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‘Behind the bike shed.’
‘Hardly counts, it’s so predictable. In an Astra . . . a Cortina . . . a Renault . . .’
‘OK, OK, cars . . . I get the idea. In a rowing boat on the Loughor.’
She thought for a minute. ‘On a pine needle bed in a squirrel-filled wood.’
He regarded her narrowly. ‘Squirrels don’t live in coniferous forest.’
‘Well, obviously, it was a mixed forest. I didn’t say all the trees were pines, did I?’
‘And it was full of squirrels, which presumably made themselves known to you at your moment of passion.’
‘Stop quibbling. You’re just playing for time.’
‘In a changing room at the swimming pool.’
‘Very romantic.’ Another pause for thought. One of the prints on the wall caught her eye. ‘In a mountain stream where the currents mixed the coldness of snow with the warmth of summer.’
‘No doubt the stream was full of fish. Was there a camera team filming a cigarette advert at the time?’
She smirked. ‘We all have our treasured memories.’
He rolled on his back and put his hands behind his head, relaxed. ‘On the top bunk of a sleeper car on the Orient Express, just as it was entering Venice. Symbolic, don’t you think?’
‘You and your films. Cary Grant, North by Northwest, with more than a little of Dai’s imagination.’
‘Perhaps it was the Flying Scotsman then. So easy to lose track of place and time at such moments, don’t you find?’
But she’d turned serious and he could see from the frown of concentration that an idea was arriving. This was a pity, as he enjoyed the suspended time when they lay together, with no urgency to the circling caresses. She was lying upside down, head against his feet, and to look at her expression he had to raise up from the pillow, straining his neck muscles. He gave up and waited with resignation. Ideas could be very uncomfortable and – worse still – a response was expected. He had given up aiming to please with his response and was less often treated to a silence of affectionate contempt.
‘It’s probably different for men,’ (one of her least attractive opening gambits); ‘I’ve found that crazy places were exciting but not that satisfying. With the possible exception of the squirrels.’ She threw him what would have been a sideways glance had she been the right way up, but his eyes were closed as he listened. If he was listening. ‘And the same is true about a new man. You know, it’s exciting, but not the best.’
‘No doubt there was an exception to that too. . .’
‘Yes actually, now you come to mention it. . . So where is it best for you?’
He knew the answer to that one. ‘Here. In your bed. With you.’
She felt the disappointment of having forced him, but also the warmth of knowing it was true.
‘Il a fait tout l’amour de la terre, Il n’a pas trouvé mieux.’
‘I love it when you talk dirty.’
‘It means “he travelled all around the world to find out home is best,” but it sounds better in French.’
They lay back in contented silence, but time was ticking back into the evening.
‘Dance with me,’ she demanded suddenly. ‘No,’ she stopped him reaching for his clothes, ‘as we are.’ He laughed and shook his head but conceded, watching as she put one of her shameful secrets on the CD player. Every now and then she confessed a ‘shameful secret’ to him, making him promise not to tell. No one was to know that she licked the cream out of custard cream biscuits before eating the outside; no one was to know she slept with a one-eyed toy dog called Heathcliff; no one was to know she had a compilation album of popular love songs.
As the lugubrious notes of the CD oozed into the room she took his hand. He shambled to his feet and held her, shifting to the rhythm with as much grace and dignity as he could muster with a rash of goose pimples and a horribly new awareness of the way his body was assembled. For a few seconds he lost the self-consciousness, held her eyes, and this time his murmured ‘love you’ was unforced. Then the laughter took over, as both of them complained about bits bobbling.
There was a slight awkwardness in the air as they dressed, and she knew it was time.
‘Helen.’
She just looked at him, poised, waiting.
‘It’s time to go . . .’
The end of his sentence hung in the air . . . ‘home.’
She kissed him, and though he looked for signs that she minded, he saw none bar a hint of coolness. But then that’s how she was.
‘À bientôt.’ She smiled at him as she closed the door, trying to shut out the echoes in her mind,
‘Il n’a pas trouvé mieux.’
She muttered her personal litany, ‘Liberty, autonomy and space for me.’ She had plenty of space to be herself, and it was only at moments like this that the word ‘empty’ emerged from the silence.
When she woke, she glimpsed through the curtains that particular shade of grey which indicated a dull summer day. She found it impossible to enthuse about Llanelli’s mild climate and retained her immigrant’s awe at the varieties of rain possible. She had once started a rain lexicon, inspired by the knowledge that there were forty? sixty? one hundred Inuit words for snow, and was disappointed that this was not the case in Welsh. Her attempt to fill the gap in English, at least, had reached twenty categories before the project was abandoned, defeated by the apathy which watching rain induced in her. Sheet rain, drizzle, the torrent, the downpour and picking rain were among the more obvious; she was best pleased by ‘the kettle spout’ (the type of rain which drenches one specific location – usually you – and steams upwards from the pavement), ‘the devil’s miracle’ (which falls steadily from a cloudless blue sky) and ‘gloop’ (the drops having a gelatinous quality). The project had not been encouraged by friends, who explained carefully to her that she must work to the key phrase ‘Look at that “___” !’ While ‘gloop’ met this requirement, the fact that no one else understood the word did inhibit conversation, which could usually continue comfortably for several minutes on the subject of the weather.
However, the weather had not really been a consideration five years ago when Helen had moved to Llanelli. She had wanted somewhere rural by the sea, with cheap rents for business and accommodation, and as far away from Leeds as possible. No one had objected to the last point; not that she had discussed the decision with anyone else. While browsing through a daily paper, the headline Pembrey flagged as Britain’s best beach caught her eye. The description of miles of milky white sands had captured her imagination. When she looked out of the bus window and saw one lad puking, another peeing against someone’s garden wall and a third kicking a plastic bottle in drifts of old newspaper, her mind was made up. The magic word Llanelli was her one-way ticket out of this. Although there had been some readjustment to the reality of Llanelli as a large town with more than its fair share of rough lads and unemployment, there was also the magic. The sea itself, even from Llanelli’s warehouse-ridden grey beach, was a source of wonder to her. Local stories told of youngsters and visitors cut off on sandbanks by the deceptive speed of the estuary tides. Even the much-touted Pembrey Beach (for which she preferred the tidal flow of the Welsh name Cefn Sidan) was famous among the old ’uns for its lethal currents.
Her first visit to Cefn Sidan had inevitably been a disappointment. In her innocence she had not checked bus times or tides and had suffered a long wait to catch the former and a long walk to catch the latter. Her entry point to the beach, trying to avoid people, gave her a trek across sand dunes on a wooden path. Convinced that she would see the sea after rounding the last hillock, she was daunted by the vast stretch of sand which met her view. Clean white sand, certainly, but where was the sea? Adjusting to another walk, she aimed for the horizon, which really wasn’t that far away. Or so she thought. After ten minutes walking, the sea looked no nearer and she continued with gritted teeth. When she finally reached the sea, she kicked it repeatedly with her bare feet and vented her feelings verbally. Thoroughly drenched and pausing for breath she heard it, that silence which is full of nature’s sounds; the distinctive two-tone note of the curlew and the food squabbles of gulls. She looked across the sea to the Gower Peninsula, its muted shades of green, and the long, low outline of Worm’s Head blurry at the edges. Fired up by a sudden determination, she had told the Worm’s head that she was here to stay and that there were dragons in the north of England too.
