheels stuck fast again and it squelched to a halt. On and on we went, making our inchmeal way towards where the shore became stony and solid. But in the end it was just too far. We were so wet and filthy and exhausted that the last ten yards were beyond us. We couldn’t even muster the strength to pick the bicycle up and carry it, and instead hid it beneath some seaweed and arranged to collect it later. The next morning it had vanished as mysteriously as it had appeared. But it is not that which I remember so much as the walk home that day, how my body trembled with tiredness, how sapped and wobbly my legs were, as though the mud still enveloped them and held back my every step. And I now realized that it was this same feeling of leaden fatigue that had settled into my eyes, spreading out through my vision and down through my limbs, making it almost impossible for me to pull back from the window and retract my gaze. As I stared, the figures of the old people seemed to harden in front of me like the bars of a cage.


And then I saw movement. Only a glimpse at first, a furtive whirl of cherry-blossom pink that tumbled suddenly from behind the ice-cream booth by the entrance to the pier and reeled along across the edge of the town green. There were several cars parked on the grass and it bobbed between them, flickering in and out of view, stopping and starting, crouching and jumping, until finally it made a frantic dash on to the open spaces of the green and resolved itself into the hyperactive blur of a young girl’s legs. She was running from some invisible pursuer, or pursuers, whom I quickly identified as two dull-witted little boys who were still poking about behind the ice-cream booth. She was miles ahead of their seeking now and no longer bothered to hide. Exhilarated by her own momentum, she zigzagged towards the promenade, with her hair bouncing on her head and her teeshirt and skirt flapping about around her skinny body. In a blink she’d arrived at the sea front and started weaving her helter-skelter way through the stooped shadows of the watchers. Her buoyancy seemed to stir them. They twisted their necks to face her. They smiled. Some held out crooked fingers in her wake, as though they were belatedly reaching for the children who had run away from them into middle age.


But there was no catching her. She jumped down off the sea wall on to the narrow strip of sand that the tide had rolled out for her, and flung herself, elatedly, into a cartwheel. For a fraction of a second the tiny white triangle of her knickers seemed to hover like a tern’s wing above the water, and it was just a fraction, but it was enough to bring her back. In dread I saw her face become similar, and then the same. Everything else followed: her hair, her legs, her arms, until it could only be her – running again to the water’s edge as the gulls began to gather in ravening circles in the sky and the breeze came alive and licked the surface of the sea. Running again into the swell that now slouched its way shorewards and grabbed hold of her ankles. And I tried to move but I couldn’t. And I tried to call out but I couldn’t. And there they were, watching while it happened, exactly as they had before. I tried so hard to do something but it was like I was buried alive, or under an ocean with a thousand weeds tightening around my limbs, and it was then I realized that I was not seeing the world as the old people did but as she had, from beneath the water, looking up at the bleared figures of those who watched but couldn’t see and didn’t come.


Croeso, it said. Welcome. Welcome home, Ricky my son. And they must of taught me well ’cause I didn’t need to read the English bit.


I don’t know when they put the new sign up but it’s in a good spot, there on the side of the pass-over. That’s new too, I think. But I can’t be certain – it’s been a while, it’s been a hell of a while. They used to have a sign on the train platform at Prestatyn. That I remember. A battered, weathered old thing, with the paint all blistered and peeling. It was sad really. There was this picture of a red dragon on it and they’d tried to make it look dead friendly: big, welcoming smile, potbelly, arms spread out to hug you, that kind of stuff – Christ! he might’ve even been holding a frigging balloon. But they’d only half succeeded, I’m telling you, because dead is what he looked. Or maybe not quite completely dead but well on his way, like they’d taken out his claws and fangs and cut off his balls, so he’d given up the fight and decided to end it all in Prestatyn, getting fat on hot dogs and drunk on cheap cider and giving balloons to children he would’ve torn to shreds in his prime. Poor bastard.


