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History,’ said Mr Ford, ‘is bunk.’

English history is a record of events that never happened compiled by charlatans to misinform the young.

This story, however is true, for only a true story is worth telling. Its facts are supported by Parliamentary Commissions.


Author’s note

Reference to Gwent within the novel complies with the Welsh refusal of the period to recognise the ceding to England of the county then known as Monmouthshire.


Children stumbling through the stews

Reviled and spat upon and shocking.

Cheer up! some day you may have shoes,

And, who knows, a stocking.

Meanwhile, listen to grown-ups, and heed ’em.

Then you’ll have a future – Freedom.

After Heinrich Heine (1797–1856)


Book I

1800–1805


One

I sat in a corner of the swaying coach and watched my father’s sleeping face. With his long legs thrust out, he slept in a fumbling dream of money-lenders, pawnbrokers and bailiffs, to all of whom he owed money.

Closing my ears to the galloping hooves in a vain attempt at sleep, I braced myself to the onward dash for the first stop at Llandovery. It was supposed to be summer, but since we’d left the Grouse Inn in the foothills of the Cambrian mountains a storm had beaten about us, mumbling and clattering among the distant peaks and lashing us with stair-rod rain – a fine way to celebrate a sixteenth birthday.

Now the coach skidded precariously on the flooded road and the two mares beat their hooves in a quieter, rhythmic pattern: rubbing at the misted window, I stared out over the dull forbidding country fifty feet below; one false hoof could send us somersaulting down into the flooded river. And then I heard the voice of Old Amos, our coachman, a wail on the wind.

‘What you think, master? Road might be topped over south o’ Bryn. And if the weir be awash we’ll not get through where Sarn Helen crosses the Main. I says to turn back and run for Builth, eh?’ And my father awoke with a start, flung open the door beside him and yelled back:

‘What ails ye these days, Amos? Whip us on or I’ll be up there and drive the thing myself!’ Wiping rain from his face, he slammed shut the door and glanced at me as the coach lumbered on. ‘You all right, son?’

‘Aye, sir.’

‘Cold?’

‘No, sir,’ and my father tossed me the Cyfarthfa blanket, saying:

‘Put that over your knees.’ He jerked his thumb up at Old Amos. ‘The damned idiot. I’ve known the day he’d have tackled the Devil’s Staircase in worse weather than this. A man gets old …’ Tipping a flask to his mouth, he swallowed greedily and the fumes of brandy swept over me. ‘Dear Christ! If ever ye see me aimin’ in that direction, lad, put me down six feet.’ Grinning wide, he made a fist of his hand, reached out and put it on my chin. ‘You like travelling with ye father?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Now your mother’s gone we’ll do more of it, eh?’

It was dusk. Crippled hedgerows raised threatening arms at us as we clattered along, every one a witch of my nightmare dreams these days, for my father was on the road to the Devil: swigging again from a flask, he cried, ‘Try to sleep, lad. It was a windy old ride coming horseback over from Tregaron – lucky we didn’t strike footpads, eh? But, unlucky for them with you six feet up beside me! Now first stop Abergavenny – a bath, a steak and a bed, if the money runs to it, Hywel. Then on to Chepstow and over the ferry for London in the morning – that suit you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

He roared, ‘In the name of God will ye cease the inordinate bloody politeness, lad! I’m ye father, not your headmaster.’

‘Yes, Dada.’

The previous night we had spent at the Grouse Inn, at Abergwysen: Old Amos, our family retainer – the only servant left to us – had waited there with a coach and pair to begin this final leg to London.

At the Grouse Inn lace-hatted girls had waited upon us at table; bosomy pieces with red lips and curtsys serving in the gentry room while ragged, lusty drovers hung their boots on to the tables in another: beards went up and ale went down like lift and force pumps, while Shadrach and Mesdach, the sister landladies, plus Poll Plenty, the barmaid, rushed around with trays of foaming jugs.

The Grouse proved worse than Sodom and Gomorrah, said my father, and this I could well believe from what I saw going on downstairs; what went on upstairs was nobody’s business. But despite his criticism, he was worse than any of them; cuddling bare-bosom ladies in the snugs and dancing fandangoes with old Shadrach, a glass in each hand, and this went on until the crows of dawn. All of which was a little different from the good taste of my school in Canterbury, which I had now officially left because Father hadn’t paid the fees.

Therefore it was with a bit of a shock that I found Poll Plenty with a leg in the bed beside me come dawn, and without so much as an invitation; which is going some for a bare fourteen.

‘For God’s sake!’ I cried, easing her out. ‘What you doing here?’ and she went all pouty and made big eyes and said, pathetic:

‘Ach, be a sport, Hywel Mortymer? Isn’t ye pa upstairs in the feathers with Shadrach and Mesdach, and me shiverin’ cold in me little bare attic? While you’re here with the big Cyfarthfa blanket. Och, fella, be a sport!’

‘Cold me eye, missus, it’s the middle of June!’

‘Mind, you’re a marvellous six footer for all you’re a lad. How old are ye, for God’s sake?’

‘Sixteen today,’ said I, holding her off.

‘And me two years younger! Let me in, me son, and you’ll be two years wiser in the mornin’,’ and she shoved me over and came in head first.

‘There now, what about that,’ whispered Poll Plenty, shivering still, and she’d got me shivering, too, for I’d never been up against a lady before, and there happened upon me a strange development that had only occurred before in dreams. Which is all right, I suppose, if this sort of thing is done by mutual agreement, but I knew what would have happened if the Canterbury headmaster had caught me at it, so as Poll came in one side, I came out of the other, and I went up the rickety stairs to her attic in my nightshirt with her hanging on to my leg.

She was right: it was as cold as an Eskimo’s heart up there on her mattress, and I shivered and dew-dropped until the bell clanged for breakfast.

But you get no thanks from some people for kindly acts like giving up your bed, and Poll was huffy cool with me when serving at table with my father; like slapping down my egg and bacon with her nose up, and not so much as a good morning.

‘What’s wrong with her, I wonder?’ asked my father, buttering toast.

‘Can’t think,’ I replied. ‘She came into my room last night saying she was cold, so I put her under the Cyfarthfa blanket in my bed and went upstairs to the attic.’

‘That,’ said my father, ‘was generous. Doubtless she appreciated it.’ He munched his toast. ‘But some women, you’ll find, are never satisfied. Do they instruct you in the behaviour of the gentle sex in your school?’

‘Oh aye, about mothers and sisters mainly – being above rubies.’

‘Excellent. However, there are others who may not be relatives, Hywel. Remind me to talk with you on the subject at the first available opportunity. This afternoon, of course, will be taken up with meeting some of our creditors.’

‘Creditors?’

‘Your esteemed Uncle John, and Tom and Kent Mortimer. Relatives on your mother’s side, I fear, have always brought me trouble.’

There was no affection between my family, the Mortymers, and Sir John Mortimer, my dead mother’s brother; he and his two sons, Kent and Tom, were our sworn enemies, according to my father.

The similarity of our family names requires explanation.