On this particular grey summer day, Helen kept to her working routine. A short walk from her rented house on the Pembrey Road took her to the centre of town, where she opened up shop. The window display, with its summer sale prices on nubbly cotton tops would soon have to be changed for the Christmas hard sell, even though it was only August. She hated the way that working in a shop made the year disappear, and yet she could only meet orders if she did work well in advance. There were always customers who thought she could design and handknit a garment by someone’s birthday ‘tomorrow’ and who took it as a personal affront when she explained that it would take longer. Luckily, she had a growing number of regular customers, as well as some passing tourist trade.
Tuesday was generally quiet, with smaller shops still closing for the traditional half-day, so she settled to some design work after a quick and moderately depressing updating of the accounts. Takings were just high enough to keep her life ticking over, but there was no margin for safety or luxury. Once a year, in January when trade was slack, she treated herself to one of her own designer jumpers, but generally she couldn’t afford time off from the day-to-day work of meeting orders and adding to stock. Each item was unique and she’d lost count of the number of times she’d patiently rejected customers’ insistence that they wanted ‘one exactly like that one’. Her high standards were beginning to pay off, though, and she was risking more imaginative designs and mixed textures, with some success.
Sucking her pencil and plotting the stitches on graph paper, Helen sketched a batwing jumper, fashionably cropped, with variants of traditional fair-isle motifs in two vertical bands. She looked through her samples box with a miser’s greed, savouring colours and textures, imagining different combinations. Rejecting the impracticality of pure mohair, she chose an olive mohair/acrylic mix with a tawny twisted silk yarn for the motifs. She’d have to be careful with the stranding on the inside, but she was sure that the design would work. This was a design that would glow, would beg to be bought, and would attract the interest of visiting royalty. She would be the Norman Hartnell of woolly couture. She would out-Fasset Kaffe. Better still, a visiting foreign delegate would see The Jumper and realise that the interests of international trade would be best served by a joint trading venture that would make M&S look like a penny bazaar again. Lost in these visions, she was disturbed by the alarm clock, which told her it was lunch and Tuesday closing time.
Not one customer all morning and yet she was satisfied with her half-day’s work. The latest creation was on its way, with some intricate cable in the ribbing and the pattern set. She knew perfectly well that this design was meant for her, the colours to suit the dark red of her long, unruly hair and the freckled cream of her skin. She also knew that she would sell the jumper to someone else, hopefully after a long enough spell in the shop window to attract orders. It was difficult to balance immediate sales against orders and she was grateful when customers allowed her to display sold items for an extra week or two. Even with the piece-work provided by Sian and Glenys, Christmas was crazy, and she really could not afford to take on more workers. If only she could have a year off to build up stock, then she could cope with the Christmas rush.
It had been two weeks before Christmas that she had met Dai. He had waited patiently behind three other customers, who all wanted to agonize in turn over which character from The Lion King or Pocohontas should be in what pose, on a jumper of which colour and size, for little Bethan or Ian or Emma. Noticing that it was quarter to six – well after closing time – she flipped the sign in the door to CLOSED / AR GAU and turned the key in the lock as a further precaution, excusing herself to her last customer. Finally, she turned her attention to the stocky man in jeans and shabby weatherproof jacket.
Her smile was still bright but a little weary as she asked, ‘Is it The Lion King or Pocohontas?’
‘Neither, I’m afraid. If people weren’t encouraged to see animals as cute entertainment, my job would be a lot easier.’ He smiled ruefully, softening the bitterness of the remark. ‘I’m sorry. It’s been a hard day and vets don’t look forward to Christmas.’
‘I hate Christmas too,’ came spontaneously from her, to her chagrin as she would have to give some reason why, and the truth was something she didn’t even tell herself any more, never mind a total stranger. She rushed to pre-empt the question. ‘It’s so commercialised,’ and she kicked herself for the cliché. He must think her boring. Then she kicked herself for even considering what he might think of her.
‘I’d like some kind of fluffy jumper in tasteful colours for my wife’s Christmas present. She’s about your size.’
She pulled her professional self together, showed a selection of jumpers, using rather more exact descriptions of yarn than ‘fluffy’ but he seemed to lose interest, told her to choose for him and said, ‘Yes that will do fine,’ as he crumpled up a cream Angora tunic with seed pearls sewn into the shoulder cabling detail.
Helen packed the jumper with exaggerated care but the point seemed to be lost as he was quite openly scrutinizing her face.
‘I don’t usually find redheads attractive, but you look like a Botticelli angel,’ he announced, as if this were a mere statement of fact.
‘That’s me, fat and virtuous. I don’t usually find married men attractive, especially arrogant ones, and you’re no exception,’ she retorted, with the colour in her cheeks fuelling the spark of her temper.
He seemed unmoved and merely asked her politely for his credit card back. She realised that his Visacard was clutched tightly in her hand and had been waved in the air to illustrate her feelings. Both card and package containing the jumper were dumped gracelessly on the counter, retrieved by the man, who thanked her and would have left if the door had not been locked. She had recovered her poise, enjoyed watching him re-arranging his bags to turn the key, and timed her intervention so as to help him as little as possible, while being the one who actually unlocked the door. They had wished each other a Merry Christmas and she had not expected to see him again, although he had made enough of an impression for her to notice from his credit receipt that he was D. R. Evans.
His name always seemed a mystery to her, even when she knew him well. David Richard Evans, known as Dai. The essential Welshness of ‘Dai Evans, the vet’ worried at her prejudices. The ones she’d been sure she didn’t have. Why was it impossible to take someone called Dai seriously? Why was it so difficult to accept that a ‘Dai’ was more than a match for her intelligence? Why did Evans sound like a pseudonym for an illicit weekend? It was characteristic of him that he accepted himself as Dai, although he joked that his parents had named him D. R. in the hope that he would rise to the level of medical doctor. Her favourite, special name for him was Dafydd; she loved the Celtic sound of it and the way it suggested all the strangeness of him.
She had survived Christmas, using all the defensive rituals she had developed, automatically destroying unopened Christmas mail from the few people from pre-Llanelli days who still made a token gesture at contact.
Friends made more recently knew that she didn’t celebrate Christmas, and if anyone pestered her on the subject, she ended any discussion by saying that her dead parents had been Jehovah’s Witnesses and that this was the only article of faith she observed out of respect for them. Her parents, in their three-bedroomed suburban Leeds semi, would have been distressed but not surprised by her story of their demise. Theirs was one of the cards destroyed each Christmas, despite the plea on the back of the envelope ‘Helen, please get in touch. We love you.’
On a slack day in January, he had appeared again, lugging a bag of medicine, syringes and plastic gloves, all jammed in and bulging over the top.
‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a coffee? The police called me to a road victim and then I did my town visits. There’s a Persian next door to you, the flat above the shop, horrific eczema and stupid owners. Half the problem is diet and it’s an indoor cat so there’s no chance of it foraging to add roughage to its haute cuisine. They’re more likely to give caviar to the cat than coffee to the vet so I remembered there was a friendly face close by and I wondered . . .’
She had continued knitting, without looking up, although she was perfectly capable of following a complex design and watching television at the same time, so this was from choice not necessity. There was silence until she reached the end of the row, pushed the needles through the three balls of wool she was working with, stretched and stood up.
‘How did your wife like her Christmas present?’ Helen asked.
‘She loved it,’ he replied, holding her gaze steadily. And then they had coffee. And talked. And it became something to look forward to, long after the Persian had recovered from its eczema if not from its owners.
One wet Monday in March, he had called just before closing time, and she had asked him, ‘What does your wife think of you calling here for coffee?’
Again, the steady gaze, no ducking of the question on or below the surface. ‘There is no reason for me to talk to her about it.’