You won’t believe this, but my great-grandmother used to own a dancing bear. I’m not joking or nothing – a bona fide dancing bear. Llewelyn she called it, after the prince. And they say it was just like that dragon: neutered to shit, not a sharp bit left on it.


Croeso, it said. But Queensferry, Buckley – they’re hardly a welcome, are they, no sight for sore eyes. I’m always telling people I meet that I come from this beautiful place; straight off a postcard I’ll say, a real hidden gem, sparkling full of valleys, mountains and beaches. And if I’ve had a few I’ll wax positively lyrical: it’ll get greener by the minute, it’ll be summer all the time, and the only risk of rain’ll be from the tears of nostalgia dripping off my lashes. Ricky’s lost wonderland. Ricky’s Wales. But fuck, if they’d followed me across the border today they’d be thinking, that Ricky, he don’t half talk a load of shite. Wonderland my arse, neverland more like – never-ever land. We might as well be in Slough, they’d think, not this semi-Scouse sprawl, not this eyesore of warehouses and factories and slip-roads, not this armpit at the end of the M56. Which is harsh, maybe. There’s worse spots on this big island of ours, much worse. I’ll vouch for it. I’ve been to a fair few of them myself. It’s just none of them seem to get me down like this one, to leave a sad feeling in the pit of my belly and make me press my foot on the accelerator and keep my attention slap bang on the road ahead.



I suppose it’s the expectation, isn’t it? You’ve crossed a border and it’s supposed to be different, but it doesn’t look it. I’ve come this far and I should be home, but I’m not, not yet anyway. And that’s what makes these places seem kind of more depressing than others – greyer, grimier, grimmer – like you’ve put on a DVD thinking it’s going to be in glorious Technicolor and it turns out to be in crappy black and white. Which is harsh, I grant you – only let’s be honest here: border towns are almost always depressing. You’re supposed to cross through them. They’re not there to tempt you to stop. And the ones who don’t keep going, the ones who dawdle betwixt and be-frigging-tween, well, no wonder they’re depressed. You would be too if everyone else was passing by, off on some jaunt or other, trying not to look you straight in the glum, black and white eye. I mean, have you ever seen a happy face in customs or passport control? No, they’re all sullen, moody fuckers, aren’t they? And in my experience people in border towns are moodier, broodier, and just plain sodding meaner, than other folks. Do a poll or something, and I bet you find there’s more piss-heads and scrapping per capita in them than anywhere else. Take my advice: if you get the choice live somewhere people go to – or leave from, at least – and don’t hang about on the edge like a rusty hinge. Or if not be a proper nomad, like them Masai fellers from Africa. Or like old Llew, who I never saw, but who keeps on shuffling in and out of my head for some reason, padding along on his clawless paws, gnashing his toothless gums, pausing to prance a jig or two.



It’s funny how you remember things. Some stuff is there all the time, lurking around beneath the surface, while other stuff just flits through – here one second, gone the next. I was chatting to this doctor bloke once and he tried explaining to me how my brain was full of electricity, millions of pulses of it, and that if he put a monitor on it it’d look like a Christmas tree or one of those aerial pictures of cities at night. And these pulses, he says, well, they’re my thoughts, and they leap from place to place, from cell to cell, and they leave tracks behind them – don’t ask me how – and these are my memories. Which is all very well and good, but he still couldn’t tell me why some of them stuck about and others didn’t, why some of them made guest appearances while others were there for the whole fucking run. And I didn’t like to mention it at the time – because he looked pretty pleased with himself for being so clever and sober enough to speak – but what’s the use knowing how something works if you haven’t really got a clue what it does or why it does it? Congratulations, Ricky, you’ve got a generator inside your skull! Thanks, Doc. So what does it do? It generates. And? It generates. For?



