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  Chapter One


  THEY didn’t hang people any more.


  That was my first thought when I saw them digging, and after that another thought. They would scarcely have time to run down the truth if, as I thought unlikely, the trail went full circle once again and came back to Charlie. They hadn’t been able to make a breakthrough when the trail was fresh, so why should they achieve one now, after nearly forty years?


  It was this feeling of security, of course, that enabled me to toddle up here day after day and watch the earth-moving machines at work.


  I could look on with indifference, wearing that slightly superior expression people with nothing to do wear whenever they watch others at work. A stooping, greying, used-up man taking his morning constitutional. Without a wisp of guilt or a tremor of fear. I had survived after all.


  I didn’t have all that long to enjoy the victory but at least I had lived to see it through to a finish. And that was something I had never expected.


  Behind my natural curiosity I still wondered how I would react when it actually occurred. What I might say and do if, against all probability, the trail did lead back to me and they stood around firing questions at me as they had all that time ago. Would I be scared? Would I contradict and condemn myself? Or would I lie as coolly and consistently as I had lied then? Now that it was all on private record would I care enough to lie?


  I didn’t know now and I realized, standing there, that I never had known. What had once happened on that spot and back in the town was too improbable, too far removed from the mainstream of everyday life. It always had been and it still was. Not like something out of a book, a film, a Sunday newspaper, or one of the currently popular TV plays in which people lied and quarrelled and killed, but more like a thread that ran a haphazard course through a nightmare. But even the worst nightmares have no power to terrify by day. They can even become absorbing if the dreamer recalls a sufficient number of figments in the morning. And I could recall every detail of this one.


  Chapter Two


  I COULD begin almost anywhere. With the moment when Ida made a man of me. Or with the moment when Delphine, her opposite number, converted me into a big-time crook. Or I could begin much further back, at the moment my father, himself a refugee from the pits, decided that I should be given the passport to the good life and enter Cadwallader’s Mercantile Bank where, as a junior on a starting salary of twenty-five shillings a week, I paid out four-fifths of the money for board and lodging.


  In a story like mine there are a thousand starting places. For the real motive wasn’t love and it wasn’t greed. It was not prompted by a thirst for adventure, or a desire to be rich and idle. It rose to the surface out of a grey pit of boredom and burst, very softly, in my face, like a sewer bubble. It happened at precisely four-thirty PM, as the Chester-Holyhead train began to brake and run in along the straight coastal approach to Penmadoc Bay. Appropriately the date was April 1st, 1929.


  I wasn’t the first April Fool to carry my grips out on to that down platform overlooking the town filling the half-moon of the bay. I had done my homework on Penmadoc after learning that I was due for promotion from fourth man at a five-man branch to fifth man at a six-man establishment. I knew, for instance, that Penmadoc had had three starts in life to my one but we had a kinship, the town and I. Every time either of us fired a challenge shot at the century we both went off at half-cock. From where I stood, with my back to the sea, I could recognize Penmadoc’s three separate bids for an identity. The thin factory belt lay on the level land between the outer rim of the town and the jagged, grape-blue line of the nearest mountains. It was working at half-time then and the gauze veil of chimney smoke was not so dense as to screen the view of an older, less ambitious Wales. Its presence there established Penmadoc’s attempt to convert itself into an industrial community, and failure in this respect came round about the last decade of the nineteenth century, when the Penmadoc fathers had another bright idea. They covered the area between factory belt and coast with streets of tall, narrow, granite houses and then launched a campaign to attract permanent residents. This almost succeeded and the population doubled itself in twenty years. But then the 1914–18 War broke out, and the kind of people who might have retired to Penmadoc made more money in four years than they had in forty and decided to move out of earshot of factory whistles. They migrated south or farther west, and soon all those narrow houses were hanging out ‘Board and Lodging’ signs.


  In the first year of the peace Penmadoc tried again, this time launching itself as a seaside resort and awarding itself a title, ‘Queen of the Cambrian Riviera’. It extended its promenade and built a Baghdad-type pier pavilion. The attempt failed, of course, for it was made a generation too late. Colwyn Bay, Rhyl and Llandudno were well established by then, and entertainers like Clara Butt and Peter Dawson were not tempted by the Byzantine glitter of the onion dome that crowned the pier pavilion. Some visitors came, of course, but in relatively small numbers and rarely more than once, and by the time I arrived Penmadoc had settled for an uneasy compromise. It was neither an industrial town, a market town, a fishing town or a resort, but a bewildering compound of all four, depending upon which part of the town you happened to be in. By 1929 there were about twenty thousand April Fools down there. I was just one more.