And so the coffees continued. And for a while it was just coffees.
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Tuesday lunchtime during school holidays meant lunch with Neil.
He was waiting for her by the portcullis of the closed indoor market, fending off pigeons.
‘There ought to be notices asking people not to feed them, like in London.’
‘I thought you liked birds,’ Helen countered.
‘I do. I can even quote a poem in which the “iridescence on a pigeon’s neck” is seen as one of the beauties of the world. That doesn’t mean I like pigeons bombing me.’
They were both half-shouting to be heard over the noise of the nearby pneumatic drill.
‘Too noisy. Let’s go to Penclacwydd,’ Neil mouthed.
The Wildfowl and Wetland Centre was only a five-minute drive and a peaceful alternative for lunch. Neil was a fully committed telescope-toting member and Helen enjoyed his enthusiasm for waders whose names she could never remember. Penclacwydd was also where they had first met three and a half years previously.
Helen had seen a leaflet advertising the Wildfowl Centre in the local library, and had thought it a sensible place to visit on a wet Sunday afternoon in November. She had followed the route indicated on the little map which came with her ticket and found herself in the British Steel Bird Hide (‘First of its kind in Europe’) looking out at the marshes and across to the Gower peninsula – a gloomier estuary version of the view she had admired from Cefn Sidan. She had rented some binoculars from the reception desk but she wasn’t totally conviced they were the right way up (did it matter?) or focused, as she peered out at what she considered to be ducks. The only other person in the hide was clearly a professional, with binoculars, telescope and a little notebook covered in dates and tiny writing. After five minutes she was fidgety and couldn’t imagine how people could stay here all day with the concentration of the man at her side. She wondered if she should say, ‘That’s a hell of a big seagull,’ but before she could commit this unforgivable solecism, the man turned to her, beaming, his excitement at his first sighting of a little egret overcoming his natural shyness.
‘You can see it better through my telescope. Have a look.’
There was no mistaking what she was supposed to see. The telescope was focused on an elegant long-legged white bird – her seagull – motionless by the side of a tidal pool. However, she still didn’t know what it was.
‘It’s a really good one, isn’t it,’ she said, adding for good measure, ‘it’s so clear through your telescope.’
As far as Neil was aware, this was the first little egret ever sighted in Wales, possibly in Britain, but he was too kind to puncture her pose directly. Instead, he shared his knowledge with her until she relaxed and showed real interest in the rare heron and the more ordinary visitors to the marsh; the redshanks (‘Yes, it does mean red legs), the two cormorants (‘they can swallow whole eels you know’) and seven grey herons.
‘Why do they call a group of herons ‘a priest’?’ she mused. ‘Colour, I suppose.’
‘Possibly.’ He was scanning the marsh with his field-glasses, looking for something else to show her. ‘Not just that though. Look at the way they walk, deliberate, stalking, knowing what they’re after. Perhaps it’s their missionary-like single-mindedness – awesome when there’s a few all intent on their fishing.’
‘Fishers of men, you mean.’
‘Something like that. Each has its patch and there’s no contact between them.’
‘No denominational warfare then,’ she pursued the thought. ‘They’re too beautiful to be “like” anything.’ He looked at her with approval.
As increasing numbers of bird-watchers joined them in the hide, Neil retreated to whispered comments, continuing to point out birds to Helen. She sympathised with the little boy who ran into the hide, looked through his dad’s binoculars and shouted, ‘ I can see a white bird!’ but she too glared at him to show her solidarity with the new comrades ranged along the window bench.
Still feeling the need to celebrate the little egret, and resenting the intrusion of the newcomers, Neil had asked Helen if she would like a coffee and a friendship was born. They looked an odd couple; her hair made a long, wild halo flying around a dress of panne velvet and he looked like one of his cherished herons, tall and angular with an awkward stabbing motion as he walked. When she had pointed out this likeness, he had been quite flattered and had taken to wearing grey, black or white until he tired of people offering their condolences.
They had arranged to meet again at Penclacwydd and Helen had continued her marsh-watching lessons. When she had found out that he was a teacher, Helen had been taken aback. There had always been four rows of desks between her and a teacher unless she had actually been summoned to cross the divide. When, at sixteen, Helen had said that she wanted to leave and get a job, and that she was engaged, the Careers Adviser had looked at her with pity and said ‘You silly donkey.’ If she had known about the pregnancy, Mrs Fisher might have said even more, but Helen had found it easier just to disappear from the school’s attendance statistics.
It had, then, been very confusing to discover a human teacher, but it helped that Neil taught French. Helen had tried evening classes in Leeds with a slightly deaf tutor in her sixties and although the lessons had taught Helen to read and understand basic transactional French, her spoken French had no chance of being understood outside a limited audience in West Yorkshire. Helen was unaware of her shortcomings as she had always been told ‘Bien, bien’ by Madame Carter, whatever her pronunciation, and she had not had the chance to experiment on French nationals after learning to string a sentence together. Neil welcomed his friend’s enthusiasm for his subject and had given her further lessons at his home when he could spare the time and (more difficult) the energy. Under his careful tuition Helen was speaking a language that was now definitely French, under the happy illusion that her previous efforts had been an excellent Gascon dialect which was unfortunately little understood in other parts of France. Neil saw no reason to tell her the truth.
Twice a year Neil went to a French Teachers’ Conference in London and a year after they had met, he invited Helen to join him. Their friendship had seemed a little strained over the previous couple of weeks and Helen wondered if this was the preliminary to him making a pass at her.
The train journey passed with few words, as each sat reading and wondering how the weekend would go. Neil had told her that they could stay with friends of his who had a flat in Earls Court and that they could go out on the Friday evening to a nightclub. She could not imagine Neil at a disco and she thought she was really too old for this sort of thing but she had played along with the plans.
The friends were very welcoming arty types, who kissed both her and Neil on the cheek as they walked into the flat. She found it strange that Neil, so reserved himself, didn’t mind the free physical contact, but then she remembered that he was used to French manners and had even worked in France for a year. She was relieved to find that she and Neil had been given separate rooms; it was a pity to put Min out by making him share with Kevin, but as that was clearly what he was going to do, she wasn’t going to stop him. She’d been given Thomas’ room and he’d stashed a supply of clothes by the settee, which was obviously going to be his bed for the night.
Min (‘short for some Jamaican name even he can’t pronounce’) cooked Chicken Creole (‘He only cooks that to pretend he’s in touch with his roots’) for them all, then there was some cheerful clearing up. Neil clearly felt at home, drying dishes, catching up on news and answering the others’ questions, so Helen dropped gratefully into an armchair and returned to her book.
‘Come on then. I thought you girls needed hours to get beautiful,’ was Neil’s reminder that they were going out that evening. Obediently she freshened up, put some make-up on and changed into a burnt orange silk shift dress and drifted back through to the living room to wait for Neil. Kevin was sitting there, also dressed up for the evening in a loose white shirt and designer jeans, with just a hint of bouffant height in his brushed-back hairdo and the one earring glittering.
‘First time at Poison Pen?’ he asked.
‘Sorry?’
‘The club we’re off to tonight.’
‘Oh, yes, first time. First time in any London disco though I used to go out now and again in Leeds. Cinderella’s, that sort of place.’ Helen registered the word ‘we’, and it became clear as the other men appeared that ‘we’ meant all of them. This was not what she had expected at all and she was feeling a bit of an intruder, despite their efforts. Neil’s appearance was a revelation. He was still wearing shirt and trousers but instead of his usual ill-fitting tailored shirt in nondescript check, with polyester trousers, he wore the same style of loose fine-woven shirt and designer jeans as the others. Even his hair looked different, that same brushed-back style that the others favoured. Nothing would disguise his tall angularity but there was a new spring in his step and the impression he made had changed completely. Perhaps this was as Helen had thought, and he would make a play for her with his friends around to give him confidence.