Because? Look, Ricky, maybe yours isn’t fired up right tonight, but try running this through it nice and slowly: it generates because it’s a generator! Cheers, Doc. And I didn’t like to mention it either – because everyone else looked pretty happy with themselves for understanding his pearls of smarmy wisdom and I didn’t want to dampen their spirits – but if I’ve got this amazing piece of machinery on top of my neck then why the fuck does it spend ninety per cent of its time churning out and storing crap? And not just trivial crap either, but bad crap.



And would you credit it but here I am today, driving back, with Queensferry dragging me into a downer and old Llew doing a clumsy two-step across my cerebellum, when my trusty generator clicks into gear and comes up with its own theory: that my brain is full of roads and border towns, and most of the good stuff in it – the memories that make you chuckle for a second to yourself, or at least don’t make you feel any worse than you already do – doesn’t stay put, it keeps on the roads (maybe it is the roads) and fizzes along them like champagne bubbles; and the stuff that lingers, the sulky sediment that’s stopped and settled behind its border town windows, well that’s the bad stuff.


Then I look up and find I’m on top of the pass, with the Clwyd valley sweeping below me. It’s appeared so suddenly that it’s like one of those magical places that kids stumble into in books. There’s this patchwork of fields and rolling hills with a hint of mist hazing them, and these trees


– proper ones: oaks, beeches, none of your suburban twigs – that seem to float out of them and be solid at the same time, like they’ve sprouted half from the ground and half from the air, like you might expect to see a troupe of fairies frolicking around them and a unicorn munching on acorns. And I’m wondering why it’s surprised me but I know it hasn’t, not really. And I realize I’ve forgotten it was here (a good sign, according to my theory anyway), but I haven’t actually forgotten at all because I knew it was. And then it comes to me


– that somehow, the whole time I’ve been driving, all the way from Acton, I’ve been waiting for my Wales to happen, to turn up, but because I was waiting it didn’t. You see, it’s a shy, furtive kind of beast to begin with, this place I’m from, and it doesn’t appreciate the glare of lights and the blare of trumpets; it doesn’t like to be announced, not by a sign or a map or anything like that. No, it’s like one of them rare animals in nature programmes, the ones they spend ages trying to film but who don’t show up; and then, the moment they switch their cameras off and pack up their gear, it does – it shimmies right into view and gives them all a wave.


For a few minutes my heart’s just bursting. I’m going down into the valley thinking why has it taken me this long, why have I put it off, why have I held it at arm’s length and let it hide from me behind England’s undergrowth, why has it taken Steph to hunt me out and call me back? That letter. That letter that never in a year of bloody Sundays did I expect. Hiya, Ricky, it’s Steph … Hiya, Ricky, it’s a miracle. But for now it’s just bursting. And for these few minutes this is my wonderland. Llew ambles past, smiling, shaking a tambourine. That dragon from Prestatyn, he’s leapt right out of his picture to join me, and he’s young again – fit, reborn, roaring fire. Because even though there’s a slight mist on the horizon, I can see it all. There’s the mountains to my left, the sea to my right, coming together inch by inch, mile by mile, until they almost meet at Penmaenmawr. There’s the Great Orme, worming its way into the water. There’s Seiriol’s Island, with its lonely tower. And there’s my island, and it’s just as green and beautiful as I told those bastards it was. Fuck, I don’t even need a car for this journey; I can make it the rest of the way in my head. Across the bridge and over the straits, through the bends, past the point, along the west end of town, past the green, the castle, the sea front, and beyond into … And then it’s just burst.


… a patch of darkness that’s congealed there, that’s never gone away. And I’m heading straight for it. It’s beckoning me. I’m crossing over towards it. Croeso, it says. Home.














Steph


At first I don’t want to touch anything, which is difficult. I’m standing in my old room and I feel like Alice did when she ate the cake that made her big. I’m a giant. It’s hard not to brush against the edge of the bed, my bed. It’s still got the same duvet cover spread over it, the one my father chose, with the boats on it. I think he wanted me to be a sailor or something, an outdoorsy, Ellen Macarthur type, but these boats were enough for me. The only place I ever wanted to sail was straight to sleep, and I could back then. It was easy. I avoid the bed and almost clatter into my wardrobe.