  It wasn’t my idea to make a career of banking and I never did think of Cadwallader’s as my father and mother and all my uncles, aunts and cousins thought of it, a citadel against the sallies of the milling recruitment officer and the assaults of poverty, insecurity and industrial strife. I didn’t think of it at all although I should have done, for I had grown up in the most wretched era of the coal industry and had seen dole queues a hundred yards long in towns with a smaller population than Penmadoc. But I didn’t, and the reason I didn’t derived from my father’s own escape a generation before when he had fled the pits at nineteen and taken a teacher’s training course financed by a relation. His own relative security had buttressed me against his terrors. I didn’t shrink from the pit for the very simple reason that I had never been down one and never wanted to go down one.


  It didn’t take me long, however, to realize I was going in the wrong direction. A position in a bank, any bank at that time, was regarded as a spectacular hoist up the social ladder and this not only in Wales, where unemployment was always high, but anywhere in the Western world. To get a footing in Caddie’s, however, was something else for a Welshman because Cadwallader’s was a national institution. It was one of those archaic demonstrations the Welsh have been making against English absorption for seven centuries, rather on a par with the Eisteddfod or the preservation of the Welsh language. Frantic efforts had been made by the Big Five to gobble it up but inside Offa’s Dyke these attempts had met with small success, largely because Caddie’s directors preferred to recruit staff from native-born Welshmen. As an institution it was very proud of its survival, so proud indeed that it paid its junior clerks a shilling a week higher starting salary than its rivals. To offset this singular advantage, however, it had the built-in feuds and jealousies of most family businesses. Its administration, based as it was on tribalism, was narrow even for these days and sometimes smacked of nepotism. The overall atmosphere of its smaller branches was as close and prescribed as a conventicle but this, of course, was not new to me. I had been raised in a strict, Non-conformist circle and could have taken the prohibitions of Caddie’s in my stride had I been interested in banking as a career, or the least bit grateful for the limited security it offered. Unfortunately this wasn’t so. All the time I was progressing through the stages from inkwell-filler and blotting-pad renewer to junior ledger clerk I developed a claustrophobia that was not the less oppressive for being subconscious. I didn’t know what I did want to do with my life but I knew it wasn’t this. I could not admit to such a heresy to my father. He was getting on for sixty then. The shock could have brought on a seizure.


  Take a good look at me then, as I stood gazing down on the town on that mild April afternoon, an imitation-leather suitcase in one hand, a canvas grip in the other – Charlie Pritchard, changing jails after a seven-year stretch; only another forty-odd to do before collecting his presentation clock and walking out into the world a free man; Charlie Pritchard, five foot five inches, nine stone two in his dark grey double-breasted and square-toed shoes. He thinks of himself as no more or no less of a catch than the next man, despite his horn-rimmed spectacles and lack of inches, although the latter bothers him a little, and he has to remind himself now and again that Napoleon was a little man. He has brown eyes that rove as far and as speculatively as any young Welshman’s and is secretly vain about his long lashes, good complexion and the breadth of his shoulders. For all that he doesn’t qualify as a Don Juan, or the kind of young man whose intellect enables him to make light of Don Juans. He is still virginal, certainly not from choice but because of lack of cash, lack of opportunity and the heavy hangover of a Chapel upbringing. For the same reasons he can’t dance and doesn’t frequent bar-parlours but perhaps the Almighty had Charlie’s long-range interests at heart when He did His handicapping. With these built-in limitations Charlie is ideal ledger-fodder for Cadwallader’s. After all, what else can he do of an evening but go home to his digs, read romantic fiction, and cram for Banker’s Institute?


