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Praise


‘A razor-sharp commentary on social class, Welsh identity, and whether we have ownership over the places we come from. Through a dewy sheen of teen nostalgia, Reece deftly explores the weight of political events on individual lives. Her supple, visceral prose evokes North Wales in all its complexity, beautifully rendered in water, resin and sky’ Jessica Andrews, author of Saltwater and Milk Teeth


‘Glass Houses has the rare quality of handling heavy subjects with a real lightness of touch – how people shape places and how places shape people in turn, how the complexities of cultural identity are braided into the complexities of selfhood, how what we own will so often, in the final reckoning, come to own us’ Keiran Goddard, author of Hourglass


‘A magnificent, murderous grin of a novel: sharp-eyed and sharp-toothed in its modern appraisal of class and sexual tensions. Wittily, Reece shows us how hearts, houses and histories are claimed, and how many forms of capital are acquired by self-deception’ Tom Benn, author of Oxblood


‘Glass Houses is such a beautifully observed novel. A story of class and misunderstanding for and of our time, it flits between the eras, the churning emotions of its characters and the pretensions of today with sadness, compassion and humour. Through dazzling descriptive language, Francesca Reece draws us into the heart of Wales and the pain of relationships that cannot be resisted’ James Clarke, author of Sanderson’s Isle


‘I’ve never seen the Welsh language presented so naturally within the prose and dialogue. Gorgeously luscious and atmospheric, Gethin and Olwen are two characters that perfectly encapsulate the two halves of my heart and the gentle push and pull of North Wales’ Gwenllian Ellis, author of Sgen I’m Syniad









For Richard ‘Tony’ Reece and Dei ‘Nilig’ Hughes:
together in forestry for the best part of forty years.
They taught each other.











‘You are savage . . .’ said Michelis, making up his mind to speak.


‘I’m just,’ retorted Yannakos. ‘If Christ came down on earth today, on an earth like this one, what do you think he’d have on his shoulders? A cross? No, a can of petrol’


– Nikos Kazantzakis, Christ Recrucified


The superfluous property which you hold you have stolen


– St Ambrose












Prologue


Tŷ Gwydr, 2016


Geth feels the light through the sheet of glass before he really opens his eyes and sees it. When Tŷ Gwydr was built in ’57, people in town said it was an eyesore, something between a greenhouse and a factory, squat cubes of wood and glass. When you’re inside, though, you feel as if you’re suspended in the trees, untethered and floating above the lake. At night, the water is the same ripe indigo as a fresh bruise – silver, if the sky is clear – until around dawn, when a sliding panel of iridescent grey shifts across the ridge of pines. He feels the light pass over his closed eyes and warm his skin, and for a moment before he wakes properly, he feels good. He feels real and substantial. The shadows of the tree branches flit as pencil etchings on the wall panels and across the old wooden floorboards. The parquet is gritted with dust.


It’s around five and the dawn chorus is so loud it’s deafening. His mind starts to surface against the wishes of his body, which longs for more sleep, so he keeps his eyes shut. It’s futile: he can make out the light webbing in patterns through his closed eyelids. This is when he starts to feel very bad. His mouth tastes like stale fags and Stella, and his body feels as if it’s rocking gently, as if he can’t get a purchase on stillness. He thinks the same thought that he always thinks when he wakes up like this; he sees his science teacher in Year Nine – the one with the Nescafé breath and the short-sleeved, polyester shirts, gridded like the pages of a maths book. The smell of sulphur and Bunsen burners and the scarred lab tables, mutilated with generations of compass points and biros. He hears the precise cadences of Mr Jones’s accent – Merthyr, Chapel – telling the disgusted fourteen-year-olds that when you’re hungover, your brain shrinks away from your skull. The idea of it makes him recoil and, without thinking, he pushes down on his head to keep it all in. His eyes open involuntarily, and he now knows for sure that he’s here, at the house. The sunrise here belongs to him.


He reaches for the bottle of water on the floor next to him, and he swallows its contents whole, deforming the old plastic in his palm as he drains it. It tastes rancid. Everything tastes rancid after however many pints and a pack of Pall Mall, but water especially – because it’s so pure, especially the water around here. He’s been conditioned to be proud of Welsh water. The English flood villages for it, for Christ’s sake. It’s like gold.


Scousers. It was for Scousers that they flooded that village: water for Liverpool or something. But Scousers are all right. They’re a laugh, even though you better watch your stuff when you’re with a bunch of Scousers. Geth thinks about the girl from last night. She was from Cheshire, so she thought she was posh, they’re up themselves, Cheshire people. When Geth thinks about the girl he realises how hard he is. He remembers the ersatz fruit of her lip balm and his hands all over her in the pub toilet, pushing his fingers into her soft mouth, rolling up the hem of her dress with his free hand. The way the elasticated fabric stretched over the curves of her body. Back out again and another pint and a shot of tequila. She was all sparkling with mischief, the shine of it playing across her cheeks. He remembers the noises she made as he touches himself, and the way the small, soft swell of her belly felt as he grabbed her and pushed himself further inside her. When he comes, for a minute or so the pressure on his head is released. He lies on his back, and he feels the thoughts course through his body, one by one like falling dominoes – some of them illuminated briefly but mostly just rushing through him and making him feel alive. He wipes his hand on an old T-shirt and he breathes in the morning deeply. Even inside, Tŷ Gwydr smells like the woods.