There’s a mirror on top and I’m slightly amazed my face still fits into it. But it’s not so very different, I suppose: the eyes are less expectant and have lost a bit of blue (they say they do when you move away from the sea); the skin isn’t quite as smooth; the cheekbones are a little submerged. Apart from that it’s much the same. I’m not a sailor, but I’m no shipwreck either.


There’s a sticker in the corner of the mirror, of a boy from a band, and I feel a bit sorry for him – trapped there all this time watching an empty room, abandoned and unadored, never allowed to get older. There must be thousands like him in vacated bedrooms all over the country, a legion of reluctant Peter Pans staring forlornly through the bars of their celluloid never-lands.


I don’t want to touch anything because I’m afraid I’ll mess it up. God knows why, but my parents have left the room exactly as it was. It’s as though they’ve preserved it. It’s a bit eerie really, like it’s a shrine or a room in a museum house, like it’s a dead person’s room. They’ve left my hairbrush on the bedside table and instinctively I go to pick it up but draw my hand back at the last second. What would happen if I pulled it through my living hair? I think there’s a Miss Havisham lurking in all our mums and dads, keeping a place in cobwebs for us; and we’re the betrayers, we’re the deserters. Because I guess they always assumed I would come back, soon, for holidays, for Christmas, for them; and when I didn’t they just carried on, carried on expecting me regardless, waited for their little girl to knock on the door and say I’m sorry.


‘Come on, darling,’ my mum shouts up the stairs, ‘what’s keeping you up there?’



And I’m wondering what’s keeping me out of here. This is my room but it doesn’t feel like it, not any more. If it was I’d be able to pick up that hairbrush, I’d be able to put my hands on everything, and instead I’m cringing my way around like a visitor in a plague ward.



You see, I think she might still be in here: the other Steph, the one I thought I’d left behind. Otherwise there’d be no need for this flinching, for maintaining these precious, withholding inches of quarantine. I can’t even keep my face in the mirror for more than a second or two, in case I find her face in there, beside the boy in the band, staring spitefully back at me, wanting to come out, wanting to come back. I close my eyes but even that’s not quite enough. I sense she’s also spread herself more subtly about the room, has slyly perpetuated herself in invisible, mummified relics. And I’m worried they’re still dormant, semi-alive, infectious; a pair of palsied hands reaching out from a coffin. Because try not to as we might, we’re always trailing pieces of ourselves in our wakes, a scattering of breadcrumbs on the path, beckoning us back like crooked witches’ fingers. And I can sense them in the air about me here, spores, seeds, germs, and I’m scared they might take root in me and grow into something terrible again, some abortive and misshapen flowering, some dark and horrible bloom. And that’s the real truth I’m shrinking from: that I don’t want to touch anything because I’m afraid it’ll mess me up.



On the train I sat and read a paper. I could hear them droning out the names and feel the brakes contract against wheels. Prestatyn, Rhyl, Llandudno, Colwyn Bay. Stop and start, stop and start. The consonants rolling the call of my return. But I didn’t risk looking up. I travelled through the news, home and international; through the editorials; through business. Nothing beyond the ink but paper. Conwy, Penmaenmawr, Llanfairfechan. Then a shadow crept in behind the print of the sports page and I knew it was there


– that green expanse across the straits, that full stop in the sea that doesn’t stop.


On the bus from Bangor I wore a mask. A set of features sculpted in alabaster; eyes immobile, averted; lips chiselled shut. Two old women crouched over on the seat in front of mine, shielding their bags of shopping from each other.



‘Mae’n hwyr,’ said the one. ‘Bob amser,’ said the other.



For an instant I feared they might turn around and recognize me, that they might stare and then startle and pucker their faces as if in the presence a ghost. But they didn’t lift their eyes from their bags. Behind me two young boys watched bored as the bends snaked past through the windows. They were safely after my time.