Kevin gave the thumbs up that they were all ready to go and they headed off to Poison Pen via a tube journey, some walking and two pubs, which made the atmosphere even more relaxed. By this stage of the evening, Neil had linked arms with Helen, but then Kevin and Thomas had both linked arms with Min, so Helen didn’t read anything into it.
Poison Pen, as indicated by the green neon sign and flashing arrow, was down a flight of stone steps in a basement. A couple of bouncers looked them over as they paid their entrance fee and actually checked through Helen’s handbag. She was streetwise enough not to wind up the granite-faced security with sarcastic comments, but she did turn to Neil as they passed the cloakroom.
‘Do I look like the violent type?’
‘It’s a pain, but safer that way. They don’t always check. Once I had this with me,’ and he indicated his Italian style black bag on a wrist strap, ‘and inside it was a flick knife I’d confiscated on a school trip and forgotten about. I saw it when I pulled out my wallet to pay the entrance and I was on pins in case they noticed. You can imagine the headlines! I don’t think “I took it off a sixteen year old” would go down too well as a defence.’
‘I kept looking at their socks,’ said Helen. ‘There was a story in the papers back home about a Swansea bouncer caught with grass in his socks. He said he was keeping it safe after taking it off a customer, so I don’t see any problem with your flick knife.’
‘Did he get off?’
‘No,’ said Helen and they both laughed at the absurdity of it. Then chat ceased as they went into the noise and lights.
Kevin and Min were ahead of them and already on the dance floor. The sheer fluidity of Min’s dancing was complemented by the spiky energy with which Kevin attacked the music, and it took a few moments before Helen took in what she was watching. They were not just dancing at the same time, they were dancing together, as a couple. She had been so slow to work it out. She saw Thomas put his arm round a slim, good-looking man who smiled, kissed him on the cheek and started to dance with him. She registered the fact that there were no other women here. No, she was wrong; there were two, perhaps three. At least, they were people wearing skirts. She was starting to question everything.
‘They’re all gay,’ she said stupidly, then had to repeat it for Neil to lip-read through the noise. He was facing her, watching anxiously for her reactions.
‘Yes,’ he said, and waited for it to dawn on her. As they stood there someone whose white T-shirt flashed on and off in the ultra-violet light came over, kissed Neil and said, ‘I wish you came more often.’ There was a private smile between them, then Neil introduced Helen as a friend from home, to Jimmy ‘a special London friend’. To Helen’s surprise (and she didn’t have much capacity for surprise left) Jimmy asked her to dance and was fun to dance with. She gave up thinking and just enjoyed the movement. After Jimmy, there was no shortage of partners, including Neil himself, although she could see him with Jimmy most of the time. She realised that she had never danced with as many good-looking men in one evening and that knowing they were gay had taken all the stress out of just dancing. Even the slow dancing had been easy, not the passionate smooching she could see around her, just friendly human warmth.
When she took time out for a quiet drink at the bar Neil joined her, still waiting for some kind of verdict on him and his friends.
‘I like it,’ she said. ‘It’s like the best of a normal disco, but without the threat, the feeling of being in the market-place, up for sale. How come so many people have asked me to dance?’
He winced inwardly at ‘normal’ but was too used to the wrong words to react. ‘It’s kind of understood we welcome outsiders. It’s to help people come out, show we’re good to be with. It’s just part of the atmosphere; we’re safe here and we want anyone here to feel part of that.’
‘It could have a more welcoming name.’
‘Cockney rhyming slang; Poison Pen – Boys ’n’ Men – get it?’
‘The conference . . .?’ she queried.
‘No such thing,’ he confirmed. ‘Just a way for me to spend two weekends a year hanging loose.’
‘Why did you want me to know?’
‘I didn’t want you to expect man-woman stuff from me.’ She smiled at the irony, while he continued, ‘and I trust you. It’ll be good to have someone else in Llanelli who knows. Sometimes I think I’m dreaming this side of my life.’ So he knew she could keep a secret. If only he knew just how well she could keep a secret. She thrust her own problems firmly out of mind, gave him the warmest smile she could muster and said, ‘Thank you. I’m flattered. Let’s dance.’
‘One more thing?’ He hesitated, looking away. ‘I’d like Jimmy to come back to the flat, but if you’d be upset . . .’
‘Don’t be daft. Do what you do. I don’t ask your permission before I have sex, do I? And before you ask,’ she responded to the query in his eyes, ‘I do not want to be fixed up. I’ll sleep quite peacefully for twenty-four hours after all this.’
Pleased at her own tolerance, she would have liked a verdict on the bodies in skirts, and her dreams that night were troubled with an onion. The extrovert vegetable cavorted round a dance floor, tearing off skins one at a time to reveal . . . another skin – blue, shocking pink, yellow polka dot in turn, but definitely onion skin.
********
After a late start, the next day saw some serious exploration of department stores. Neil had realised early on that his tolerance of haberdashery departments was limited and he had left Helen to her own devices. Armed with several carrier bags of sale yarns, she met him for coffee and asked some of the ‘But why’ questions which continued over the weekend and on the train journey back home.
‘But why don’t you come out in Llanelli?’
‘I’m a private person. Your private life isn’t public property – why should mine be?’
‘But it’s living a lie.’
‘Why? Because people don’t know my sexual habits? They’re private, I’ve told you.’
‘But it’s not against the law. What if you wanted to hold hands with a man in Llanelli, or to cuddle him?’
‘I couldn’t. I’m a teacher, Helen. What people think counts for more than the law. I need the trust of kids and their parents.’
‘But that’s not fair.’
‘That’s how it is. I don’t want to take on the world; I just want to do what’s important to me and not stand out in a crowd. Everyone makes compromises. If you want to fight for gay rights, go ahead.’
‘What about Jimmy?’
He smiled at her naivety. ‘Jimmy’s only one friend and I’m only one of his. It’s not a possessive scene for us. Two weekends a year, that’s all the escape valve I need.’
The both sat back and watched the towns rattling past the window, comfortable in each other’s company.
********
The Wildfowl Centre’s Coffee Shop had not changed in three years. Their table was right beside the floor-to-ceiling windows which opened onto a view of a reedy pond and the Gower in the distance. One coot (‘white above a coot’s beak, red above a moorhen’s’) was paddling on the pond, next to the ‘Dim pysgota’ (No fishing) sign. Helen was not sure whether the sign was a deliberate attempt at humour, given the number of wildfowl likely to fish beside it, or – more likely – an indication of the total lack of humour characteristic of the environmentalists who formed a hard core at the Centre. Neil had earnest tendencies, but accepted her teasing with good grace, which he counteracted with gentle disapproval of what he considered to be her flippancy.
‘So what do you think of it then?’ he asked eagerly, as he passed her baked potato across the table and put the tray out of the way.
‘Of what?’ she asked, knowing perfectly well that ‘it’ could only be the new car to which she had paid no attention to whatsoever.
‘My P reg Megane of course.’
‘I like the colour,’ she began, ‘and it’s a smooth ride.’
He gave her the look she usually earned by confusing a snipe with a redshank. ‘I’m sure you don’t want to fit a female stereotype and that you can do better if you try.’