Geth always takes his boots off at the door, no matter how drunk he is. He’s no slob – he cares about the house. He cares about the house more than anything else in the world. He pulls on the ratty old jumper that his nain knitted him sometime before the millennium, feels the acrylic raise the hair on his arms. Boxers. Jeans. Socks. Work boots. Coat – even in June it’s sharp outside at this time. He checks for his keys in his pocket but he doesn’t bother to lock the door behind him. It’s just to be safe – the wind up here’s a law unto itself, even on a still, summer day like this one. Outside on the veranda, the new air of the morning settles on his stale skin. He makes his way to the end of the little wooden jetty, which the veranda gives on to. The sunlight glints off the water.


It had started yesterday evening at the rugby club in town. He was just going to have the one drink after doing the job up at Bryn Glas, but he’d run into some of the lads from school – Meg’s cousin Ste Edwards and some of his lot. Honestly, when he’d seen them come in out of the corner of his eye, his first thought was to neck what remained of his pint and to get the fuck out of there, but Ste had already seen him trying to skulk off round the back.


‘Oi!’ he shouted. ‘Where d’you think you’re going, Gethin? Think I didn’t see you?’


Geth had very little desire to have a pint with Ste Edwards. Steven Edwards was a moron.


‘Ite, Ste? I didn’t see you there,’ he said, grazing the other man’s hand.


‘Bullshit, you miserable old prick. Come on, come and have a drink. On me.’


Geth momentarily bristled at the idea that he needed someone to pay for his drink, but Ste wasn’t like that. He was all right, all things considered.


He makes his way to the edge and slips out of his boots, feeling the cool damp of the wooden boards beneath the soles of his feet. He picks out the pew pew pew of a greenfinch and thinks he sees a flash of it – a contrail of chartreuse glinting off the surface of the lake – as he bends down to pull off his clothes. He’s dying for a piss. Straightens up, stretches, and watches the jet of liquid arc and catch the light as it lands in the lake. The noise of it, of water slamming into water, is violent. ‘Piss like racehorses, you lads do,’ his mother used to say to him and his brother, as if it were something of which they should be proud, something that signalled youth and vitality. He sheds the coat and the jumper, shakes out his limbs to prepare himself for the shock of it, and before he can let himself hesitate, he hurls his body – agile, strong, taut despite the drinking – into the freezing water.


‘Iesu mawr.’ His voice is grizzled, pushed through the bars of his gritted teeth. ‘Fuck, fuck!’ he gasps to no one in particular – to the greenfinch, to God – muscles tensing in the glacial shock of the water.


The problem with drinking with Ste and his mates was that you had to drink a lot to put up with them. Right bunch of chauvinist bigots, but all right after four pints. Four pints was the golden hour. About halfway through the third, you started to feel that glittery release of the endorphins prick your skin, like sequins under electric lights. Then the first sip of the fourth. On the fourth pint Geth finds himself animated and enthusiastic all of a sudden, and he forgets how fucking miserable he is the rest of the time. Everything means more. Jokes are funnier. Perceived slights grow claws. Music is so moving he feels like he has to breathe deeper to accommodate it – like he has to inhale it and let it fill his lungs. Last night there was a band playing. Four lads – must have been about sixteen, which means they were born so recently that Geth can barely comprehend it. They probably went to his old school. They started playing songs from when he was their age – Oasis, Pulp, Catatonia, the Manics – when they started playing Manic Street Preachers he felt as if his blood was heating up and reacting with the oxygen as it made its way up to his brain. He felt fantastic all of a sudden.


Once he’s got used to the cold he kicks his legs out, rippling the water with his movements. It feels like an act of creation, this displacement of light and shadow and liquid, as he darts out to the middle of the lake. He turns through the water on to his back, feels the almost-warmth of the first rays of sun. Greenfinches, God – this all belongs to him. He floats along like driftwood, and closes his eyes again.


Of course what he’d really wanted – once he’d stopped counting drinks and had let his body sag happily into blind feeling – was a girl. Distinct shortage of those in town, mind. The ones that were his age were either wives or exes, or else the kind you wouldn’t touch with a bargepole: tramp stamps. Architectural haircuts. Suspected chlamydia. The younger ones were dangerous now too though. There was no shortage of nubile teenage girls making eyes at the band, but Geth wasn’t a creep. He didn’t want to fuck someone born after the bloody millennium, did he? As he feels the shadows of the larch trees graze his face, he remembers going to the toilet and pulling out his phone. He remembers flicking through the app as he took a piss – adjusting the settings to expand the geographical radius of potential. Two miles. Five miles. Ten. Sometimes, when Geth just wants an easy lay, he drives out to Chester, or to another big town nearby, and he sits in a pub there and opens one of the apps on his phone. Potential suitors double, triple, multiply endlessly, and concertina out beneath his thumbs. You don’t get that in town, and if he tried here, at Tŷ Gwydr, there’d probably be no one. No matches within this distance. The chances were bleak as fuck up here. When he stumbled back out of the gents though last night, he was in luck. Ioz Griffiths and Rich Jones had turned up and were trying to get people to come out to Liverpool. If they split a taxi, it wouldn’t be that bad. Geth had felt the weight of his phone in the pocket of his jeans and he imagined a world of possibility.