And so things had carried on without me. Procreation. Birth. Ageing. The things we selfishly forget keep happening when we’re gone, as though the places we leave behind become somehow sterile and static in our minds – sharks floating in formaldehyde, pictures painted on urns. Like the face that I’d brought back.


And which I brought right back – down Rosemary Lane, up Mount Street, on to Stanley Road, along the rows of toytown houses – all the way to my front door. Where I stood for an age with my knuckles poised, ready to knock but not quite able to, as though my fist was like a wrecking ball about to smash through all the years I’d carefully erected between me and this door, as though propelling it those few more inches would bring all that time toppling down into a heap of dust and rubble. I might have turned and walked away but by then it was already too late, because the door had opened from the other side and there was no turning back. Watching my mother’s face register confusion, doubt, disbelief, look down, look sideways, look up – and mine not moving, not an inch – before slowly it begins to dawn on her that this is real, that this is flesh and blood, her flesh and blood, and it’s standing right in front of her eyes. Because look what the spring has brought her – my mother, who must have stopped believing a long while ago – an actual resurrection, an Easter miracle, a walking, breathing – though not talking, not yet, still not yet – Lazarus. And then, just as I have risen, she herself crumples to the ground; collapses in a heap there while I continue to stand stock-still above her, as motionless as an obelisk, gazing on like a stone god from another Easter altogether.


Afterwards the tears flow. Hers. My father’s. Though I notice they’re careful to blink them away every so often, to make sure their eyes haven’t bleared over and deceived them. They watch me like hawks. They’re loath to leave me out of their sight, even for a second. They keep touching me, letting their fingers linger against my arms. And I don’t flinch, even though I don’t like it. Because I understand they’re afraid I’ll disappear again, that I might evaporate and slip away from their grasp, that I might turn out to be the apparition they haven’t quite, haven’t absolutely, convinced themselves I’m not.


And for these first few hours they’re careful to ask nothing of me, nothing at all. I’m swaddled in gossamer egg shells


– a mayfly newly emerged, wings delicately gleaming, from its chrysalis. But I know that somewhere in the future some kind of explanation will be required (which isn’t so much to ask, is it?), although for now they realize that they shouldn’t question miracles, that they should accept this one on faith, learn to have faith in it, until I become not a miracle but their daughter once more. And then I guess I’ll have to tell them. That I’m not really coming back for them. I’m coming back for her.


















PART TWO


Town














Neil


There are a few places where the seasons don’t come – deserts, equatorial islands, polar caps – and the George and Dragon is one of them. Outside I know it’s spring. I’ve seen it this morning. The calendar confirms it: April, it says on top, and below a number six suckles on Miss KP Peanut’s left breast, its little belly swelled with her salty milk. It’s April 6th. It’s one year into the new century. It’s spring.


But inside here you’d never tell it. No equinox has ever intruded through these doors. They may have shone briefly through the glass of the windows, or splashed against them, or decorated them with patterns of frost, but they’ve never got in.


Two suns hang in the George’s low, smoke-stained sky: the one in the east, above the bar; the other in the west, above a picture of the island – around whose shores its most famous wrecks perpetually flounder, their bows slanting down into the maw of a sea that has grimed over as it waits to swallow them. These suns radiate a weak, unvarying light through the room, which falls over the dimpled, copper surfaces of the tables and the smooth, faded cushions of the stools; which glimmers feebly off the brass bric-a-brac that covers the walls and casts shadows that never lengthen and never shrink.


There are other shadows too – only slightly more mobile


and these ones congregate about me at the bar, like spirits baying for the sacrificial blood that will allow them to speak.


I give them what I have, whole pints of it, and listen for their prophecies.