My uncle, Sir John, was of an aristocratic line; indeed, my mother could trace her family back 400 years to the Battle of Mortimer’s Cross; and before that, even, to Edmund Mortimer who married Jane, one of Owain Glyndwr’s daughters, following a Mortimer defeat at the Battle of Pilleth.

But, somewhere down the ancestral line things had gone awry.

Rumour had it that Edmund had abandoned a lady who was in child by him in order to placate Glyndwr, who was pushing him into marriage to Jane. The court would have been scandalized, so the illegitimacy of the lady’s child was hushed. And, to differentiate the offspring from the noble Mortimer line, Glyndwr named him as a Mortymer, which to him was an indication of the bastardy.

Thus began the Mortymer ancestry, of which I was the last, and, when my father married my mother, the sister of Sir John and a daughter of the true Mortimer dynasty, a vendetta between the two families began.

It was a quarrel that had come to a violent head with the suicide of my mother two years ago; from that moment, my father and Sir John Mortimer became enemies.

This had now expressed itself in the financial ruin of my family, brought about by my uncle and my father’s own dissolute existence.

I did not know on that afternoon in the Grouse Inn that this family hatred would follow me down to my sons.

Awaiting our meeting with Sir John and his sons, I wandered alone on the cobbles outside the inn and watched the blacksmiths shoeing our two horses, with Old Amos fussing and fuming about them.

Earlier, I had seen these smiths fitting tiny iron shoes to the feet of rams and ewes; also soling and heeling a hundred geese for the squawking, jabbering thirteen-mile walk through the Cambrians to Tregaron. After fashioning for them little leather boots, he chased them through a patch of warm pitch and sand, and the old things came out on the other side wearing boots I’d have bought for myself. The sight of them, sheep, pigs, geese and cattle, took my mind back to my childhood when I’d lie hand in hand with my mother in the belly of the bed and listen to the pattering of their feet as the drovers brought them into Tregaron market.

This, for as long as I could remember, was the music of my childhood; the obscene bawling of the drovers, the bellowing of worn-out cattle and the lamenting shrieks of the porkers coming to town. At first this used to terrify me; as did the gilded portraits of my ancestors lining the walls of a house that was dead, but would not fall down. And, hearing my cries, my mother would draw me down into her warmth.

Sometimes, on these occasions, my father would come.

I can see him now, his great bulk filling the doorway of the bedroom.

‘Jesus Christ, woman, do we have to have a bloody audience? Is that wee crot always going to be here when I come to you on a hungry midnight?’

At this my mother would hold me closer, and my father would go, leaving behind him a stink of brandy.

I was still with Old Amos, watching the smiths at work on the horses, when I saw Sir John Mortimer and his two sons arrive.

I’d never had a really good look at Sir John, my mother’s brother, but now I saw him in bright, pitiless sunlight.

He was small; almost completely bald, and of shifty eyes; his dainty air and foppish manner contrasted with the bulky masculinity of my father; one could be forgiven for mistaking the illegitimate line.

Tom and Kent, his sons, followed their mother for size and deportment, being tall and muscular; Tom, near my own age, was friendly; Kent, mature, was an elemental snob – one determined, it appeared, to put the bastards in their place. By a strange presentiment I knew, at that first meeting, that he would prove my lifelong enemy.

Seeing them arrive, I joined my father in an ante-room of the inn; he said as I approached: ‘They have come.’

I nodded, taking a seat beside him. He added, ‘Listen, Hywel; you are the equal of this lot, so remember it. But, whatever they say, however quick your temper – keep it – or you will answer to me, you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘We may be the poor relations, but we will leave this room with our pride, though we leave our assets behind.’

I glanced at him in the moment before the others entered.

‘They have broken you?’

He nodded. ‘Every penny, every acre, every slate. As I told you, you won’t be going back to school in Canterbury.’

He did not say more for then they were in, Sir John leading his sons; all of them evincing that aristocratic indifference that told they were not to be tampered with: sitting down, they faced us across the highly polished table. Poll Plenty entered, asking, with a curtsy: ‘You require tea, gentlemen?’ She fluttered an eye at me.

‘Get out, woman,’ snapped Sir John, ‘I want no witnesses to this.’

He scowled at my father. ‘By the living God, Mortymer, you’ll leave here penniless. This time I’ll relieve you of your property; next time, with half a chance, I’ll have your lives.’

‘I’ll give it a go with pistols, if you like?’ My father winked.

‘Death with honour, eh?’ The man’s voice was low and husky and never, before or since, have I seen such hatred in a face. He said: ‘An ignominious death for the pair of you – it’s all you’re entitled to as a legacy of your bastardy …’ Suddenly he got to his feet, his features contorted. ‘Make the most of what you have left, Mortymer. You sent my sister to a felon’s death: only through bribes does she lie in consecrated ground. You made her life a living hell, and in her name I will hound you, your son and his sons to shameful deaths. Only through this expiation will my sister know peace.’

With his hands forming a cage over his mouth, he wept.

Kent Mortimer, the elder son, glared at us. ‘By God, you’ve got something to answer for, you lot,’ he said, and Tom sat silently.

My father said, ‘And so have you, if you make me late for my afternoon punch. Come now, it’s a tipple we need to make us all sociable. Girl!’ And he snapped his fingers at Poll Plenty.

For the first time I realized the indelicacy, the studied vulgarity of my father in the face of another’s grief: for the first time, too, I understood the suffering of Sir John Mortimer, and the reason for his hatred.


Two

Because the victory of our relatives was a shock to his system, my father spent the rest of the day in a drunken haze, wenching and roistering, and we didn’t leave the Grouse Inn for London until night was coming on.

At the gaming tables of high society, he declared, he would now proceed to make a fortune.

The storm, roaring among the peaks of the Cambrians, swirled about us furiously as Old Amos whipped up the horses, and we were off.

With four guineas in his pocket, my father departed with all the bonhomie of a self-made millionaire. Subject to immediate eviction from our Tregaron mansion, we left with hurrahs and catcalls from the Grouse servants, one of whom blew a hunting horn. We left with the sale of our lands properly concluded by deed, with what small assets we had in the Llandovery bank sequestered by my uncle’s lawyers to pay my father’s debts. We travelled now in a coach and pair owned by Sir John, with his express intention of removing us from the area: we went carrying on our backs our only possessions – clothes.

‘I give your uncle credit,’ said my father with a yawn as he settled himself comfortably in the coach. ‘I always admire good organization; his intention being to break us down to the sixth generation, I couldn’t have done a better job myself.’

‘So what now?’ I asked him as Amos whipped the horses to greater speed.

‘I shall tell you, my son,’ cried my father. ‘We plunge. For, when the chips are down and your luck is out, this is the moment of greatest fortune. My credit is still good in Jackson’s Rooms, is it not? Gentleman John Jackson will give me a loan and at his expense I shall recoup the family wealth.’ Tossing up his flask, he snatched it, uncorked it and drank deep, wiping his mouth. With a big fist up, he quoted, ‘“He either fears his fate too much, or his deserts are small, who dares not put it to the touch to gain or lose it all,”’ and he threw back his head and bellowed a laugh. ‘You hear that, what? Long live the Mortymers spelled with a y!’