By the time he gets out of the lake, it’s morning proper. His body still thrills with the exhilaration of the cold water as he pulls on his boots again and makes his way around the back of the house to his pick-up. It’s a single-cab Hilux MK3, 1996. Old ones like this are rare as rocking horse shit these days, but Geth picked it up second-hand for a song before they had gained cult status. Red, but not clean, like – with welts of rust right across the paintwork and filler under the wheel arches. This is a truck that was made to work, not one of those poncy 4x4s that rich guys buy their wives to ferry the kids back and forth from school in: Range Rovers with approximations of forced nicknames as number plates; Discoveries in silver and ‘Bordeaux’, polished so much that the sun comes off the bonnet like burning magnesium, blinding you at a T-junction. That kind of car makes Geth sick. People have too much money. This morning, the sight of his own pick-up turns his stomach, because the idea that he’d decided to drive last night gives him the momentary sensation that someone’s scooped out his insides. He remembers all at once how he’d crawled along the Old Bwlch at twenty to be on the safe side, the mist thickening into something solid over the moor.


He needs coffee. He climbs into the cab and roots around for the old camping stove and the jar of instant that he knows are stashed somewhere in amongst all the other crap in the footwell. Crisp newspapers turned the colour of bad teeth. An old Sonic Youth T-shirt that smells like sap, sweat and sawdust. His mouth is furry. Too sweet. There’s the pressure at his skull again.


Time’s barely grazing six and Coed-y-Grug is a private woodland anyway, but if someone were to walk past, if someone were to spot Geth through the trees from the ridge up behind the house, they might think that he was meditating. Back down by the water, he sits on the beach with crossed legs and he closes his eyes waiting for the rattle of the kettle. Geth thinks that any kind of religion – Western, Eastern, otherwise – is bollocks, but as he digs his palms into the damp earth what he feels, although he’d never deign to articulate it as such – is something like communion. When he was a kid there were still a fair few number of hippies in town – middle class, English bohemians who had fled to Wales in the seventies to become potters, or weavers or bad landscape painters. He used to take drugs with their kids before he got too old for that crap – before the kids all left anyway to move to places where things apparently happened. Names like Taliesin. The parents had given them Welsh names but had lifted them straight out of the Mabinogion; they may as well have called them Lancelot or Galahad. Tal sometimes talked about ‘communion with the earth’. Geth thought it was a pile of wank, but this morning, he can almost feel the soil hum beneath his fingertips. The movement of the water as the breeze unstills it may as well be the movement of blood through his own body. He finds himself concentrating on inhaling and exhaling despite himself. He doesn’t have a lot, but he has this.


The girl was called Chloe. He matched with her on the walk from the car park to the first pub. She was at the lower end of his age bracket; probably about the same age as his truck, he thinks. The first photo was the obligatory bikini shot. Cracking body. Fit but not too skinny – something to hold on to. After that, one in nice, tight leggings and a sports bra, her hair piled up in a messy bun on the top of her head. You couldn’t really make out her face; she was doing some sort of yoga thing. ‘Watch out, mate,’ Rich had said, leaning over his shoulder to get a look at the screen. ‘Body of Baywatch, face of Crimewatch.’




Chloë. 22. Student at Liverpool John Moores. Yoga. Travelling. Feminism. Getting Aperol spritzed with my girls! Hablo español ;)





In the next photo she was clutching a glass of lurid orange liquid that Geth took to be the spritz to which she was apparently so devoted. Her face wasn’t half bad either, she was obviously just aware of her main selling points. He matched with two other girls before he’d even ordered his first pint, but Chloe was the one he chose.


After the coffee, he decides that since he’s up and about he may as well split the load of firewood that he’d logged yesterday for Dr Prys-Jones. His felling trousers aren’t in the truck but he’s got a splitting maul and his gloves in the cab. Jeans will suffice. Prys-Jones is a good customer and he likes him, so he’s felled him a nice ash – about thirty feet tall with an eight-inch trunk. A year or two older than Chloe. The whole process takes about half an hour. He’s slow today and the ash has a twisted grain, so he has to get his chainsaw out to quarter some of the logs. He manages to get splinters in his bloody jeans, and although the air is still cool, inside his gloves his hands are slick with sweat. Pearls of it bead at his forehead and run down his face. The flies start to buzz around him and the nerves in his brain crunch unbearably each time he slams the axe down on the log, like the bones of an animal crushed in a plough. He can feel the alcohol ease out of his body as he works. By the time he finishes, his T-shirt is soaked through and he feels a tangible sense of accomplishment. Last night Chloe was visibly impressed when he told her about what he did for a living. He showed her a scar he’d got from a chainsaw kicking back when he’d first started the job. She trailed a perfectly manicured finger along the length of it and her mouth formed a pouty little ‘O’. People always are impressed. It’s romantic, like – noble, virile. He loads the wood into the back of the truck, and before he leaves, he does a final sweep of the woodland. There’s a couple of hanging branches that could do with sorting out and some dead sycamore that needs to go, but he can do that over the weekend – it’s not like he’s got anything better to do. When he goes up to the house again, to grab some stuff and lock up, he loiters for a while at the big window. Vague, brindled versions of the trees are rendered in pools of shadow on the surface of the water. He touches the glass with his fingers.