‘Ouch. You . . . teacher, you! “Helen Tanner can do better” was the best comment on my reports. I think it’s a lovely car but I’m not going to pretend I know about cars when I don’t.’ His smile said ‘for a change’. ‘What I don’t understand is why you’ve given up a holiday abroad to buy a car you’re afraid to take to school.’
‘I thought the “s” word would come up,’ he said gloomily.
‘I know,’ she said, quoting him, ‘the so-called long holidays mean one week trying to become human again if you don’t go down with the flu or a child-contact lurgy; two weeks of normal no-work holiday, and three weeks’ nervous dread.’
‘Usually the first week is wrecked by the flu or whatever child-contact lurgy you’ve been fighting off, and you haven’t mentioned the preparation for going back.’
‘You mean the bit where you spend two weeks saying, “I must prepare”, two days grabbing files and writing notes, then collapse into a gibbering heap saying “I can’t go back – I’m not prepared”?’
‘You don’t understand,’ he muttered. ‘Youngsters are hardwired to follow detailed invisible instructions. Normal adults like you can’t imagine what it’s like sitting on that sort of time bomb. My car has letters on it six feet high saying “Make a deep scratch along the bodywork”. Student teachers have the message written across their foreheads, “I fall for every trick. Try them all on me.” Windows are labelled, “Smash me”, doors, “Kick me in”.’
‘But you didn’t worry about your last car.’
He gave her a withering glance. ‘The only message on that was “I wish I’d retired before I died”.’
‘So why did you get something so . . . so new-looking?’
‘Because it’s beautiful. Because it’s me. Because it called to me from the garage forecourt.’
‘You’re mad. You deserve to work with kids.’ She still found it difficult to take his ‘back to school’ seriously, just as he thought ‘running a little shop’ was stress-free.
‘What about him?’ Neil asked. ‘Still on?’
‘Who?’ she asked, unconvincingly.
‘Dai,’ he said patiently.
‘I’ve told you – he’s married, it’s just sex.’
‘Still on then. I know about “just sex” and this isn’t it. He’s taking risks for you, Helen. It could be a mess and I don’t want to see you get hurt.’
She reached across and held his wrist, touched. ‘I’ll be careful. There’s no future in it but I’m enjoying it now. Friends are for keeps, lovers are for fun.’
‘That’s me, not you.’ He sighed. ‘All right, have it your way. Why don’t you marry me then, and we can both have more company.’
She grinned with pure mischief. ‘I couldn’t cope with you sleeping with my lovers.’
He looked hurt. ‘Since when has being gay prevented a man getting married?’ In a more serious tone, he added quietly, ‘Not here.’
‘Whoops – I forgot. I don’t know how you can be so controlled in what you say and not let something slip.’
‘Habit. Anyway I’m not such a big talker. My mother complains that she finds out about my job from her neighbours.’
‘You talk to me.’
‘Yes. Sometimes you nearly talk to me.’
She ignored the insinuation and smiled brightly. ‘I can talk enough for two so you suit me fine. Anyway I need the French lessons.’
French lessons with Neil included poetry, which she read as practice for her fluency and because she loved the sound – and increasingly the meaning – of what she read. He lent her books, photographs and music, and kept alive the romance of France which Helen retained although she had long rejected the reality if not the pain which it had left in its wake. The tea ceremony would take place halfway through a lesson, and would be signalled by Neil’s mother knocking on his study door. She would enter with the tea tray and set out cups, saucers and a plate of Welsh cakes, scones or the baking of that day. She would join them for a cup of tea, discuss knitting techniques with Helen and fish for gossip, then discreetly retire with the dirty dishes.
‘Does your Mum think we’re an item?’ Helen had once asked, uncomfortable at the thought of being there on somehow false pretences.
‘No.’ He had searched for words to explain how it was with him and his mother. ‘There are things we don’t need to talk about, but she knows. Not in any conscious way perhaps, but she knows all the same. She knows I don’t want a partner. When Dad died, she worried that she was stopping me from having a life of my own, but it’s not like that. We get on well, we both love this house and we look after each other in different ways.’
Helen could understand him loving the three-storey Georgian town house, opposite Parc Howard, where he had a bay-windowed study furnished in old mahogany.
‘I enjoy my binge in London but that’s enough for me. I do think sex is overrated and you’re not going to convince me that marriage makes everyone happy.’
‘I wouldn’t try,’ she said drily.
‘So Mum and I are all right, better than all right. She missed Dad – so do I, but not the same way – but she’s strong, she carries on.’ Helen felt smaller, trying to take in a vision of how different people could be. There was no way she could picture herself living with her mother without it being a state of war and admission of failure.
After lunch, Neil gave Helen a lift back home.
‘You could leave off a layer of clothing in this heat,’ he observed critically.
‘It’ll be cold again tomorrow.’
‘We’ve had four weeks’ continuous sunshine,’ he laughed.
‘You were born here. You’re brainwashed to say, “There’s lovely the weather is,” if there’s less cloud than usual. You sit on a deckchair on the beach in a gale force wind.’
‘So how come you have to wear sun block to stop your skin burning?’
‘I’m a redhead. I weather too easily.’
‘You are gloomy beyond, and I’m off to the beach.’ He waved a cheerful goodbye and tried for a racing start in his new car which was totally wasted on Helen if not on her neighbours, whose curtains had definitely twitched.
********
‘Friends are for keeps. Lovers are for fun.’ How had the friendship with Dai become more? After a friendly coffee session, it had seemed natural to invite Dai back to her house, using his four-wheel drive even though it was such a short distance. The usual coffee and conversation seemed so comfortable that they let it continue until the night was settling in. The need for physical contact was strong but neither wanted to make the first move.
Helen had no moral qualms. After all, he was the married one, not her. But she liked to remain aloof, in control, and there was an unsettling quality to this man. Also, there was a natural curve to an affair which usually burned itself out and led to an embarrassed avoidance – ‘How could I have?’- or to absolutely nothing at all, which was not what she wanted. She wanted to keep whatever it was that they had. Dai was equally concerned to keep this relationship, but he had no doubts that he wanted all she would give. He found her unreadable, withdrawing just when he finally felt a certain closeness. His feelings ran deep enough to keep him patient. But not, he thought, if he looked much longer at the elegant angle of throat to the creamy curve into her breasts. Not if he looked at her skin, even on her wrist, which fascinated him with its translucent pallor. He stood up to leave.
Surprised at his abruptness, she stood at the door watching him leave. He turned as he reached his car. She thought he’d changed his mind about going, but what he actually said was ‘I’ve got a parking ticket.’ At least her frustration now had an outlet and she stormed over to the windscreen and snatched the piece of paper from him. She worked out from the police jargon that he had been fined for parking on the pavement and she exploded.
‘The bastards,’ she yelled as she kicked the front tyre.
He felt this was a bit extreme as the police did have a job to do, but he was sensible enough to refrain from saying so.
‘They were tipped off. Why do you think there are no other cars parked here today? My bastard neighbours were tipped off that the police would do a check and they’ve all parked somewhere else. No one warned me.’ She continued pacing to and fro and thumped the bonnet. Instinctively he caught her as she passed.
‘Hey, that’s my car,’ he said and kissed her to quieten her down. Then he kissed her again because he couldn’t help it. There was no question of him leaving after that, regardless of how many tickets the police might place on his car while they were in bed.
Gradually they adapted to the new pattern of their relationship, well matched and holding nothing back when together. Or at least he wasn’t. Living for the moment without a thought for the future. Or at least she hadn’t.