  2


  I was in no hurry to present myself at the digs. I had a letter for my landlord, Evan Rhys-Jones, who was also manager of the branch. Dad’s first miracle had been to land me a job with Caddie’s. His second was to fix me up with unimpeachable digs through Evan’s second cousin, who was one of his school managers. Evan’s wife, Gladys, supplemented the family income by letting one room. The old Dad was delighted about this because he was nervous about the company I might keep so far from home. At all my previous branches he had been breathing down my neck. ‘How much have you got in your account now, Boyo? Do the clerks there smoke when the doors shut at three? Exchange dirty jokes, do they? Well, you don’t have to listen, do you, Boyo?’ It comforted him to know I was up here not only working with Cadwallader’s but going to bed with them.


  The air was very still that afternoon. The thin columns of smoke from the tin-plate factory went straight up and behind them the hazy outline of the mountains seemed to tremble. Not much stirred down there, just a car or two, and a few shoppers in the High Street, and then a two-stroke motorcycle stuttering up the gradient of one of the cavernous roads behind the town centre that ended in the tree-lined fringe of the Craigwen estate.


  Suddenly but very decidedly I made up my mind. I would give it a go for a month or maybe two but by midsummer, if it wasn’t a spectacular improvement on previous billets, I would run for my life. I didn’t know in which direction but at that time this didn’t seem important. All I knew with certainty was that inside the Cadwallader’s Charlie was a Charlie who was bold, brash and a great deal more expectant and experimental than the yes-sir-no-sir-three-bags-full-sir Charlie Pritchard. The slow processes of economic and social conditioning were beginning to lose their impact. The obstinate hangover of a Bethel Chapel upbringing was beginning to lift. Out there, somewhere beyond the rim of the mountains, was a rainbow-end and within walking distance of it were unimaginable rewards, not least among them personal independence, something more than a subsistence wage and, above all, a soft-skinned woman who would tremble when I touched her on the breast. Internal as well as external pressures were at work on me and the former were beginning to dominate. I had, by then, about eight years’ post-puberty dreaming behind me and you can’t go on dreaming for ever. Dream backlogs have to be tackled just as resolutely as biannual accounts and mine had been building at a prodigious rate lately.


  Rhys-Jones’ home was one of those tall, narrow, greystone houses built during the middle period of Penmadoc’s development in a steep road leading up to the wooded edge of the Craigwen estate, family seat of the only gentry we had left in the town. The house was called, for some inscrutable reason, ‘St Ninian’s’, and was one of the few houses in that section that didn’t have a board-residence sign clamped on it somewhere.


  Evan Rhys-Jones had left the bank an hour earlier than usual, not to welcome me but to assess my possibilities as a replacement for the clerk who had moved on and had also been a lodger in the house.


  He was one of those chubby, scrubbed-looking Welshmen you often meet in the north, the kind who grow to look like Pickwick round about the fifty mark and then trade on it, so that overdraft-seekers part with them feeling they would have been more successful if only they had told them the truth. He had an almost round head, a clipped moustache, thin, greying hair and a gravity that you could mistake for dignity until you adjusted to the maddening deliberation of his movements.


  It was this characteristic that fascinated me on that first occasion, so that I found myself wondering how long it would take him to select a stick of celery, bring it up to his chubby jaws and produce the soft, carefully modulated snap, in contrast to his wife’s regular volleys from across the table. You had the feeling that if you asked him to pass the salt the meal would falter to an uncertain halt so in the end I compromised, watching him but listening to his wife’s coy exploration of my non-existent love-life. They had a daughter, Ida, who sauntered in to be introduced about halfway through the meal and it didn’t take me long to realize the significance of Gladys Rhys-Jones’ persistent line of inquiry. Ida, a pinkish, generously-built, carroty-haired woman of about twenty-seven, was still on their hands and marriage prospects in Penmadoc were not bright for girls younger and more personable than Ida. I garnered that this was the reason why they let one of their bedrooms and although the grilling Gladys gave me did not bother me because I had no secrets to keep, I felt embarrassed for Ida, who made any number of attempts to head her mother in another direction. Once or twice she looked hopelessly at her father but he stuck to commercial subjects and in any case his attention was pretty well engaged cutting squares of bread and butter and adding sugar to his tea with tongs he handled like a surgeon’s probe.


  Gladys Rhys-Jones was a sallow, slab-sided woman and her appetite did a good deal to explain her sagging bulk but demolition of a plate of paste sandwiches, a jar of celery, four cups of tea and two or three shop pastries, did not prevent her from extracting a vast amount of trivia concerning my family background.