He was sickening me; I did not reply. This, I thought, was what my mother had suffered for years: life with a bellowing, brandy-soaked bull of a man who spent his life with drink and whores, branding his insensitivity upon her soul. Now he opened the window beside him and shouted up into the storm:

‘Come on, Amos, what ails ye? We’re away to London, not a trot to Michaelmas Fair. Get the whip to them!’

The whip slashed down, and we broke into a gallop along the precipitous Treachery Pass. Propping up his riding boots, my father shouted above the thunder:

‘Some June, eh, me son? True Welsh mountain weather, so to hell with gentry farming – it don’t need carding and wagerin’ to lift the roof, ye know – a couple o’ dirty harvests’ll do it quicker.’ And he grinned and thumped my knee. ‘You understand, I take it, that we’re down to grub tacks?’

‘Of course.’

‘It bloody looks like it, for your face is as dull as tomorrer. Come on, man, shiver up your herring-roes! You’re done with that rotten English school, haven’t ye? – your mother sent you there, you know, not me – but if you’re short on education you’ll be into a fortune if you stick with me.’ He swigged at a flask. ‘Father and son, eh? – the bastard Mortymers! Dear God, I do ’em credit – your uncle handled it fine! But, if we’re groggy, we ain’t laid out, eh?’ His voice lowered confidentially. ‘Ye see, lad, the tables down in Jackson’s were supposed to raise us, but the luck went cold. But luck, son, is the essence of living: old Lady Luck, she downs ye one minute, then lifts ye up.’

The rain lashed down: thunder clouds barged themselves across the caverns of the sky as if in haste to deluge the earth; vivid lightning flashes blazed on my father’s haggard face, and he cried:

‘Anyway, to hell with property – it isn’t worth a fig these days – lazy tenants, repairs, poaching, land taxes, unpaid rent – we’ll be better off without the old pile, now your mother’s gone.’

The memory of her suicide momentarily stilled him, then he added, ‘Ever since she died her bloody relatives have been after the house and land, and now they’ve got it. God alive and reigning, fellow, have ye nothin’ at all to say?’

I shook my head.

For in the woodshed down on the bank of a little brook outside Tregaron, I had cut my mother down. Seeing her, I had expected to find her face contorted by the rope, but it was not. Indeed, it was an astonishing hanging, said the surgeon who attended her, for there was an expression of inestimable peace upon her face: no swelling of the features, no bulging eyes; she who had fought for family piety with all the district wenches, and begged him to farm instead of wager. But the attractions of Jackson’s Rooms and its gaming tables had beaten her. She had married a gentry farmer against her family’s wishes, and paid the price; proving no match for the riotous larkery of Jackson’s in Old Bond Street, where fortunes could be lost on the turn of a card.

Here gamed the fops and dandies of the day: the Dukes of York and Clarence; the amorous Duke of Marlborough, who bought and sold his pugilists like horseflesh to satisfy his love of The Fancy.

Here in Jackson’s met the millionaire Baldwins and Vernons; the aristocratic lay-me-downs of the turf – Lord Barrymore for one – now in the heyday of their riotous living; dining in sumptuous houses while the starving languished in London’s fetid slums. Here in Jackson’s establishment old scores were paid off and duels arranged that never took place in cowardice: over its gaming tables our family fortune had vanished into the laps of a clique whose pursuit in life was pleasure. In this palace attended by Royalty, my father had even exploited me. Now he said:

‘Once we bed down in Jackson’s we’ll find you a more able opponent than young Tom Mortimer, I vow. Have you been keeping up the art of self-defence under old Dai Bando at school?’ He leaned back and surveyed me with untainted pride.

‘Boxing’s a prime subject in the curriculum, yes.’

It pleased him and his grey eyes momentarily shone. ‘But, ye’ve never had a black eye to prove it!’

‘The Noble Art, as taught by Dai Bando keeps your eye out of the way.’

‘One thing’s certain, though I’ve never approved of his methods, he taught ye enough to give young Tom, your cousin, a dusting!’ He kicked up his boots and shouted laughter. The coach rocked on the rutted road, nearly unseating us, and he took out his monocle and screwed it into his eye and adopted the effeminate manners of supporters of the Fancy, saying, ‘“By gad, Mortymer, where did ye get such bloodstock? From your loins, did ye say? Who, then, was the filly? For I vow, given two more years, I’d put the lad in with Game Chicken.”’

He could be entertaining, too, and I rocked with laughter. He continued, removing the monocle, ‘But I tell ye this, me son, it did your father’s heart a world o’ good to see ye dust up Tom to such effect – giving him two years and a stone to boot.’

It was the first and only time I had met my Cousin Tom in private; facing each other, on a family wager, within the roped square in Jackson’s Rooms. I replied: ‘But it was unfair. Tom had never donned a muffler in his life.’

‘But now ye’ll meet others who have, me lad – young up-and-comers like you, the sons of the finest blood in London. Dear God, if we play the cards right – you with the mufflers and me on the tables – we could raise a fortune that would set us high and mighty. And where would our relatives be then, poor things? Are ye on?’

‘I’m not taking the prize ring for a living, Dada.’

‘God alive, would I be suggestin’ it? Just a bout here and there to keep us fed till I get upon me feet – look, look, son – where else are you likely to meet the Marquis of Granby, the King of Prussia and the Duke of Mecklenburgh in a single afternoon? – to say nothin’ of bare-knucklers like Tom Cribb and Belcher … and Gentleman John Jackson, the king of ’em all?’ He swung himself over and sat beside me, his enthusiasm growing. ‘You’re a natural, don’t ye realize? You’ve fast hands and a dig in them both. Do ye realize I won a pony off the Prince of Wales when he wagered on Tom for size instead of ye for quality? And do ye know what he said to me when they brought Tom round? “Mortymer,” he said, “henceforth, Sir, we can keep our rough-meat pugilists safely grazed and watered in our stables, and wager, instead, on the prowess of our sons.” Now then, will you give it thought?’

I did. I thought of Cousin Tom’s bloodstained face and I pitied him, yet marvelled at his dignity in the face of that thrashing – doled out by someone akin to his little brother. But, and I knew this, Tom Mortimer would never forget the degradation of this defeat, and neither would his father.

The coach lurched along the rutted, flooded road; the hooves were a drumming rhythm above the wind. As we skidded past Rounder Bend I saw the signpost of the white mare’s skull: bright its bones in the light of a scudding moon, and the voice of Old Amos was a wail: ‘Road blocked fifty yards up, sir! Strangers about, too – and it dunna look healthy!’

Reaching under his seat, my father drew out the big horse pistol he used for highwaymen; furiously he powdered it; rammed in the ball. And, as the wheels locked and we ground to a halt, he cocked the weapon, sighted it, and kicked open the coach door. Instantly, it was slammed shut. A bludgeon shattered the glass, striking him in the chest and forcing him backwards. All in seconds: one moment security, next moment panic. And, as my father fell, the face of a man appeared framed in the broken window, to disappear instantly as the pistol exploded: dropping to my knees I heard the ball whine off into space, and a faint, distant cry. Hauling my father up, I saw, in horror, two men gripping Old Amos: saw them run him, his boots skidding on the road, to the edge of the drop to the river below; and propel him, his arms and legs flailing, into space.