Down in the truck, when he turns the key in the ignition, the CD player jerks into life and music tears through the cab at full volume, the heart-breaking scream of the harmonica eviscerating the peace of the morning. Townes Van Zandt. He must have been feeling pretty drunk and gloomy when he drove home last night if he was listening to Townes Van Zandt at full volume. Geth likes country music because he identifies with it. He feels as if country music validates his way of life, but more than that, as if it blows it up to heroic proportions. It makes him feel part of something colossal. It makes him feel relevant. He likes to listen to the greats: Hank Williams, Merle Haggard, Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson. He likes songs about down-and-outs, long, dusty highways, gas stations, booze and dangerous women. He thinks that the oozy, heartache sound of a pedal steel guitar is the most exquisitely painful one available to mankind. He feels torn about Americana. On the one hand, it speaks to him, it values people like him; but on the other, he can’t help but suspect that they’re a bunch of fucking racist morons. He ejects the CD and rummages through the glove compartment for another. He wants to listen to something that swaggers and soars. As he pulls out down the track, the first chords of the opening song thud down defiantly on the keys; then her surly, up yours growl: Patti Smith. His girl. Patti fucking Smith. The song climbs and climbs, and peaks as he tears along the S-bends down by Tan-y-Graig. He hammers the steering wheel with his fingers as proxy drumsticks, and he momentarily wonders if he’s still over the limit. When ‘Gloria’ finishes he turns down the volume and he reminds himself sternly to get a grip. The last thing he needs is any more points on his licence.


The semi-detached bungalow is one of four at the end of Ffordd yr Orsaf, or Station Road, so-called because when there was still a railway running through town, the squat Victorian terraces that they built for the workers looked down over it. The bungalows were a later addition. Ex-council. Built just after the whole line was closed at the beginning of the sixties. Down where the tracks used to be, there’s just a squalid little footpath. The council had tried to make it appealing, laying down gravel and installing a couple of benches. They’d planted raised beds of simpering primroses and daffodils. Now the gravel is picked through with old Carlsberg cans, empty cigarette packets, Dairy Milk wrappers and the odd used condom. When Geth was in school, Cae Gorsaf, the park, was synonymous with the kind of girl that lost her virginity to a much older man in the bushes and was thereafter contaminated. As he approaches the house, he feels that dull, sinking feeling that he always gets when he looks at it. The state of it. The hallway’s a shit-pit. The lads who live next door are borderline rancid, and inside, their stale air seems to seep through the damp, paper-thin walls. The curtains are drawn, and he’s just about go and open them when the landline starts to ring. The stark, alien sound of it fills the dark room and feels like a threat. There’s something about a phone ringing the moment that you walk into a room that feels theatrical and preordained. He lets it ring for a moment, watching it as if it might spontaneously combust. The longer he avoids it, the longer he gets the faintest, unnerving impression that he’s being watched. At last, he grabs the receiver.


‘Hello.’ His voice is gruff.


‘Hi there,’ says the soft, feminine one on the other end, a polished, professional, telephone voice. ‘Am I speaking to Mr Thomas, please? Gethin Thomas?’


He fingers the seam of the curtains. ‘Yeah.’


‘Mr Thomas. Great. Brilliant,’ she says affirmatively, as if she’s been sincerely looking forward to speaking to him all morning. ‘This is Stephanie Leray here. I’m calling from the Dalton Estate. It’s concerning Tŷ Gwydr.’


She pronounces ‘Tŷ Gwydr’ hesitantly and with a clumsy English accent: Tea Gwidder. Geth feels his head tingle. ‘Go on.’


‘Well. We’ve got some quite exciting news with regards to the property. As you know, it’s been a while now since the family have been using Tŷ Gwydr and Aubrey Dalton passed away, sadly, last December.’


Aubrey Dalton was in his nineties. The home had been his second one – or more like his fifth or sixth – since the 1970s. Geth couldn’t quite find it in him to pass on his sincere condolences.


‘Well, it’s been six months now, and Mr Dalton’s children have decided that the best way to proceed is to sell.’


Geth knows that somewhere, in an office space in London, Stephanie Leray is still speaking, and that thanks to the miracle of telephone lines and hundreds of miles of wires and cables, her sweet, enthusiastic voice is spilling out of the plastic receiver into his miserable little bungalow on Ffordd yr Orsaf. Although he can even hear himself grunt an occasional noise of acknowledgement, he can no longer make out the words that either of them is saying. He gives in to an automatic, muscular impulse and he lets his legs fold underneath him. The words swell into hazy, indecipherable noises. When he hangs up the phone, he goes into the bathroom and throws up.









Part One


GREEN FUSE


SOMEWHERE, in a box in Margot Yates’s attic, or in a squalid symphony of greasy plastic resisting rot in a landfill, there’s a video of Gethin by the lake at Tŷ Gwydr. He’s young – nineteen, maybe twenty. It’s late spring and dusk, and a low sun leaks white light into the horizon behind the dark fringe of trees. Olwen is filming. Her parents bought her the Hi8 video camera for her birthday. The year is 1999, and a significant number of people are scared that a glitch in computerised timepieces is going to bring about the annihilation of mankind in less than a year’s time. Gethin narrows his eyes at the camera. Her bodiless voice says to him, I love it here. He says, good. This place is ours.









2016


ABOUT A MONTH after the phone call, a photographer was dispatched to Tŷ Gwydr to take photos of the house. The secretary explained to Gethin that they were being sent by the estate agents, who weren’t just ‘normal estate agents’, but ‘purveyors of exquisite, heritage design’. The Modernist published a quarterly architectural digest and had 600,000 followers on Instagram. Geth knew about the last part because the secretary helpfully sent him a gushing email with links attached, and he lost twenty minutes of his life scrolling through images of ‘striking, three-bedroom maisonettes’ with ‘bright, terrazzo-tiled kitchen extensions, combining original Victorian character with elegant, modernist innovation’. He clicked through the floor plans in disbelief. One point five mill for seventy-five square metres and a shared lease in south London. Most of them just about had a patio. He wondered how much they’d ask for Tŷ Gwydr, for the woods, for the lake.