  ‘There now,’ she sighed, ‘twenty-three and no cariad bach! We’ll have to find him one, won’t we, Ida? A young man with a steady job shouldn’t have any trouble about that in Penmadoc, should he now?’ and she went off into a series of soft wheezes that passed for laughter as Evan, folding his napkin with the deliberation of a one-armed man striking a large marquee, came in with ‘Hold your chatter, Gladys, and show Mr Pritchard to his room now!’


  She didn’t like the way he said that and the look she directed at him was the first hint I had that his air of authority was spurious.


  ‘Ida can do it,’ she said, ‘everything’s ready up there. Saw to it personally I did,’ and she sailed out into the hall and disappeared into the rear of the house.


  I went up the narrow stairs behind Ida, noticing that her legs were far shapelier than her build would have led me to believe. I also noticed that she wore lisle stockings and not the art silk most girls favoured in those pre-nylon days. My room was on the top floor with a single sash window facing southwest but in spite of a view of the sunset that flooded the shoulder of the Craigwen estate it looked as cheerless as the previous bedsitters I had occupied. The narrow iron bedstead had brass knobs tarnished the colour of sand. There was a deal chest-of-drawers with a spotted swing mirror, a basket-chair with a badly-fitting cretonne cover and a wool rug that looked like a tiny tropical island in a sea of green linoleum. On the wall opposite the window was a steel engraving of the Prince of Wales’ investiture at Caernarvon, in 1911, and over the bed a framed needlework text worked in red on a saffron ground. It announced, noncommittally, ‘Hallowed Be Thy Name’. The first thing Ida did was to unhook the text and put it away in the bottom drawer of the deal chest and while she was doing this I got my first real look at her.


  She was about two inches taller than me and weighed half as much again, with a rounded bust and heavy hips of a woman approaching middle age, but her face offset this maturity. It had a smooth and cheerful innocence that I found reassuring after the grilling that had done duty for a welcome downstairs. She wasn’t pretty but she wasn’t plain either, in spite of a long nose and a rather weak chin that made her nose look even longer. She had blue eyes with tolerance in them, and wore her rust-coloured hair in a long bob, with a carefully-brushed fringe across the forehead. Her best feature was her mouth. It wasn’t pursey, like her father’s, or slack and gossipy like her mother’s, but full and well-shaped, with humorous puckers at the corners where faint traces of lipstick showed, as though she had wiped it clean before joining us at the table. She said, slamming the drawer on the text, ‘Not be needing that, will you now?’ and I said I could get along without it so that she giggled and the giggle gave me an opening for a remark that set the tone on our relationship all the time we lived together under that roof.


  ‘You don’t have to worry about all those questions your mother asked me,’ I said. ‘All mothers carry on that way when a single man shows up. It’s happened to me before, in digs down south.’


  It was inviting a snub, I suppose. All her mother had done, when you came to peel away the hints, was to express satisfaction that I lacked a ‘cariad bach’, the term North Walesians of her type invariably use for ‘sweetheart’. Yet I knew, and Ida knew that I knew, that the confrontation downstairs needed justification. She didn’t say anything for a moment but then, turning away from the chest and facing me with a kind of exasperated cheerfulness, she said, ‘That was on account of Wally. Mam took a nasty knock over Wally.’


  ‘Was Wally the clerk who had this room ahead of me?’


  ‘Yes. He’s gone to the Sanatorium with TB. Mam got it into her head something might come of me and Wally, but I never did. I was just sorry for him. TB runs in families, doesn’t it?’


  I said I had heard it did but she wasn’t listening. She went on, vaguely, ‘Hear him coughing up here, I would. Mam and Dadda pretended it was just a bad cold. He didn’t tell anybody, see, except me, that is. He was that afraid of losing his place at the bank. I’d say to him sometimes, “Who gives a damn about the ole bank? Do they give a damn about you, now?”’


  I asked if Wally had been a religious chap, the text over the bed having planted the idea.


  ‘No,’ she said, ‘Wally never went near Chapel. Didn’t believe in it. He always said he was a Communist. You’re not, are you?’


  I said I wasn’t anything. I had had a bellyful of politics growing up in the south during a wave of strikes and lock-outs but I thought Evan Rhys-Jones must have been relieved to see the back of Wally. A Communist son-in-law, with or without TB, would be a liability to a branch manager of Cadwallader’s.