Silence now.

No sound but the blustering wind and our own heavy breathing: blood from my father’s face dripped monotonously on to my hand. And then a man’s voice bawled:

‘Is he alone?’

‘No, the lad’s with ’im. They got young Tom, mind!’

‘What?’

‘They got young Tom.’

‘Don’t be bloody daft – he were here a second back.’

‘Not no he anna – look, somebody fired from the coach. He’s dead.’

‘Jesus Christ!’

‘Aye, there’ll be hell to pay rent to when we get back home.’

‘Stop bloody talking and get this thing over …’

I risked a look through the broken glass: two men were stooping over the prostrate body of another. One said, getting up. ‘It’s only a graze, I tell ye. Give ’im a minute and he’ll be up. Come on, come on, you know what the old man said.’

‘All of it over?’ a man cried. ‘Look, Musker, them’s fine mares!’

‘Never mind that, get the whole lot over,’ and before I could gather myself the coach tipped beneath me. The horses shrieked as the coach went higher and the shaft took them.

Gathering my wits, I stooped, hauling my father up against me, and he moved feebly in my arms, semi-conscious from the blow of the bludgeon. As I reached out a hand for the door the coach tipped higher still, sending me sprawling back with my father in my arms. The horses were shrieking; men were shouting incoherently. If there was one out there, here was ten: a man roared:

‘And again so, lift!’ and the coach reared up beneath me, sliding us both into a corner.

‘Get another hold, I say. Lift, lift! Come on, Musker, get your back into it.’

Another voice shouted, ‘He’s only a lad, ye know – ain’t we after the old man?’

‘Shut your mouth and lift!’

And, in the moment before the coach overturned and teetered on the lip of the road berm, I saw through the shattered window the face of a man: he was wearing a French cockade hat and one side of his face was scarred as if blown away, muscle and bone, by shot: the face disappeared as the coach rolled over, and I saw below me the foaming Cledan River in full spate twenty feet down: flying hooves I saw, and a single spinning wheel, and felt my father’s arms go about me as a lanthorn flared and we dropped into space.

Now, locked in his embrace, I somersaulted in a mad world of scarlet and gold; into a topsy-turvy crescendo of thumps and smashes and pain: in a jack-in-the-box coffin we struck impeding rocks in our downward plunge, upright one second, upside down the next, but my father, not I, was taking the impact of the collisions. And then, in one last explosion of pain and light, the coach crashed into the mud of the river bank: glass tinkled, I remember, as I drifted into silence.

Utter silence, broken only by the rippling of the river.

All was stillness in my world of returning consciousness: then I heard the river again and the cadent voice of a solitary bird on the soft-breathing air. My eyes, but not my brain, saw weak sun-shafts filtering down through rents in the roof of the wrecked coach; I shivered to the sudden touch of lapping water.

Now I realized that I was lying face down upon the body of my father, and that his arms, still about me, clutched me in a vice of death. And the river, flooding into the half-submerged coach, was slowly embracing him so that his face was already covered.

I saw this face in all its mutilation, wavering in water below my eyes. Sickened, I prised myself free of his arms, and saw his body beneath me in all its ragged decimation; the once live bones jutting up, blood-smeared; the broken hands that clasped mine. Now a new phenomenon as the dawn sun blazed, lighting up the coach interior to a new brightness: the vision beneath me snatched away my breath as I stared down.

For the face that, but a few hours before, had been lined by dissolution had vanished, and a new face had replaced it. As if a magician’s wand had been waved above it, this new face was that of youth. Unlined and handsome, the youth of my father wavered before me as if in a holy transfiguration: his hair, but a few hours before sparse and gray, was now a shining black, as I had seen it in the portraits of his youth. But, young or old, he was still a corpse, and I dragged away the blanket that covered us like a shroud, and crawled painfully to an upturned seat.

Looking up through the smashed roof I saw above me the berm of the road that led to Llandovery, and high on a pole, glinting bone-white in the dawn sun, shone the white mare’s skull on Rounder Bend.

Nothing moved.

It was as if there was nobody else in the world but me and my dead father.

Then I noticed the little silver locket round his neck that held a portrait of my mother; the crash had upturned it and it was lying upon his breast. Bending, I removed it, then pulled out the Cyfarthfa blanket and folded it inside my coat.


Three

Easing my cramped limbs, I climbed on to the roof of the coach, to find myself staring into the beaked face of a giant red kite; I don’t know which was the more surprised, it or me: it shrieked, its taloned feet scrabbling for a hold on the wood; then, fighting for balance, it spread great wings and sailed upward into the vaporous blue of the sun to join its mate. Together they indulged in cat-like mewing at my interruption: high above them a procession of white-gowned monks, having just finished St Peter’s weekly wash, waddled across the dawning sky. Filled with disgust and loathing at the birds, I raised a fist at them, shouting abuse. But they circled still, impatient for the prey: soon, I knew, they would descend again to rip and tear at my father.

Now I climbed from crag to crag and reached the berm of the Llandovery road; to sink down, sobbing, at the foot of the gibbet that bore the white mare’s skull.

From this high vantage I heard the snarling of dogs. A wolf pack, splitting into groups, was fighting over the carcasses of the horses, one of which was half submerged in the river: near by the body of poor Old Amos, as yet unnoticed, lay face down in the mud of the bank. Sickened, I watched the two kites descend and disappear like burrowing moles into the coach in search of my father. Then pain and weariness swept over me in waves of increasing intensity: wrapped in the Cyfarthfa blanket, I wept, until sleep claimed me.

It was near midday when I awoke, cramped and sore: over my body was a pattern of bruises. It was only when I rose and began to walk that I realized the miracle of my escape. Limping away from the gibbet, I saw below me a swath of mist filling the valley; and heard the wolves, unseen, still at feed.

This was true wolf country: Wolf’s Leap, the gorge near the Devil’s Staircase, was the haunt of at least one savage pack; home, too, of the red kite, the carrion-eaters of the Irfon Valley, and more than one drover, in my time, had provided a meal among its jagged crags.

Although I had known this land since childhood, I had never considered its dangers. Now, alone and unarmed, I gritted my teeth to the pain and broke into a loping, swaying run. I’d considered returning to Abergwysen, but since it was probably the Mortimers who had mounted the attack upon us, this could prove dangerous: my longing was to go home to Tregaron House; then I remembered that this now belonged to them.

Finally, with the sun rising over the mountains, I went west, making for Pumsaint and the old Cothi Inn where Cushy Cuddlecome, one of my father’s paramours, held court – a woman to be trusted, if there wasn’t a man about.

Crossing the Twyi near Cilcwm, I left the forest to the east: I made across open fields to Caio, and the ancient road called Sam Helen.

This was Roman country. The road I had just left entered a great forest to the west and stretched to Neath, which the Romans called Nidum, then wound north to Chester.

Through this forest had moved the procession of Roman wagons bearing the mineral wealth of Wales.