He got there early the day that the photographer was supposed to arrive. He sat on the jetty with his boots off and watched the lake. It was about the size of two big swimming pools, and at the far end, where the tall, blond bulrushes cracked the surface of the water, he saw the silhouette of the heron. An engine rumbled at the top of the track. The bird opened up like a flower in bloom, and took flight.









1987


HE WAS SEVEN years old the first time he saw Tŷ Gwydr. He knew that because one of his formative memories was putting the experience into written language the following day at school. He wasn’t sure now if he really remembered it, or if his mind, over the next three decades, had created the memory, having spent much of his childhood staring at the piece of paper that his mother had proudly pinned on the notice-board above the kitchen worktop. In Welsh, and then in English, underneath the date, which was in March 1987, Gethin had written: ‘Yesterday Me and Danny and Mam went to Tŷ Gwydr it is a glass house in the woods and my mam is going to work there sometimes.’ In English he had added a rogue ‘H’ to ‘went’. None of the other children in his class were learning to write in both languages yet, but Gethin, despite a pathological lack of effort, was what Mrs Price, his teacher, suspiciously referred to as ‘very able’.


By the time his mother died in 2013, Geth had forgotten entirely about the written record of that afternoon. He found the piece of paper in one of the drawers in Ffion’s dressing table, with a matchbox full of baby teeth and a strip of photos that he had taken in a photobooth when he was a teenager, with centre-parted, shaggy hair framing his newly angular face. He was with Megan. She’d just got her nose pierced. He was wearing a plaid shirt and trying to look as disenfranchised as possible. He remembered that day too, when he saw the photos. That was the problem with Geth. His memory was too good. It made him sentimental. The slip of paper upon which he’d apparently constructed some of his first sentences was thin to the point of translucence. The pencil was so faded that it took him a second to realise what it was, but when he did, he remembered the yellow walls and the big windows in Mrs Price’s classroom. He remembered the smell of crayons and poster paint and the sweetness of new grass stains on his school shirts. The thwack of a football being kicked across the field. The sour tang of orange squash.


The three of them went up to Tŷ Gwydr for the first time one day after school. Outside, the rain had deepened the light of the afternoon, shifting it closer to evening. The air smelt more intensely of the earth. The pigment of the landscape was denser somehow – the greens of the hedgerows bluish and glossy. In the car on the way up to Coed-y-Grug, Ffion told them that they were going to meet Nerys Williams to get the keys, because she would be looking after the house from now on, as one of her jobs. Nerys was getting too old to get up and down the track.


‘Is it a mansion?’ Geth said.


‘It’s posh.’


‘Posher than Haf and Iestyn?’


Danny pulled a face. ‘Iestyn and Haf aren’t posh, stupid.’


‘They’re rich.’ Gethin pushed his small feet into the balding fabric of his brother’s seat. ‘And Haf thinks she’s posh.’ He watched Ffion’s reflection in the rear-view mirror, and felt pleased with himself because she was trying not to smile. Iestyn was her older brother and lived at Bryn Hendre, the farm where she’d grown up on the outskirts of the village. Now, she and the boys lived on the estate in town, and Gethin was too young to understand why that was a source of tension.


‘We’ll go up to Bryn Hendre after this, to see Nainy,’ Ffion said. Ffion only ever went to the farm to see her mother. The boys trailed Iestyn. Danny worshipped him because he’d taught him to drive the tractor. Iestyn had hoped that both of his daughters were going to be sons, and had been disappointed both times. There were a lot of things that Iestyn was disappointed about.


The rain was coming down in sheets when they pulled up in the lay-by at the top of the track. The windows of the old Renault 5 were opaque with steam. The windscreen had dissolved, was something fluid.


‘We’re going to have to walk from here, boys. The car’ll never make it.’


‘Mam, it’s pissing it down.’


‘Danny. Language.’


Gethin didn’t mind walking through the woods. ‘Don’t be a big girl, Dan.’


‘You little shit.’


‘Danny.’


Geth fled the car, scaled the closed gate and began to sprint down the track through the woods. The air was cool, damp, fragrant. The ground underneath his trainers was slick. He ran until he couldn’t any more, towards the clearing at the crest of the hill where the canopy of trees thinned. He was laughing still, doubled over. He’d left his coat in the car and his dark, curly hair was plastered to his head. His bare legs were flecked with mud. He wiped his hands on them, straightened up, and saw Tŷ Gwydr for the first time.


He didn’t speak for the hour or so that they were there. He was aware of his mother and Danny approaching; of the breath of air shifting as Ffion dropped his waterproof on to his shoulders; of Danny grumbling some kind of threat when she’d gone on ahead – a ‘don’t think you got away with that, stupid’, another forbidden swearword. Danny’s voice ricocheted off him much in the same way that the bullets of rain snapped back from the surface of the lake. When Nerys greeted the three of them on the veranda, she asked if he was shy.


‘Normally you can’t shut him up,’ Ffion said.


In Nain’s sitting room, Geth and Danny sat on the floor by the electric heater and listened to the women speak. They ate the top layers of their bourbon biscuits and scraped off the cream in the middle with their teeth. The heater smelt of damp metal.


‘It’s pocket money really,’ Ffion told her mother, ‘but there’s hardly anything to do there. Bit with the garden. Keeping an eye on the place. It’s all cash in hand.’


‘They never come, do they, the family? You remember them, from when you were little?’


‘Hardly. They had a son my age, didn’t they? But I think he went away to school when they lived here.’