  She heaved herself off the chest and walked over to the window looking out across the Craigwen estate. The sun put a torch to her hair so that it turned from rust to furnace red and was the better for it. I got the impression that she was trying to make up her mind to say something important and I was right.


  ‘You don’t have to stay here,’ she said suddenly, staring me down in a way that reminded me of her mother, ‘there are people in town who need the money and would be damn glad of a lodger with a steady job. Might even find a place where there were young people, if you was lucky.’


  ‘You mean you’d like me to make some excuse? Say I don’t like the room perhaps?’


  She thought this over, her strong teeth clamping down on her lip and making it redder than the smear of lipstick at the corner of her mouth. Then she took a deep breath and said, ‘No. Play it that way and Mam would be right after you, the way she was with the others. And Dadda will have to back her and that might make things sticky for you down at the bank. Mam gets a hot flush every time she thinks I’ll die an old maid but it doesn’t bother me. Like old Miss Evans used to say, “It’s not so bad, once you’ve got over the disgrace.”’


  I laughed at that. You had to because she said it seriously. ‘What is she getting in such a sweat about?’ I asked, ‘you can’t be more than a year or so older than I am.’


  ‘Thank for the benefit of the doubt,’ she said. ‘Mam’ll let slip tomorrow I’m twenty-five but I could give you more than that. I’ll be twenty-nine next birthday.’


  ‘Well all right,’ I said, ‘but that doesn’t mean I have to decamp because your Mam is out fishing for a husband. Your father isn’t so crazy he thinks a man could get married on what I earn.’


  ‘Mam’s got money of her own. Not much but enough to help out. She even told Wally as much.’


  Suddenly I didn’t like the way this conversation was going and asked if the lodger who preceded Wally was yet another bank clerk.


  ‘No,’ she said, ‘the one before last was Mr Waring. He’d just lost his wife. I was sorry for him, too.’


  The only thing to do was to make a joke of it.


  ‘Is there anyone you aren’t sorry for?’


  ‘Not many,’ she said, calmly. ‘Dam’ silly of me, it is, but you can’t help the way you’re made, can you? I’m sorry for stray cats too.’ Her head came up and she gave me that frank, steady look again. ‘Bit of a stray yourself, aren’t you? Tell you something else while we’re at it. You hate Caddie’s, don’t you? You’d be dam’ glad if the bank went bust, closed its doors and showed you the street! That’s true, isn’t it?’


  Considering that less than two hours had elapsed since I had faced up to this decision the accuracy of the statement took my breath away. I just stood there gaping and at the same time I experienced a curious shrinking sensation that had to do with some indefinable crisis, or series of crises, that lay ahead, perhaps for everyone in that house but centring on me and on my arrival in Penmadoc. I found my tongue at last and said, irritably, ‘Are you telling me to walk out of my job as well as my digs just because the chaps here ahead of me had bad luck?’


  She said, slowly, ‘It’s not ghosts I’m talking about. You’re not getting old, like Mr Waring, and you aren’t dying, like poor old Wally. It’s up to you I reckon.’


  ‘Damn it, what’s up to me? To walk out on a safe job into the unemployment queue?’


  ‘Ah, “safe”,’ she said, ‘that’s a word we use a lot around here, Mr Pritchard. Dadda’s safe. Safe as Cadwallader’s Bank he is, but look at him.’ Then, directly, ‘It’s not a cushy branch, Mr Pritchard; if there is such a thing I mean. You’ll find out soon enough. Bloody awful it is and not only on account of Dadda being a worrier. That’s just the part of it he brings home.’ She had me thoroughly interested now, but before I could comment she said, abruptly, ‘Leave you to unpack,’ as though we had just concluded the most formal conversation imaginable. ‘Biscuits and cocoa at nine-thirty. No extra charge,’ and she went out on to the landing and down the stairs.


  I sat on the bed trying to get my thoughts in some kind of order and Ida’s contribution to them wasn’t the only reason why I felt disturbed and confused. Mainly it was the persistent malignity of the room so that presently, emptying the contents of my case and grip on to the bed, I picked up my raincoat and went down to the hall and out into the blue dusk of Craigwen Avenue. I had a fancy to take an objective look at Penmadoc and study the outside of the bank on the way home.
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