Bound for the Severn estuary, it was then shipped to Rome and Syracuse, Etruscan outstations, and the Roman Western Empire. Indeed, it was for Welsh gold that the Romans had first invaded Britain. Ravaging the country, they had put down resistance from the Celtic tribes and built a fort beside the River Cothi: 20,000 soldiers guarded the nearby Dolaucothi goldmines in the year AD 78.

All this I had learned from my scholarly father, when we came for fishing trips to Pumsaint and stayed at the Cothi Inn – whose little tap-room actually lay within the confines of the Roman commandant’s office.

Although nothing can be seen of this today, I would lie abed at nights in the attic room at the stop of the stairs and dream of flying chariots and legions of marching men; hear the clash of alien swords … amid the laughter of a tipsy Cushy Cuddlecome and the booms of my father in his cups.

Down in the tap-room where walked the ghosts of legionnaires, I would listen to the old goldminers’ tales: of the discovery of golden spears and breastplates; of hoards of bangles and trinkets hidden away for soldiers’ sweethearts, but which never reached Italy: they would tell, too, of the silly gentry toffs of Llandovery market, who, greedy for anything of gold, would buy paint-gilded ornaments of iron and brass.

After old Grancher Saul, Cushy’s relative, had eased out the drunks, I’d sit by the fire and watch Cushy’s eyes as she weighed up my father for a night of frolic. Aged six, I was an innocent in their world of lust. Big and busty was Cushy, with lace across the front of her bosom; paint and powder on her face and lavender water under the arms, so she always smelled as sweet as a nut. She moved like a great, animated corpse, with her curly hair hanging past her ears like twenty-five pounds of black Christmas candles. I usually had a pretty good scratch, I recall, when parting company with these. For Cushy was a great one for heaving lads up: lifting them high in aoohs and aahs and anna he a pretty lad and what big eyes he’s got, and all this usually ended with a slobbering kiss in the chops, and I nearly twisted my farmers off once, trying to escape from Cushy in her happy-kiss-children mood.

Later still, I’d climb the stairs to my bed in the attic which I shared with Grancher, who slept in the big armchair by the door, and listen to him getting another cartload of porkers off to Lampeter market.

Yes, I’d lie there wondering why I had to sleep with Grancher, while my father slept with Cushy in the suite, as she called it; which was a big four-poster with balls on each corner, and a portico over the top plus gilded angels with harps. It used to beat me how either of them got any sleep, what with the thumping, giggling, humping and heaving that went on in there all night; for my Dada was no pygmy and Cushy was an outsize piece even with her corsets on, being large in the front where ladies are inclined to be. No, I never really discovered why he slept with her and not with me; he’d have had a much better night in my attic, despite Grancher’s snores. For next morning at breakfast they were very different people, him and Cushy, with him dopey and her throwing things at the dog.

Later in life I realized, of course, why my mother used to cry herself to sleep in Tregaron – worried, I suppose, about my father not sleeping so well whenever he was away from home. For when we arrived back with her he had bags under his eyes like the fleshpots of Jerusalem.

The dinners of the whitewashed farms were delicate on the wind as I staggered along the flinted tracks called roads. This was a stagecoach route for mail and probably I could have sought help; instead, I found myself lying in the roadside ditches like something hunted as they and farmers’ traps clattered past. Tears scalded my eyes at the loss of my father; thoughts of the Cothi Inn reminded me of happier days in Tregaron. Alone, in pain and hungry, I felt I was the only person in the world.

Indeed, hunger was now overcoming weariness: thirst could be quenched at wayside streams, but now I went under the heat of the sun in visions of strings of hot, brown sausages flying in the breeze. I swam in bowls of oxtail soup, climbed slopes of steak and kidney pudding and hummocks of fried onions laced with gravy. Suddenly, rounding a bend in the road, I saw the ancient inn stark white against the midday sun, for the gold of the day had cut the throat of the sky and the River Cothi was sparkling like chain-silver: such was this beauty that it momentarily smothered my lust for food.

Light and smoke struck me as I pushed open the inn door.

Now, whenever I’d had dealings with Cushy while my father was alive, I always had a weather eye open, since it seemed to me that she’d just had the meat course and was weighing me up for afters.

Though one could scarcely call her gentry, she was a member of the property-owning classes, said my father; the Cothi Inn having been left to her by a doting mother who had entertained three husbands and then passed on with a biological deficiency. So Cushy, approaching middle age, was alone in the world save for Grancher Saul who lived in a wheelchair. Her devotion to Grancher was clear to me from the start, for she kept him in her private room during the day, then lifted him plus wheelchair into the servants’ hoist and hauled him up, wheelchair and all, into the attic for the night; ‘For he do prefer to sleep near Heaven, mind, the dear little soul,’ said she.

Until I came to the Cothi that night I had never really got to the bottom of Grancher Saul, having never seen him with an eye open since I was twelve. But, despite Grancher’s afflictions, Cushy was a happy big soul, with an outsize heart and a bosom for weeping on: she also had two minders – Swillickin’ Jock, who was ginger all over, and Ham Bone, who was six-foot-six – both there in Cothi’s for protectional purposes.

Under ordinary conditions I would have entered her tap-room unobserved, since Cushy’s batting blue eyes were usually reserved for my father: not so this time.

All round the walls sat the customers, intent on tying biblical quotations on to the legs of their fighting cocks, for the place was like a church vestry come summer, said my father. If it wasn’t cock-fighting it was badger-baiting, with Black Jack and Snap and Spot the Codger thrown in, and more money changed hands in there than the London Stock Exchange just started up, said he.

Later, when the ale was down and the moon high, there’d be sand thrown on to the floor and squeaking and squarking and a flying of feathers in blotches of blood. My father was a dab hand at relevant quotations, such as: ‘The Pope did a lot for adultery when he called it a mortal sin’, and ‘God did more for the lower classes when He invented cockerels’.

Beneath my feet were stains of scarlet as I pushed my way to the bar where Cushy, showing enough bosom to kill a drover, was pouring cask ale into mugs. Now she lifted her big blue eyes at me.

‘Jesus alive and reigning!’ said she, and went on pouring, and the ale swilled over the teak and splashed on to my boots. But, equal to any occasion, she thrust out a fat arm and lifted the flap of the counter beside her.

‘In here quick,’ she whispered, ‘or the Mortimers will ’ave the bloody roof off.’ I ducked under it and she assisted me into her private room and slammed the door.

Silence; dead silence in a world of purple drapes and gilt and gold furniture; of ancient relatives with side whiskers and beards, and matriarchs in black bombazine staring at me in disapproval. The carpet was red and the ceiling bright blue, with shining stars: very conservative was Cushy when it came to internal decoration.

The first thing she did was to feed me, for Cushy understood male appetite: a bowl of tripe and onions enough to fill a horse, with the top of a cottage loaf thrown in and lashings of salted farm butter: this and a pint of home-brew for me and a quart and two whisky chasers for herself, for she didn’t drink a lot, did Cushy, and I was ready for the interrogation.

‘Tom Mortimer’s dead, ye know.’

‘What Slowly, I rose, staring down at her painted face.