Nain raised her eyebrows. ‘Obviously.’ Swallowed a mouthful of tea. ‘What are they called again?’


‘The Daltons, Nerys said.’


‘Ynde. That’s it. The Daltons. I remember. They’ve owned land in the village for donkey’s years. Not just Coed-y-Grug, but those lovely old Victorian houses too, out towards Cerrig. I remember when they built Tŷ Gwydr. Just before you were born. I’ve not been there but your dad went, just after they moved in. Said it was an eyesore.’


‘What’s an eyesore?’ Gethin said.


His grandmother crossed her hands on her lap. ‘Ugly.’


When they left Bryn Hendre, Iestyn was in the yard. It was about half six so he must have just finished the milking. He was leaning on the door of the Renault in his faded blue boiler suit, oilskin hooked over his right shoulder. He narrowed his eyes at them as they crossed over from Nain’s cottage. Took his flat cap off and started to fidget with it. He had hair like Gethin, dense, with the same lustrous sheen as new film reel. It was universally agreed in town that Iestyn Thomas was handsome. That he had been a ‘catch’ before all that unfortunate business with the police. Danny ran ahead to greet him. Iestyn ruffled his nephew’s hair without taking his eyes off Ffion.


‘Iestyn,’ she said.


‘Heard you were up at Tŷ Gwydr.’


‘How on earth did you hear about that?’


‘Haf saw Nerys in the shop on Sunday.’


Ffion sighed.


‘You really gonna start working for those Sais bastards?’


‘Iesu mawr, Iestyn. Give me a break. It’s piss easy work and I need the money.’


He sneered. ‘Maybe you should be trying a bit harder to get that pikey to pay you child support?’


‘Get in the car, boys. It’s home time.’


Iestyn took a pack of Rothmans from the poacher’s pocket of his oilskin and shook a couple out. ‘Want one?’


‘No.’


‘Come on. Look, I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t a nice thing to say about John.’


‘Not really, no. Especially not when the boys are right there.’


He sighed, bowed his head, pinched the cigarette between his forefinger and thumb and rooted in the pocket again for his lighter. ‘I’m just a bit surprised, that’s all. That you’re going to start working for those people.’


‘It’s hardly a proper job, Iestyn. It’s cash on the side. We didn’t all inherit a nice big farm to raise our kids on, did we?’


Iestyn smirked.


‘I’m leaving now. Goodbye.’


He stepped aside.


‘Come on, boys, brysiwch.’


‘See you soon, lads. You gonna come help out on the farm this weekend, Dan?’


Gethin thought his brother was pathetic, sucking up to Iestyn like that. He got in the car without saying goodbye. The rain started up again as Ffion reversed. Gethin watched his uncle slowly become something abstract – a pillar of dark blue cotton – and then disappear altogether as they turned on to the track.


In the summer term of that year, Geth’s teacher set the class the task of making Father’s Day cards. ‘What if you don’t have a dad? Like Gethin,’ one of the other boys asked. Geth felt the pink, dizzying creep of shame crawl up his neck from the collar of his polo shirt like something with legs. It burnt around his ears. He felt his eyes swim. Mrs Price winced with sympathy. ‘Gethin can make one for his uncle, or his big brother.’ Her voice was laced with sweetness, but Gethin felt indignant with humiliation.


‘I do have a dad.’


‘Of course you do, Gethin. Everyone has a dad. Even I have a dad, and I’m a grown-up!’


‘No, but I mean I have a real dad. He’s even here. He lives in Llanelgan.’


Gethin knew that it was wrong to lie but he felt good watching all of the other children hang on this new revelation.


‘Oh,’ said Mrs Price. ‘Well, that’s nice.’


‘It’s true,’ he insisted, urged on now by a brilliant idea. ‘He lives in that glass house in Coed-y-Grug. It’s really posh. It’s like a mansion. There’s a lake and everything. I can go swimming there when I go and see him.’


Geth had been up to Tŷ Gwydr a few times now with his mother, and the strange beauty of the house, with its panels of glass and reddish wood, had caught him like the barbed wire that snagged on his jeans climbing over the fences at Bryn Hendre. It had become a fully cemented tenet of the landscape of his imagination. Now, he could picture his father there – or the man that his mind had created in lieu of one, at least. A composite of Jon Bon Jovi and Han Solo based on the shaggy-haired, white-toothed man that he’d seen in the odd photo, holding Danny up over his shoulders on the beach near Abersoch, pale Levi’s rolled up around his ankles and the water eddying at his feet. Top Gun sunglasses. He gripped his pencil so hard that his knuckles blanched. He drew the round of the lake, ringed with Christmas trees. He drew the façade of the house that gave on to it, with the raised veranda and the little jetty, and a squat square of glass behind it. He drew his mother and father standing inside, shoulders touching, Danny and himself next to them, their heads barely scraping the level of their dad’s knees. In the right-hand corner of the page, he drew a huge, spiky orb for the sun: grinning and in aviators. When he finished the card at the end of the week, it had gained such talismanic properties that he was scared of spoiling it before he could take it home. He had the panicked impression that it might spontaneously dissolve in his hands, or under the light-bulb glare of the other children’s gaze. As soon as the glue underneath the trails of glitter on the lake had dried, he hid it in his school drawer and waited for the end of the day. When he gave it to his mother, he watched her look at it. Her smile stayed fixed on her face but something flickered across her eyes.


‘It’s us with Dad. We’re at Tŷ Gwydr ’cause that’s where he lives.’


Ffion blinked. ‘It’s beautiful. He’d love it.’