‘Fucking hell, Neil, you been pissing in these pipes or what?’ asks Billy Bins, as he has asked almost every day for years. It’s not just the seasons that fail to change in this place. ‘You know, I swear you’ve brought a touch of spring in with you today, Billy,’ says Doctor Roger, slowly twisting his head as he speaks. He was a doctor once, although you’d be hard pressed to guess this past profession from his appearance now. I remember him in a prime of sorts, striding through the door of the clinic, knocking authoritatively on my infant knees and staring steadily and knowingly into the inflamed gulf of my throat. But like a leech bathed in salt he has contracted and shrivelled; his head is shrunken, Bornean, and his hands tremble like the wizened limbs of a tortoise


feeling its way across scorched, Galapagosian plains.


‘Aye, he’s positively fragrant,’ adds Dewi Tew, brushing a lank strand of his hair from his forehead, his bulk shuddering on his stool. ‘Fresh like, glowing … what’s the word I’m looking for, Doc?’



‘Let me see now …’ he says, mock-pondering, lifting the glass I’ve given him to his lips. Our roles have reversed these days: I have become the dispenser of his medicines, ‘… blooming, dewy …’



‘Clean … new … sparkling …’.


‘Yes, we’re almost there … vernal … that’s almost it …



Yes, I’ve got it. Verdant!’ ‘Spot on, Doc!’



‘Fuck off, the lot of you,’ Billy spits glumly into to his beer. He’s been on the back foot for about a year now – these exchanges are an endless chess game, advantages are pressed and weaknesses exploited, but on this chequerboard of mates there’s never a Mate – ever since the waste collection company he works for changed its name, with an irony I truly believe they didn’t intend, or even notice, to Verdant. They’ve painted it in huge letters on the side of Billy’s lorry, so that each morning as it churns our rubbish it promises astounding and unfeasible transformations, an alchemy to turn our crap into rose petals, ordure into verdure. And compounding Billy’s woes, they have made him wear a jacket of livid, almost luminescent, green, with the word emblazoned on the back.


It is fixed, at this very moment, to a hook on the black wooden beam that stands at the corner of the bar, where it dangles like the garish drapery of a dead tree, a counterfeit foliage glinting under the duplicate rays of false suns. For birdsong there is the metallic gurgling of the fruit machine which Billy feeds with stale pound coins. Dewi breathes Golden Virginian clouds into the sky, where for a second they seem almost blue. I watch them gather and thicken and dream of breezes that only blow in books, scented with draughts of the warm south, with oranges and lemons and spices. And I wonder how long I have breathed this air, this Dragon’s air, which for all I know is the same air that was trapped inside when it was first built – in 1403, so the sign says – and has been recycled ever since, drawn through a thousand tarry lungs, absorbed into a million clotted arteries, exhaled past crooked legions of smoke-greyed teeth. There are histories and communities of breath, I suppose, which go far back and are not easily broken.


Seven years. That’s how long. A drip in the Dragon’s wheezing ocean. Almost a third of my life.


A lull has fallen. A minute’s inadvertent silence to remember what they have all probably forgotten. Even the doctor, who touched her body that day, who took her wrist in his hand as they lifted her from where she lay among the fishhooks and the buckets of gutted mackerel. Even Dewi, who stood watching on the pier, with his father’s hand clamped on his wrist. Even Billy, who arrived an hour late and saw nothing but the empty beach and then came back here to tell everyone what he had seen.


A lull. A calm. A doldrums. Which can be just as deadly. There was no wind to speak of. The pressure high and rising. Northwest Fitzroy Sole Lundy Fastnet Irish Sea. Fair. Good. From St David’s Head to Colwyn Bay.


Billy stares at scentless oranges and lemons and tries to nudge them into a winning sequence, to convert fool’s gold into pennies, pictures of fruit into palpable harvests – and fails, as he has done a thousand times before. Doctor Roger examines the contents of his glass, which are flat and warm and yellow like urine in a test tube. Dewi’s fingers are poised to tear the edges from a beer mat and I notice how his hands look old, even though he is younger than me. The ships off the island’s shore keep their decks above the tobacco blackened surface of the sea, while their motionless sails billow like insect wings caught in dirty amber.