‘Aye, me son, and talk has it that you and your father done it, God rest ’is soul,’ and she dabbed at her eyes with a little lace handkerchief.

I told her what had happened in gusty breath.

‘Aye, well, be that as it may, the Mortimers are holding you and your pa to account for it. Making their peaceful way along the road from the Grouse Inn, they was, after the meeting what wound you up, and in revenge you comes along and shoots poor Tom in the back.’

‘Good God,’ I whispered.

‘Ay ay, let’s hope so,’ rejoined Cushy. ‘For it was a terrible thing to do to a young man in ’is prime – shoot him down like a dog.’

I raised my voice. ‘Do you think we’d do a thing like that?’

‘Heisht, you, of course not!’ She was sober serious now. ‘I reckon it was an accident when the Mortimers pushed the pair of you over at Rounder Bend like you say, but that’s what the Mortimers are letting forth, and that’s what the magistrates will ’ave at the Assizes. You ’ave to sleep wi’ a fella to know him, and I knew your father, God rest him. He got up to most things, but he’d never shoot a man in the dark.’ She sniffed and wiped, smearing her mascara. ‘They’ve been ’ere, you know.’

‘Who, the Specials?’

‘No, the Mortimers. They know you got clear, see?’

I said, ‘They must have searched the coach. When did they come here?’

‘Soon after dawn, breathing fire and brimstone, with a rope for hanging you to take revenge for their Tom, they said. And my two pansy minders under the bed, the sods. But I took a rabbit gun to ’em – “Get off me lawful property, ye scallywags,” I said. “Hywel Mortymer only shoots on .the duelling field,” I said. “You got any complaints against me, Sir John, you takes it to the law – this is a respectable establishment” – well it is, ain’t it?’

‘Of course. What happened then?’

‘Then him and Kent and the men ride off, don’t they? – with me firing buck-shot, and there was a fella with a cocked hat on, and I got him in the arse.’

We sat together within an affinity born of tragedy, and she said then, with a dimpled hand on my knee, ‘It do go hard on a lad like you, really speakin’, and you can depend on Cushy because of your pa, for I go honey-like inside at the thoughts of ’im. He weren’t everyone’s cup o’ tea, mind, but he were good and kind to Cushy for a fancy: most times fancies are rough wi’ a lady, you understand?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘How old are ye now, Hywel Mortymer?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘Gawd, that’s a pity, because you’ll ’ave to sleep wi’ Grancher. Not in the same bed, of course, for all the beds are singles, as ye know. And he dunna snore like he used to, and keeps himself to himself, does Grancher.’ She added, ‘And he prefers ’is wheelchair to a mattress.’

‘I know. I’ve slept with him before.’

‘Just for the night, ye understand, and after you’re bedded, watered and fed in the mornin’, you’ll ’ave to be off, lest the Mortimers come again, understand?’

‘I’ll never forget you, Miss Cuddlecome.’

Taking a clay pipe off the mantel, she stuffed it with tobacco, lit it and blew out smoke, coughing and wheezing, then led me to the stairs, saying, ‘Later, when you’re a man and not a crot of a lad, you can come back to the Cothi and attach yourself to Cushy, will ye do that, my lovely?’

‘You can bank on it, missus.’

With a candle held before me I followed her up the rickety stairs to the attic, and there was Grancher in his wheelchair with his chin sunk on his chest, and I confess right away that I didn’t like the look of him, but Cushy kissed the top of his head, saying, ‘Sleep tight, the pair of ye, and I’ll see you both in the mornin’.’

I flung off my clothes after she’d gone and climbed into an ironball of a bed with a feather mattress and real sheets; the cold of it caressed my aching body, with the June moon hanging in the leaded window and filling the room with a strange, unearthly glow.

Then I wept again, remembering my father.

Sleep shut me off like a tap: I didn’t see the going of Grancher.

Deep in duck-down feathers, I slept as never before, but awoke around dawn when an icy hand seemed to touch my face in dreams. Sitting up, I stared across the room at Grancher in that grey light, for the moon was gone and red was painting up the sky. And it seemed to me, in that vacuum between sleep and waking, that Grancher’s wheelchair had moved, for I swore that when I came in with Cushy he was in the other corner.

So I called softly to him, ‘You all right, Grancher?’

Chin still sunk on chest, he sat, and his little bald head was shining in the faint dawn light. No reply; not even a whimper to say he’d heard me, so I got out of the bed as naked as with the midwife, and tiptoed over the boards to the wheelchair, and knelt before it.

‘Are you all right, Grancher?’ I asked again, but so still and quiet was he that I wondered, with an icy shiver, if the poor old sod had passed on in the night: there was no real fright in me at this suggestion, because death is only an extension of life, my father had taught me.

So I raised a hand and put it inside Grancher’s coat to feel the old chap’s heart, and my fingers touched a rib cage which was bony and cold; as cold as the grave was Grancher, poor soul, so I went back to the bed, collected the Cyfarthfa blanket and put it around his shoulders.

It was then that I saw a little silver chain around Grancher’s neck, and on the end of the chain was a little silver plate. I lifted this up and held it to the window.
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‘Bloody hell!’ I ejaculated, and crossed the floor at speed, dived into the bed and got under the sheets.

I hadn’t been back two minutes when all hell came loose in the inn yard, with men shouting and women shrieking and horse hooves clattering on the cobbles: then feet came thumping up the stairs to the attic and the door burst open and there was Cushy in a shimmy and breastplates and flinging up her arms, and she had a gun.

‘Out, lad, out! It’s the Mortimers come after your blood!’ and I heard Sir John’s high, throaty voice shouting: ‘Open up, Miss Cuddlecome – we know he’s here. Open up or it’ll be the worse for you!’

‘Open up, is it?’ cried Cushy, rushing to the window while I fought my way into my trousers. ‘Sure to God, ye’ll not set foot in here, ye murderin’ bunch of scallywags!’ and she flung back the window and levelled the gun, and by the way it was waving the only safe ones were the Mortimers. ‘I’ll blow the arse off any man who puts a finger on me private property!’

‘Produce the son of Hywel Mortymer, woman, and we’ll leave you in peace!’ Kent shouted up. And I peeped past Cushy’s shoulder and saw him astride his horse, calm and dignified.

‘Quick, son, quick!’ whispered Cushy, tucking in the tail of my shirt, and she pointed. ‘Out of the other window, shin over the tiles and it’s a six-foot drop to the front entrance. It’s the way me fellas come and go, and they’re half dead, so it’s nought to a sprightly lad like you. Away!’ and she kissed me and pushed me off.

I hauled up the sash, cocked a leg over the sill, slid down the tiles and hung on the gutter, before dropping down at the front door.

With my boots in my hand and my shirt tail out again and flapping, I made for the open fields, and had the legions of Rome been after me they wouldn’t have gained a yard.

‘Right, ye bloody rapscallions, you’ve asked for it.’ They were the last words I heard Cushy shout before she blasted them with a gun, and the night was quiet then, save for galloping horses.

‘Hey, you!’ called Cushy, halfway out of the bedroom window, and I came out of the shadows and caught the Cyfarthfa blanket she tossed down to me.