In the early days they played ‘Any questions’ games in which Helen was clearly more interested in finding out about Dai than in talking about herself. At first he found this a refreshing change, but her blocking tactics were so successful that all he really discovered could have been printed on a postcard. Her parents and sister lived in Leeds but they’d lost touch and didn’t see each other. Why? Oh well, these things happen. After leaving school at sixteen, she’d worked in one of the big wool factories in Wakefield, testing out their patterns by knitting them up. Why did she leave school? Oh well, these things happen. She’d been married but was divorced now. Why? Oh well, these things happen. She was more forthcoming on her favourite colour – gold, food – pasta, and most of all place – France. When she spoke of France her face lit up; she described places she’d read about, as if she could see them. She could quote French poetry and French songs. A teacher friend who’d visited the Pyrenees on a school French exchange had brought her a boxed set of songs by Francis Cabrel and from her feelings about the songs he assumed this ‘teacher friend’ to be an ex-lover. She would play Cabrel for him, translating odd phrases, and then, as if a shutter came down, she would switch the music off, discuss some neutral topic, brush off emotion.
Once he’d asked her, ‘Why don’t we – or you – go to France, even for a weekend?’
It was as if he’d hit her. All she said was, ‘I won’t go to France again,’ but her mouth twisted in bitterness. At first he’d thought she was reacting against his married status, against the lies she’d imagined he would tell. However, after a glorious May Bank Holiday escape for two days to the Cotswolds, he knew it was nothing to do with him. He tried opening the subject again, but this time she warned him off.
‘Do you know the story of Melusina?’ He shook his head, wondering if this was merely a srategy to distract him. She recounted the tale in a melodramatic voice, ‘She was a lady of great beauty who attracted the heart and hand of Raymond, Count of Lusignon. Their marriage was joyous,’ she ignored the faces he was pulling and continued with emphasis, ‘their marriage was joyous but Raymond found it increasingly difficult to keep to the promise he had made his wife, that he would leave her unobserved every Saturday afternoon. His jealousy gave him no peace and when he spied on her he saw her dreadful secret; each week she became a serpent from the waist down, in the time she had asked to be left alone. ‘Le cri Melusine’ is the scream she gave at the end of her marriage. Perhaps her husband was right to reject his monstrous wife, but without the wrong sort of curiosity they would have been happy.’
‘Perhaps she rejected him for breaking his promise and for not trusting her.’ He was wise enough to lighten the mood. He reached towards her, running his hand over her thigh, teasing her. ‘There would be certain interesting technical problems with serpent scales, that I think we could do without.’ She allowed herself to be steered to safer ground.
She was far more successful in finding out his life story, although she showed no curiosity about his marriage and he volunteered nothing. He was Llanelli born and bred, ex-pupil of the Boys’ Grammar School and if you wanted to talk rugby (which she didn’t) there was no school like it, although Gowerton and Gwendraeth would stake their claims.
Clearly he had done well at school or his grades would not have gained him entry to Bristol University’s Veterinary Science Course. Then back to Llanelli where, after a few years proving himself, his parents’ thrifty hoarding of money from the farm bought him into a practice as junior partner. He was an only child and seemed to be close to his parents, who farmed on the bleak hilltop of Mynydd Sylen. Favourite colour? Operating coat green. Favourite music? Loud rock. Favourite film? Impossible to choose. The very question led to heated debate over the respective merits of various actors in their favourite film.
‘Schwarzenegger’s a comic genius. He’s underrated because his muscles distract from his acting talent,’ declared Dai.
‘That’s like saying Bette Midler’s underrated as a romantic heroine because of her looks.’
‘True enough,’ was the smug response.
‘Or that Black Beauty’s delivery of lines was underrated because he couldn’t speak!’
‘He was fluent enough in the last version!’ They both smirked, remembering the unconvincing voice-over on a recent re-make of the old story.
‘The crucial element in comedy is timing and Schwarzenegger is spot on every time. The pause, the delivery . . .’
‘No range,’ objected Helen. ‘Compare him with say, Tom Hanks. Now he becomes a different person in every film. He’s got timing, characterisation – and he doesn’t speak like a metronome.’
The disagreement continued amicably, ended by total accord as to the destructive effect of Disney films on the cultural heritage of the Western world. Dai produced a video and they curled up together on the sofa, competing to name the original of each scene parodied by the spoof comedy. Definitely a lover and indubitably fun, but was Dai ‘for keeps’? Helen thought instead about the friends she had made in the last five years. She didn’t see the others as regularly as Neil, but there were three ‘girls’ she met up with to go shopping, to the cinema or for an evening out in a pub. Laura worked in the local branch of Helen’s bank, and through her Helen had met Jane and Charlotte, old school friends of Laura’s. They were all in their mid-twenties, younger than Helen, but she enjoyed the girl-talk and the problem solving. Should Charlotte try for a baby now that she and Dan had been married for three years? Would she have to give up her work as care assistant in the hospital and would Dan do his bit to help look after the baby? If Jane employed a male hairdresser would she lose some of her shyer customers? How could Helen tactfully fend off the advances of a colleague? Somehow Helen found all of these questions entertaining to discuss; she even contributed dilemmas for their consideration. Should Jane employ a Saturday helper? If she did, what about the gender issue? When she was with her friends, Helen had no pangs about life before Llanelli and the raw memories stayed away. At other times, she would be ambushed by a hurt that she could not control.
She had good friends; she didn’t need anyone else. Dai was an extra, however enjoyable, and she wasn’t waiting for the phone to ring. She didn’t rush to answer the phone when it did ring and she wasn’t at all disappointed when he said he couldn’t make it to see her that night. She was self-sufficient, . . . wasn’t she?
3
Dai wanted to leave his wife. He had wanted this at regular intervals over the past six years but this time his dreams of what it could be like with Helen had made him think he could really do it. He hated the person he became with Karen and he hated the way she was so easy to blame for everything. There, he was doing it again. His long erratic hours had provided a cover for sexual flings in the past and made home irrelevant enough to survive there. His observation of the human condition had led him to believe that his marriage was typical rather than the exception so he had seen no point in leaving. No point to risking the whole sorry repeat pattern of attraction fading after a year or so to a war of attrition. Until he had met Helen. Being with her had made him wonder if there was such a thing as a good marriage. He felt it was his right to find out, which brought his thoughts once again to the person who was stopping him. He sighed, parked the car in his driveway and went into his home.
Karen jumped up when she heard him come in. ‘I’ll put the kettle on. Your meal will be ready in ten minutes. There’s some lamb casserole.’ She presented her cheek for its ritual kiss.
‘I’m not really hungry. You should let me fend for myself when I’m late.’
She looked hurt. ‘It’s as easy to cook for two as one. I don’t mind warming something up. I’m your wife.’
I know, he thought. That’s the problem. ‘I’ll just get changed.’
When he came back downstairs, the dining table was carefully set for one, with a can of Double Dragon placed by his tankard. He shook his head irritably.
‘I’ll eat in front of the TV,’ he called to her, pouring the beer and grabbing the cutlery. He couldn’t face her keeping him company at the table, asking trivial questions.
‘All right,’ came the reply from the kitchen, which conveyed tight-lipped disapproval, even from a distance.
My wife has a whim of iron, he quoted bitterly to himself. Karen brought a tray through, deliberately cluttered with condiments. There was a separate plate for bread and butter and a serviette, making it clear to him that it was more work for her if he chose to eat like this, but far be it from her to comment. She carefully didn’t look at the shoeless feet up on their coffee table, but the slight stiffness in her attitude made her opinions clear and it took all his willpower to leave his legs where they were.