When Danny came home from school, he saw the card tacked to the fridge and tore it off. The magnet skimmed across the laminate kitchen floor. Gethin was round the back, kicking a football against the fence.


‘What’s this?’ Danny demanded.


‘It’s us.’ The ball ricocheted across the tiny lawn. ‘It’s us with Dad.’


Danny glared at his brother and then at the card with a look of fury so acute that Geth felt it sting his own cheeks.


‘Give it here,’ he said.


Danny ignored him.


‘Danny, give it here. I made it.’


When Danny had torn the card in four he let the pieces fall on the floor.


‘Dad’s dead,’ he grunted, and let the patio door slam behind him.


On Monday at school, Daf from the year above came up to Geth in the yard at playtime.


‘You’re a liar, Gethin. Your dad doesn’t live in that house. I asked my mam. She said that your dad’s a druggie and that he’s probably in prison.’


It was a moment of shame so exquisitely concentrated that, decades later, if Gethin thought of it, his mind couldn’t actually focus on the memory at all. He turned his head and spat on the floor, like he had seen Iestyn do when the idea of something had disgusted or offended him beyond articulation.


‘He’s not in prison. He’s dead.’









2016


THEY MUST HAVE been about halfway down the track when they gave up and the engine cut. By then the heron was long gone. Geth heard the slam of car doors and then a pair of voices. So there were two of them then, not just the photographer. At some point, he started to catch snatches of what they were saying. A disembodied man’s voice said, ‘Fuck me . . . beautiful and everything, but you couldn’t actually live here, could you?’


‘Well, you could. Didn’t you grow up in, like, the Cotswolds?’


Their words became obscure again in a tangle of mock indignation, and then he made out the bloke’s voice more clearly. ‘I mean, it’s the sticks . . . nearest civilisation is . . . and even that’s pushing it.’


The woman laughed, and just before the two voices appeared as people approaching his truck, she said, ‘Some rich fucker will buy it as a second home, though, I guess, right?’


Geth watched the man run his left hand along the bed of the pick-up. He started to nod appreciatively. ‘Nice. Could see myself getting one of these.’


The woman, who Geth guessed was in her late twenties, and presumably the photographer, judging by the equipment that she was carrying, scoffed. ‘What, and cruise around Clapton in it?’


‘Shut up! At least I can drive.’


Neither of them had seen Geth, watching them from the edge of the jetty. They looked like chimeric visions from another reality. She was south Asian, tall and attractive, and wearing a long black leather coat and a Liam Gallagher bucket hat. So those were in again. He was about the same age – white, chinless, but tall, and stylish enough to pass as good looking as well. He was in a pair of enormous scuffed work boots and, most improbably of all, the kind of blue boiler suit that Iestyn wore for the milking.


‘This must be the caretaker’s then.’ He slapped the bonnet of the truck. Geth winced. ‘He’s supposed to meet us here with the keys.’ He took a pouch of American Spirit out of one of his pockets and started to roll a cigarette. He asked the photographer how much she was getting paid.


‘Not too bad. They pay pretty well. I mean, I guess they’re raking it in, right? Better than the real work I do. Plus travel expenses.’


‘Yeah, I was well chuffed to come to Wales. We used to come here all the time when I was a kid. My grandma owned a little cottage in Pembrokeshire. I love Wales. The Valleys.’


‘Was that supposed to be a Welsh accent or were you micro-aggressing me?’


‘Stop it. I can’t tell if you’re joking or not. You got a light?’


Geth stood up. Better to get this over and done with.









1994


TALIESIN YATES and his sister, Olwen, were the first posh people that Gethin ever knew. They lived at the nicer end of Llanelgan, in a dusty, Victorian red brick called Tawelfan, with huge sash windows, a sloping slate roof and a driveway hedged with copper beech. They had gone to private school originally, so for years they’d existed in the imaginations of the village kids as purely spectral entities, glimpsed through the back window of an old Land Rover pulled up at the village shop, where their parents had a standing order for the Observer.


Geth met Olwen first. It was early September, and he’d just started secondary school in town. He was on the swings outside the shop with his friend Shane, and Olwen – a skinny nine-year-old with long, white-blonde hair and the kind of tan you picked up abroad – had emerged from the 4×4 to come to talk to them. When they heard her small, BBC voice, they creased up. Shane said something to Gethin in Welsh that had set them off even more, until eventually, softened by her patent mortification, Geth decided to be kind.


‘Listen, we’re not laughing at you. You’ve just got a funny voice, y’know? Posh, like.’


Olwen jutted out her jaw defiantly. ‘I’m not posh. My parents are artists. We’re actually very poor.’


For a long time after that, the Yateses’ existence barely so much as registered with Geth. When he’d first come across Tal in secondary school, he’d dismissed him as an irredeemable weirdo. He’d had long hair but was at that unfortunate age where it had just made him look like a girl, or like one of those freaky god botherers from America who weren’t allowed to go to hospital, or that lived in the desert with wagons or whatever. He used to lurk around the music department mostly, skinny and dwarfed by a variety of comically large instruments. There’d been a rumour in Year Seven that he was some kind of child prodigy – that his brain was so abnormally large that a specialist in some hospital in Liverpool had measured it. Geth didn’t take much notice of him really. Tal was considerably beneath him on the social ladder. Geth was the kind of kid who knew everyone. He knew everyone in the Welsh form because he’d gone to primary school in Llanelgan, but growing up on the estate in town and playing football had given him an in with the English-speaking kids as well. Because of Meg, he even knew the girls, right from the beginning, when they were still an alien species. Megan Edwards was a kind of extra sibling to Geth. She lived two doors down, her brother was Danny’s age, and their mothers were best friends. When they were little, Ffion used to look after them both in the afternoons whilst Jackie Edwards worked at the post office. At that time, Ffion was working as a dinner lady, and after she’d finished her shift at quarter to two, she took in work at home making curtains for a local seamstress. When Geth thought of that time, he remembered fabric spread across the entire length of the floor, the smell of cotton. He thought of his mother (young then, her hair hennaed and falling across her forehead, pins clasped between her teeth) kneeling over metres of ‘Provençale’ sunflowers, or scarlet poppies, or meagre, chintzy forget-me-nots. He remembered velvet, and braided fringing, and the plaited tiebacks that he and Meg were allowed to help her make, rolling out fat sausages of fabric in threes.