‘God go with you, Hywel Mortymer’s son,’ said she.

I hoped so, for I needed all the help I could get; certainly the Mortimers hadn’t wasted much time before discovering I hadn’t died in the coach.


Four

My father always said that the safest place away from your enemy is to hide within his lines: this, said he, Colonel Wintour did when pursued by Cromwell’s Roundheads: remembering that the Mortimers were seeking me in the area of Dolaucothi, I decided to go down its mines in search of gold.

Now, the village of Pumsaint gets its name from a famous Standing Stone that commemorates the resting place of the five saints – Gwyn, Gwyno, Gwynore, Celnin and Ceitho – who once journeyed here: indeed, one can see on the stone the ground hollows of their shoulders. Later, the Romans tunnelled the place for gold, constructing adits that burrowed into the hills, using Celtic labour working under the lash. On and off this prospecting had continued down the centuries.

Hearing the crush and stamp of a working mill; seeing the wavering light of compound flares, I made my way towards it.

Here a little mill was running to a waterwheel which tapped the flow of the ancient Cothi. Ragged men, women and children were labouring in the red light, shovelling up the broken ore the miners were digging out of the adits, and spreading it for crushing under the hammers: then the milled stone was sprayed with water to catch the specks of gold and channel it down to the trappers: isolated groups of little children, the end of the night shift, were on their knees over puddling holes, wearily jigging reed baskets into pools of Cothi water. About them, sticks in hand, walked the overmen with measured tread, eyes skinned for the gold thief. A few specks in the lining of a coat could bring in more than a twelve-hour shift of labour.

The foreman I found was big and beefy, and he put his calloused hands on his hips and eyed me for an interloper. ‘What you want?’

‘I’m after a start,’ I said.

His sloe eyes drifted over me; the trapping women chanced a peep from behind their red kerchiefs: the man walked round me like a butcher at a meat auction.

‘You ever tram-hauled?’

‘Tram-hauled?’

His white teeth split his face; a woman giggled. Said he, ‘If you’d tram-hauled, Daio, you’d know what it was. But ye’ve got bull shoulders on ye – so threepence a day on a twelve-hour shift; take it or leave it.’ He turned away.

It began to rain: diadems of water threaded the shoulders of the labourers. Somebody hit a bar triangle; the night shift began to gather their few possessions; from the vicinity of the road the day shift, moody and sulked with sleep, moved in with the lethargy of humans already dead. I caught the foreman’s eye and winked, and he curved his hands to his mouth, shouting: ‘Bimbo!’ A little lad aged about five appeared barefooted before me in rags. His Welsh eyes, dark, shone in his high-boned face: cupped in his grubby hands was a tame linnet.

The foreman said: ‘Lovely posh fella by ’ere, Bimbo, so treat him gentle – take him up to Bill Smalley at the face – for haulin’, say – no soft capers.’

‘You come to stay, mister?’ asked Bimbo, as I followed his little drumstick legs into a tunnel.

I spoke his dialect: lovely posh fella, indeed. ‘Only time to earn a butty – you been here long?’

The entrance faded and brought us into near-blackness; but fifty feet ahead a lamp burned in a niche. Hands outstretched against bumps, we went to it, Bimbo leading. In a piping treble he replied over his shoulder, ‘Only two weeks, but soon we’ll be off, says Rhian.’

‘Rhian?’

‘My sister.’ We paused and his face danced before me in the flickering light like a disembodied ghost.

‘You travel together?’ I asked.

‘Ay ay, from Water Street Poorhouse, down Carmarthen way. Ten stripes Rhian got for bustin’ out, and I got six for being her brother. “Bimbo lad,” she says to me, “this anna fair; it was me, not you, who potted ’em.”’

‘Potted who?’

‘The Poorhouse maister. He do come free with Rhian and squiggled up her dress, so she hit him with a poker.’

‘And that’s what you got the stripes for?’

‘That’s right. Mind, old Bill Smalley’s a right bastard, too, but he don’t tickle women up so much, says Rhian – ain’t that good?’

‘Marvellous.’ I gave him a grin. ‘Some sister.’

‘Aye, but she’s a tidy old bitch if you cross her, mind.’

‘Most sisters are,’ I said, and he reached out a hand behind him and hauled me on.

Now the tunnel deepened in a sweep of slush and from the roof came the dull, musical plopping of water. But the lights brightened as we floundered onwards, now calf-deep in mud and filth, and the floor drifted more as we neared the working face. As we rounded a bend in the adit I saw them at it full flush: a dozen men and more, some stripped to the waist, some naked, hewing at the rock in a thunder of picking, shovelling and gasps; the wounding thumps of the mandrels, the crashing of falling debris, the soprano music of the spades.

Bimbo gripped my arm and we stood waiting, for these were the sinews of the gold adits; the experts of brain and muscle who could trace the invading arsenopyrite that geology had folded into the pyritic shales: aye, I learned it all later, for there was a lot more to this than dig and shovel and tram. Shale and siltstone, lode and quartz that stand within the sheer zones that only the geologist knows – the magical ingredients that give birth to the ultimate magic – gold. Gold, not Fool’s Gold (this they spot with half an eye). Real gold that spins the earth. The Romans knew the trade as well, the old chaps said reluctantly: the chemists and geologists of 2,000 years ago intimately knew the metal that ruled the world.

Now a big man turned at the face, and this was Foreman Smalley.

‘What’s on, Bimbo?’

‘Lovely posh fella come by ’ere, Foreman, and Compound chap do say to treat him gentle.’

‘What doin’?’ The voice was double bass.

‘Hauling, sir,’ I said.

‘Age?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘With them shoulders ye look like twenty. Women and kids on trams, lad – I can use you here,’ and he tossed me his pick and I caught it in mid-air. ‘Hewing. But put it up your mate and you’ll be out feet first – eh, lads?’ The hewers paused for a breather and I saw their sweat-stained faces riven with rock dust and the wide breadth of their shoulders.

‘He’s only a lad, though, Foreman,’ said one, and his eyes shone like rubies in the dancing light.

‘We’ve all been lads, mun. He’ll be a man when the shift is over, eh?’ and he clapped a ham hand on to my shoulder. ‘You’ll strip your fingers in the first hour, but you’ve got six more skins, remember: when I see blood on the haft I’ll know you’re working.’

‘You’m a hard bleeder, Foreman,’ said a man, and he was north country.

‘If you think I’m hard you should meet the owners. Come on, get movin’, or I’ll put you to bed wi’ a shovel!’

I spat on my hands (which was my first mistake) and got going: and I remember thinking that it was a far cry to the silver-laid table of Tregaron House, and the preening aristocracy of Jackson’s Rooms.

Come midday it was snap time, and I had no snap. The others tossed bits and pieces at me as if I were a dog, but I tossed them back, saying I wasn’t hungry. After a bit Bimbo arrived and stood to attention before me. Sprawling on the heaps, in attitudes of exhaustion, the hewers regarded him.

‘Hey, Bimbo, where’s ye sister?’

‘If she’d hew for me, lad, I’d call her Foreman!’

‘Hoi hoi, Bimbo, where do she sleep nights?’