‘Jan came round today,’ she said.
‘Mmm,’ he replied and turned up the sound on the television. Unfortunately the newsreader was describing farmers’ outrage at the lack of government support and Dai had heard enough farmers’ outrage for one day, so he idly channel-hopped.
Undeterred, Karen continued. Dai wondered if there were special elocution lessons to train a voice to pierce television sound while appearing gentle and womanly. ‘They’ve just had a new three-piece suite and she was saying there’s a good deal on in that new out-of-town store.’
‘Mmm.’ His mouth full of somewhat stringy lamb casserole, he remained safely out of the conversation.
‘This one’s seen better days.’ She pulled at some protruding threads. Then she stepped up the pace. ‘Don’t you think it’s time we had some new furniture?’
There was no way of ducking a direct question. If he tried, she would just repeat it more insistently; if he held out, she’d cry, it would be patently obvious he had behaved badly, he would have to apologise, and she would wear that smug, long-suffering air.
‘This isn’t old,’ he replied, thinking nostalgically of his parents’ faded easy chairs with dodgy legs and broken springs.
‘Eight years is too old for a suite,’ she said reproachfully. ‘We bought it when we got married.’
Christ he thought eight years is too old for this marriage, that’s for sure.
He whistled softly and called the wolfhound, Meatloaf, who eased himself onto the sofa by his master and was offered the dinner plate to lick.
Karen, sitting elegantly on the edge of a chair, was provoked beyond endurance and two spots of angry colour appeared in her cheeks. However, she was still careful to speak with restraint. ‘I wish you would not let the dogs on the furniture,’ she said. ‘I had to pick dog hairs off Jan’s clothes and however much I hoover, I feel embarrassed when my friends come round.’ Now he had the excuse he’d been waiting for and he lashed out. ‘Then your friends needn’t come here, need they, if they’re so picky!’ Disturbed by the tone of his master’s voice, Meatloaf had abandoned his hopes of a tummy rub and slunk off to bed, despite Dai’s attempts to keep him on the couch.
Now the tears came. ‘If I talk to my friends it’s because I can’t talk to you. You just say things to hurt me. I try so hard, you know. I don’t complain about you working all the time. I haven’t held it against you that . . . you know . . .’
Not much you haven’t. You only bring up ‘you know’ every time you don’t get your own way. ‘You know’ was her supposedly tacit understanding that a man’s needs might take him outside marriage, as she had put it to him three years earlier. He suspected that friend Jan had given much advice on the subject and this allowed him to grow angry again – so much easier than feeling guilty.
‘Saint Karen, a martyr to marriage,’ he sneered. ‘Give me a break.’ He crashed off to the kitchen, blundering against the contentious furniture en route. While getting another can of beer out of the fridge, he could hear his wife’s whimpering noises and the adrenalin stopped flowing. He felt sick. Two minutes earlier he had felt the urge to kick her; he wasn’t even sure whether he had wanted to stop the noise or increase it. He had never hit her but he couldn’t guarantee to himself that he never would, and that knowledge sickened him most of all. He walked slowly back to the sitting room and sat in a chair at the opposite side of the room, facing his wife. His right arm almost crooked up to slide round her in their reconciliation routine, but, he promised himself, not this time. He would not shut his eyes and remember the warmth of their young promises, He would do this with his eyes open.
‘I don’t want this any more, Karen.’
She cried harder, preparatory to accepting his apologies.
‘I want a divorce.’ There should have been a shocked silence, dawning realisation, then some practical decisions. Instead she said, ‘No you don’t. You’re just saying that. It’s just another of your ways to get at me.’
Exasperated, he said, ‘If it’s so awful living with me, you should be pleased.’
‘You won’t go. I married you and that’s that. I’ve been faithful – not that I couldn’t have . . . You won’t find anyone else who’ll put up with the hours you work and who’ll clean your house and cook for you and not complain. You don’t appreciate me.’
A good wife in a bad marriage. He wanted to laugh at the way she separated the job from the relationship. He wanted to tell her that was what was wrong. He wanted to show his pity for her, the best feelings he had towards her. What was the point.
‘I’m going to Mam and Dad’s. I’ll take the dogs. I’ll be in touch.’
‘Don’t forget your hankies or your reading glasses. You always forget something when you pack.’
Her refusal to take it seriously was weakening his capacity to act and he packed a suitcase automatically, throwing in clothes and toiletries. It was nine o’clock at night and his parents would not be entirely welcoming but he knew that if he didn’t leave now he would sink into the well-oiled mechanism of habit, however unwanted. As it was, he didn’t know how he would face the explanations, a day at work, the weeks ahead . . . He stopped himself. Just go. He left.
It was not the first time Dai had driven along country lanes in the dark, exhausted beyond caring. Usually he was on his way to or from a life-or-death emergency in the small hours of the morning, after a full day’s work. This time the fatigue was mainly emotional. He responded instinctively to a rabbit caught in the glare of the headlights jamming on the brakes and swerving to a dangerous, uncontrolled halt. He sat still for a minute with the vehicle skewed across the road, watching the rabbit hop into the hedgerow. He knew that he had been lucky. If another car had been following him it would have had no chance of stopping. If the road had been wet he could have overturned. All for a rabbit. He looked after the rabbit, his nerves still on edge. ‘A lucky escape for you and me both, boy. Let’s make the most of it, eh?’ He soothed the dogs, righted the car and drove slowly the rest of the way to his parents’ farm.
There was a long, bumpy entrance drive with two cattle-grids and gates before he reached the farmhouse. The porch light was on, so clearly someone was expected. Dai shut the dogs into an unused stable where they settled down into the straw, recognising their holiday home, and then braced himself. He found his mother hovering anxiously by the kitchen door.
Dai had barely walked through the door when she started questioning him. ‘What is going on, Dai? Karen phoned. She sounded so upset. I don’t understand what’s going on. She said you were in a crazy mood and we’d probably see you soon. She said to tell you to sleep it off. You’re not drunk are you? Is it an argument? Dad’s gone off to the barn with Cai. He said he’s doing his rounds but he’s worried, I can tell. Have you had something to eat? Look at you, you look awful. Cup of tea?’
‘Mam, let me get a word in!’ Dai eased himself onto a stool by the scrubbed table. ‘There’s no easy way to say this . . .’ he started and broke off in response to her gesture at the teapot, ‘yes please, I’d love a cup of tea.’ It was easier to say the words while she was fussing with the kettle, tea-bags, milk and mugs. ‘I’ve left Karen. For good. I want to make a fresh start. I want a divorce.’
If anything, her hands moved more quickly in their organisation of the tea things, and she put the biscuit jar on the table. ‘Oh, son. Why?’
Why indeed? What could he say to convey eight years of a gradual wearing away of the emotions when he had said nothing before? He was weary to the bone and he couldn’t find the words.
His mother couldn’t bear the silence and prompted, ’Is there someone else?’
He gratefully accepted the easiest answer, knowing that the truth, whatever it was, could never be explained simply. ‘Yes.’
‘But you’ve come here. Is she married?’
‘No, it’s nothing like that.’ His dad came into the kitchen followed by an ageing sheepdog. Man and dog greeted Dai with a nod, a sniff and a grunt. Will Evans helped himself to a cup of tea, leaned against the sink and listened to the rest of his son’s explanation.
‘I haven’t told her about me leaving Karen. I haven’t talked to her about the future at all. It’s complicated. Can I stop here for a bit?’