It was Megan who first took an interest in Taliesin. At the beginning of Year Ten, he had come back from the holiday and had somehow shifted from a consumptive Jesus freak into town’s very own answer to Kurt Cobain. He’d painted his nails black and had taken to wearing eyeliner. The lads stopped taking the piss once they clocked the girls that had started to flit around him.


The first time Meg had taken Geth up to Tawelfan, Taliesin’s mother, Margot, had answered the door. She was, as Olwen had claimed, an artist. She was in her late forties – older than either Ffion or Jackie – but she looked good. Geth didn’t know then that it was easier to look good if you had money because he didn’t know anyone who did. He didn’t know that it was easier to look younger (regardless of all the Senior Service cigarettes that you’d started smoking at art school) if you’d never lost nights of sleep wondering how you were going to make the rent or the next utilities bill. Margot Yates had thick black hair, smooth, alabaster skin and cool, grey eyes. Seeing her around the village, Geth had never realised that she was beautiful, because of the stupid clothes that she wore: baggy, men’s trousers in tartan or corduroy, polo necks, work boots.


‘I suppose you’re here for Tal?’ she’d said in her deep, smoky voice. ‘Come in then – we don’t bite.’


He let Meg go in first, and as Taliesin’s mother stepped aside, the enormous painting hanging on the wall behind her was revealed in full. It took him a second to register what the picture was and when he did, he dropped his eyes furtively to the floor, to his damp trainers, and hoped that no one had caught him looking at it. He crouched down to take off his shoes but the image of the pair of sinewy bodies, clutching at each other – of the woman’s mass of dark hair behind her and then repeated between her legs, of the raw, vivid red of her toes, of his knees, of their cuticles, of the intense, repellent exaggeration of tendons and muscles – reappeared in his mind.


‘Oh, sweetheart, don’t worry about your shoes. The house is a tip,’ Margot said.


He coughed. ‘Right. OK then.’ He straightened up and tried not to look at the painting. He made himself make eye contact with Margot instead, and then his head was full of the idea of the image again, and of Margot lying supine on a towel like that, underneath a man with painful, anxious shoulder blades, and he thought, Oh God, not now, please don’t let me think about that right now. But then how could he not, when they basically had porn up on the wall in the hallway?


‘Geth.’ Meg’s voice was sharp. She smiled faux-brightly and jerked her head towards the corridor that Margot was – thankfully – now disappearing down. ‘Why are you being so weird?’


‘Did you see that painting?’


‘It’s art, Geth. It’s Egon Schiele.’


‘What the fuck is Igor Sheila?’


Margot, oblivious, called them from the room at the far end of the corridor. ‘I think Tal’s still with his dad in the studio, guys. But come in here, if you want. You want a cup of tea or something?’


In the bright yellow kitchen, an antique-looking radio was diffusing classical music. There was an enormous dining table, covered in paper, books and unwashed plates left over from lunch, which would have been hours ago by now, surely. The smell of cooking lingered in the air. A massive vat of stock was simmering on the Rayburn. From the armchair next to it, Taliesin’s sister surveyed the newest arrivals.


‘Olwen, get off your arse and make a pot of tea,’ her mother said.


‘I’m not your servant.’


‘You’re twelve years old. You’re my chattel.’


‘I should so ring Childline.’


‘Good. Go ahead. Let them take you off my hands!’ Margot shared exasperated eye contact with Gethin and Megan, and for a moment they felt tantalisingly older than their fifteen years. ‘Take a seat, kids. Tal won’t be long.’


‘What’s he doing in the studio?’ Meg asked. The sucking up was dead annoying, but Geth was grateful to her for doing the legwork, allowing him to take everything in and above all to keep his head down. There were more nudes hanging above the Rayburn. No wonder Tal was such a weirdo, fair play. These ones were originals in charcoal. Big. Rough-looking. He wondered if this was some of Margot’s work.


‘Oh, he’s just been sitting for Dave, for a new series he’s working on.’


‘And they’re not even paying him,’ Olwen interjected. ‘It’s basically slave labour.’


Margot shook her head. ‘Olwen’s been reading a book all about Jessica Mitford and is apparently political now.’


Meg smiled tepidly as if she understood what that meant and – gratitude aside – Gethin hated her for it. He focused harder on examining the papers on the table to avoid having to engage in any kind of intimidating exchange with Margot, or even with Olwen. He didn’t want to be shown up by a kid. He could feel a scratch at his throat and he concentrated on not letting it manifest itself as a cough. He didn’t want to make any sound at all. He didn’t want anyone to notice him. He picked up a postcard and turned it over and flinched. It was another charcoal sketch, this one of a man’s face pulled into a scream.
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