‘With me,’ said Bimbo, and added to me, ‘Missus says you’re to come.’

‘Oh dear me, bloody hark at it!’ cried a man. ‘What about us?’

‘It never happens to me, Sam?’

‘Cut it out, lads,’ said Foreman Smalley, ‘leave the little sod be.’ And added, ‘Tell her I’ll put a pillow under her ears and teach her how to be a wife,’ and this went right over Bimbo’s head; he said:

‘You got no bait, says Rhian, so you’d better come, or she’ll get her rag out.’ He gripped me, hurrying me on.

‘Best you go,’ called Foreman, grinning.

‘Can’t get back in time, sir.’

‘Take an hour – cool your hands, lad – you’ve done good.’ And Bimbo explained over his shoulder: ‘Mind, Smalley’s worse than the lot, really, but my Rhian mentioned as how she potted the Carmarthen fella with a poker, so now he only pinches her bum. What’s your name?’

‘Hywel Mortymer.’

This was the first decision, and I took it. It was my father’s name; more, it was the name my mother had taken in love. I wondered what my father would have done, and got the instant answer. When once a man is ashamed of his name he can only sink lower; and once you turn your back on this bloody world, said he once, the world kicks your backside.

‘Hywel what?’ asked Bimbo, peering.

‘Mortymer – Hywel Mortymer.’

‘It’s a bloody queer name is that one. Come.’

There was a journey of empty trams linked for a run to the Smalley face. Beside each tram sprawled its hauliers; sometimes a woman and a child; often just two children, a lad and a girl.

The lad was called a foal and he hauled in front, the girl or woman they called a half-marrow, both of which were north country terms: names brought down by men like Smalley, who hailed from Lancashire.

Down at the face they used corfs; wicker baskets holding four hundredweight; these took the immediate fall of the face rock, and men, not children, tipped them to fill the trams; they were called Headsmen, the strongest of the team. Now the foals and marrows were lying along the road, or sat propped up against the adit walls: they sat in rags, most half naked, the women with sack bands round their waists and their breasts hanging bare; some were old, with feeding paps dragged by children; some were young; thick-chested Amazons with firm strong breasts untouched by the hands of men: a few, like Rhian, who was covered in the breast, were beautiful despite the dirt.

Rhian got up as I approached. She was small and dainty, her features dark and well defined, and her hair was a mass of tumbling blackness. She had tied it back with string and it reached in blue-black waves to her shoulders. Her voice, when she spoke, had the sing-song music of Carmarthen Welsh.

‘You Hywel Mortymer?’ She raised her face, for she scarce came up to my shoulder.

‘Ay, ay.’

‘Bimbo do tell that you’ve got no bait. You share with us?’

‘I’d be glad to.’

I squatted beside her on the rail and she gathered the neck of her sack dress about her and turned her face this way and that, as women do when they don’t know what to say.

‘You like fishes?’

‘When you’re as hungry as me, you like anything.’ It broke the silence of unspoken words that had come between us. Bimbo squatted between us with his linnet held against his face, and his eyes like stars under the lamp.

I watched as Rhian took a little sprat from her bait tin and carefully broke it in her fingers. A slice of black bread top and bottom, and I had a sandwich with the tail sticking out; had it been boiled lobster and caviar, it wouldn’t have tasted better.

‘Diawch! Dear me! Oh, look at your hands!’

Reaching out, she caught my hands and turned the palms upward: red and raw and with rolled up, broken blisters; claws for fingers and palms like boiled bacon. Then she raised her eyes to mine in that moment, still holding me, and there was born an affinity and affection.

She is gone now, my Rhian: aeons of time divide us, but always will I remember the look of compassion upon her face in that filthy place.

‘He’s got gent’s hands, mind,’ cried Bimbo, treble. ‘That’s what old Smalley said.’

‘If I had Smalley I’d give him a basting for putting a gentleman on the face.’

‘No gentleman, just ordinary,’ I said.

‘Oh aye? Hold on.’ As I ate the bread and fish she filled a tin with water and washed my hands with a strip of her petticoat; the pain flushed me, yet scarcely did I feel it. Then she knelt and pulled up her dress to her thighs and Bimbo held it there while she knocked off more strips of the white petticoat and bound up my hands and tied the knots with her teeth, and her teeth, I saw, were white and even against her curved red lips, and I judged her age at twenty.

She said, ‘If the skin weren’t broken I’d fetch a cow-pat from outside, to heal; but these won’t heal till you’re done with Smalley. You realize he’s testing you?’ She raised her dark eyes.

‘Testing or not, I need the money.’ Chewing, I lay back against the tram and regarded her. ‘You on bad times too?’ I asked.

She answered, ‘When times were good our mam took us down to Flannel Street, Abergavenny, for red and yellow petticoats; even some with lace on, and white, like this. When times got bad she took us on the roads with cans and pegs and landed us in Carmarthen Poorhouse …’

‘Gypsy travellers?’ I asked, for you could see these any time on the roads of Wales with their little mountain ponies in the shafts and their bob-carts rattling along with cans swinging on the back; and more, when she turned up her face to the light, this one had the cut of the gypsy on her, as had Bimbo. I smelled in them the peat smoke; saw the ring of faces at the bonfires come Brecon Fair.

‘No,’ said she curtly. ‘Welsh, not gypsies.’

Now the triangular iron bar was rung again and the women and children rose in sighs; the foals harnessed up, the half-marrows prepared to push behind.

These trams did not run on wheels on a line, but on skids; bumping and carving a groove in the mud which greased their path. I offered to help push, for the journey of trams was going up to my face, but Rhian shook her head.

‘Two to a tram; third one could collect a yardstick on the bum. Smalley don’t go for three-ers.’

They pushed off in grunts and hey-ya-hup, hey-ya-hup, getting the trams swishing on the skids: the foal worked low, with a chain between his legs; the half-marrows pushed behind, their bare feet splayed to the rock crops; head bent, one arm hanging to the ground for purchase. No identifiable words accompanied the haul, only sighs and grunts and groans: gasping in the dust-laden air they went, one tram after another; the draught donkeys called humans who had been hauling in this adit since the start of civilization.

But these were slaves to a modern purpose; the economic boom that plundered their strength for the profits of present-day Romans; a new, baser breed of old speculators who hung their bullion on the backs of the younger generation; and who, had the law allowed them, would have had them under the whip.

As I overtook sledge after sledge on my way up the road, I passed a girl whose breasts were small: pretty was she with her dancing blue eyes and her hair hanging down either side of her face, and she smiled up at me as I passed her. Foreman had bought her from Irish lands, snatched the straw out of her mouth, said Rhian, and paid for her at the Hiring Fair: twopence a day or five pounds a year plus water and wheat. Aged six.

Presently, I stood in a wall niche and watched the journeys go by: one by one came the trams, turning off on the passing road; and I stood there until the last tram came, and this was pulled by Rhian with the chain between her legs and her sack dress rolled up to her waist to show her drawers. At the back of the tram, his small body rigid to the load, pushed Bimbo.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Thns .
Proud
& Sawlg@
» Land

ALEXANDER
'CORDELL







OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