‘I’ll say it’s bloody complicated,’ Will started, ignoring a look from his wife. ‘I don’t suppose you thought about us in all of this mess!’
Gwen couldn’t restrain her impatience. ‘Well of course he didn’t, you daft man.’
‘I might be daft but if he’s so clever what’s he doing here then? You’ve enough to do with Grandad without having this one back again.’
‘One son you’ve got, Will Evans and if he needs help he gets it. Dai, you come and help me make up the spare bed.’ Dai knew when to keep quiet and allow his mother to keep the peace between the men she loved. He followed her up the creaking stairs, taking his tea with him.
The spare bedroom smelt musty and unused, with a drift of camphor from the old oak wardrobe in the corner. Together they tucked in the floral sheets to go under the duvet and put the old counterpane back on top of the duvet in its new cover. ‘Don’t take any notice of him,’ his mother began. ‘He’ll come round. It’s going to take some getting used to for all of us. If you don’t change your mind?’ She looked at him.
‘No,’ he said. ‘it would be the worst thing that could happen to me if I did. It would probably be the worst thing that could happen to Karen too. She doesn’t know it yet, that’s all.’
‘She wanted children and you were always too busy.’
‘She didn’t want children. She just wanted more things around the house, things she was supposed to have. Mam, don’t start me off. I don’t want to talk like this.’
‘I don’t know what to think. To me and your Dad, marriage is for keeps. We’ve had our ups and downs you know,’ she smiled wryly, ‘and I think you know there was a time I thought it was a wrong choice, your Dad, but there was you and I’m glad now. I wouldn’t want it different. I could see the two of you were papering over the cracks, like it was once with us I thought, but now I think you were papering with arsenic.’
She’d lost him this time. ‘Arsenic?’ he queried.
‘Yes, like Napoleon.’
‘Mam, what are you on about?’
‘There was this documentary which showed that Napoleon died of arsenic poisoning from his green wallpaper, on that island they put him on. Only green wallpaper had the poison in and they didn’t know. I’ve never liked green wallpaper. And that’s what’s been going on. Not mending but marring.’
There was a lump in his throat from the unexpected understanding. ‘I thought you’d be harder,’ he said.
‘Get some sleep.’ She closed the door quietly.
********
Dai woke early, disoriented, with a heavy head after a fitful night’s sleep. His mother was already up and he let her make him some toast and a quick cup of tea, while he saw to his dogs. They were allowed round the house during the day and had stayed here in the past for Dai and Karen to have holidays away, so they settled in easily enough.‘Don’t worry about them – they’ll be fine. You get off to work now.’
‘I’m on evening surgery. I should be home about eight. Thanks Mam. Thanks for everything.’
He whistled to Demi, a black and white mongrel who went to work with him, and they both jumped into the car. His Dad was at the far end of a field and acknowledged Dai’s car horn with a half-raised hand. Dai decided this was a good sign. He was not looking forward to telling his senior partner about his separation from Karen but he intended to do so straight away, partly to get it over with and partly to hear himself say the words that would make it real.
He left it until he was back from his rounds and David (definitely not a Dai) had finished morning surgery and the pre-booked routine operations. His ‘private word’ had been heard with stiff discomfort and David had moved with relief from ‘Sorry to hear that’ to outlining a new surgical procedure he’d read about in Focus. Dai was equally relieved to change the subject as he had felt like a small boy confessing to an embarrassing misdemeanour. He was almost surprised that David hadn’t said, ‘Well I hope you won’t let the firm down like that again.’ He had felt a terrible urge to apologise and wondered why he suddenly felt inferior. He suspected – perhaps unfairly – that if he’d confessed an affair and temporary anger from his wife, there would have been sympathetic understanding of a man’s problems.
He felt a sudden need to see Helen and remind himself that he had opened up a future. Things were under control at the practice so he headed into town for an hour. Town was quiet too and Dai found Helen knitting behind the counter, balls of wool tucked under her arms. She smiled at him.
‘If I’d known you were coming I’d have taken on a more seductive pose. I resent the fact that knitting has such a staid image.’
‘How about Madame Lafarge knitting at the guillotine as the heads rolled?’
‘I expect she was too busy concentrating on an Aran pattern to realise where she was.’
He looked at her animated face, at the dextrous hands completing the row, and he wanted to ask her there and then to marry him.
‘You look like fate to me, designer of destinies.’
‘I thought that was weaving? Or three blind old ladies passing their one eye between them. Thank you very much. For that, you can take me down to the beach for a lunch break and some fresh air.’
He pulled himself together. He couldn’t ask her to marry him – he’d only left Karen the day before. He would tell Helen that he was in the process of becoming free. How clumsy that sounded. Wasn’t he free now? If he told Helen he had left because of her, it would put pressure on her. She might feel forced to live with him; knowing Helen, she might react against the pressure and reject him against her own wishes. He would have to take this slowly. The only thing he was sure about was that he must tell her he had left Karen. But then, didn’t that imply ‘so we can be together’? All right then, he would play it by ear. He would know when the timing was right for him to tell her and the right words would come naturally. Satisfied with his non-decision, he relaxed a little. Perhaps the right moment would be on the beach, this lunchtime. It wasn’t.
Driving back to the farm after work, Dai went back over the outing to the beach, thinking of all the missed opportunities. He could have told her when they were laughing at the old couples sitting in their parked cars looking at the sea through their windscreens. He could have said, ‘Are we going to be like that one day? We could be if that’s what you want. I have something to tell you . . .’. When they saw a teenage couple passionately and openly eating each other, he could have told her how open they could be now. When they looked at the mud flats and shimmering tidal pools he could just have said, ‘I love you. There is something you should know . . .’ Instead, he had felt the moments were too precious for him to change the mood so drastically. He’d told Karen herself, his parents, David – he’d had enough ‘little announcements’ and he’d had enough emotional flak. Helen’s reaction was the most important but it could wait and he would be better prepared for it.
Meatloaf greeted him when he arrived back at the farm and Janey came tearing out of an outbuilding, followed by Will Evans and Cai.
‘Good ratter that,’ said Will with approval. ‘She’ll earn her keep.’ From which Dai gathered that the Jack Russell had earned him some grudging acceptance. Both men went into the kitchen where Gwen was already busy warming up Dai’s evening meal.
‘You’d best say hello to Grandad. I’ll give you a shout when this is ready.’
Dai went through the dark passage to the living room with its two bright spots of television and fire, the latter a source of irritation to his grandfather although it was for his sake they needed the consistent, manageable heat. He maintained that the Calor Gas cylinder would explode and kill them all, not to mention looking like a Zeppelin. He would also vehemently assert that you couldn’t see the pictures in a gas fire ‘for all that real flame nonsense’. Sitting with Grandad was firstly a matter of adjusting to the tropical climate of the room, and then adapting to a cyclical style of conversation in which topics were revisited once his grandfather had digested the information. Sometimes the sharpness of the observations which resulted from this procedure left Dai feeling winded.
‘How are you Grandad?’
‘Nothing wrong with me that a pint or two wouldn’t put right.’ Lloyd Evans sat in what had always been his chair, but which seemed to have grown too big for him over the last ten years, filling with cushions to ease the old man’s aching joints. He had always been wiry, but the spareness of his frame now was due to decreasing appetite rather than constant manual labour. ‘Your mam says you’ve ratted on your wife.’
‘We’re going to get a divorce, yes.’ Dai stumbled over the words, feeling he had spent all day repeating them.
‘I’m still eating beef you know. This mad cow business. Typical scaremongering. It’s all to cover up another Tory cockup.’
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/46766 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!