The sky clear. Pellucid. Not a single cloud anywhere: not over the mountains, not over the Orme, not over the sea. Visibility perfect. Nothing stirring. The water like glass as far as you could see, from Traeth Lleiniog to Gallow’s Point to the Penrhyn Docks. The sands, light-slicked and smooth; the sands, which in the other language are Wylofain, but were quiet that day, mute, when they should have cried out, when they should have screamed.


Seven years. Which is too long, perhaps. I was a promising child once, so people said, and promising children aren’t meant to stay here. They’re supposed to go away. They’re supposed to make way for the old people, who creep into their abandoned nests like lizards. But sometimes things don’t work out that way; sometimes you get a little stuck and all of a sudden people stop being surprised to see you still around, and you stop making up plans of flight to fob them off with. You become a fixture, like the brass trappings on these walls, and they forget quite what it was that you were meant to do. I’m the chick who grew up and never learnt to fly – who missed the exodus, the migration.


‘You’ll never guess who I saw this morning,’ Billy says, reaching down to run his hand along the fruit machine’s empty tray, a hopeful reflex that is almost never rewarded. Billy’s world is full of the ends of rainbows, hidden pots of gold. I’ve seen him peek into the bins before he empties them. The others pause, as though they’ve not heard him, as though he’s some mirage that’s spun out of the machine. ‘You’ll never guess …’ he begins again. But I don’t need to guess. I already know.


They don’t realize it but I’ve been waiting. Outside it is spring. I’ve seen it. It’s April 6th. Thirteen years after, to the day. We’ve all come a long way.






















Ricky


I’m not expecting much. Well, maybe a parade or something – my name on a banner hanging over the street, all the kids on the pavement waving flags, the mayor holding out a key for me. Ricky, my prodigal son, you’d best be having this. We’ve heard all about your great journeys and adventures. We’ve spent long hours recounting them; some people even turned them into songs and ballads. Subduing the natives in Acton. Plastering the great walls of Milton Keynes. Those brown-brick palaces you built in Surrey. Those silver shrines that rose beneath your hands in Hoxton. Those nights in the harems of Hamburg. You’ve come a long way, Ricky, and now it’s time to honour your deeds.


And don’t tell me you’ve never thought it, just for a bit, just for a second or two; never had – in your head before you go to sleep – an imaginary, triumphant homecoming.


Not that this is my home, not properly like. But the village is two miles away and you’d never muster a parade there; you’d have to make do with a fête, I reckon. And besides, this is as near as fuck to being home. I spent enough time here. The four of us. And only Steph a real town kid; the rest of us just hicks abroad in the mini-metropolis, dazzled by the pavements and the bigger Spar. The four of us, and towards the end me reckoning I’d be happier with the two of us. And then there was only three.


I’m not expecting much, and sure enough much isn’t anywhere in sight. Fuck all’s come out to greet me instead.



I park the car on the West End, in front of the Georgian terrace, and I’m sure they’ve given the houses a lick of paint or five since I last saw them ’cause they’re positively beaming today, glowing like, even though it’s April and the sun isn’t so strong yet. They’ve done them in rose-pink and lime-green and primrose-yellow, and other colours too, as if they wanted to turn all this stone and concrete into coral beds, to flip the world upside down and have the underwater colours on top, in the air. I don’t get it with these seaside places – the way they chuck their slap on when hardly anyone below a hundred and ten wants to go to them any more, like some old bird plastering herself when she knows the best she’s going to do is get groped by some pensioner at the bar. I mean, who do they think they’re going to fool? Please, come here, we’re such jolly folk we paint our houses happy colours. Please stay. Please fork out sixty quid for a night in a place that looks like a frigging rainbow on the outside but is still damp and grim and grey on the inside. A word to the wise: the brighter and more colourful these places look, the more fucking desperate they are.
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