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INTRODUCTION
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When I told some friends I was about to write this introduction to Dylan Thomas’s stories, their eyes lit up, they smiled, they began at once to tell their own stories. About Dylan Thomas. He was a man around whom anecdotes crowded, like pigeons in Trafalgar Square, and many of them are good stories, highly coloured and amusing, and not all of them are apocryphal. That Dylan Thomas still exists for many people, the type of the bohemian poet, a man whose extraordinary and inexplicable gift for poetry was all the more amazing when one considers what seemed the chaos of his life.

He was, of course, far more disciplined an artist than legend allows. Among other things, he knew himself very well. It would have been impossible for him to have written the many graceful, acute, brilliantly funny letters of apology without being completely aware of his own faults. Those letters are documents of self-knowledge, as well as evidence that he knew other people very well too; and they are written, nearly always, in marvellous prose. In short, Dylan Thomas possessed all the deliberate qualities of a writer of stories. He knew this. From the very beginning of his career he knew he was not simply a poet. He wrote to Glyn Jones, in a letter written when he was nineteen: ‘You ask me to tell you about myself, but my life is so uneventful it is not worth recording. I am a writer of poems and stories.’ And he was always a writer of poems and stories, although his life was to be neither uneventful nor unrecorded. He had already contributed stories as well as poems to the Swansea Grammar School Magazine, of which he was editor, and four of these early narratives are included here in an appendix. There is plenty of evidence that he considered poems and stories equal products of his gift, drawing no clear distinction between them, knowing they came from the same source. Even his projected magazine, which never appeared, was to be called Prose and Verse. When friends visited him at his parents’ house in Cwmdonkin Drive he read his stories to them as well as his poems.

The early stories, like ‘The Tree’ which he published in the Adelphi, or any of the pieces which were to appear in The Map of Love, are indeed very like the poems. They possess the same obsessive imagery, are written in heightened rhythms, deal with the same interior world. They are very clearly the work of the young man who wrote the poems. And when Dylan Thomas left home late in 1934 to become a freelance writer in London, he found his poems and stories equally admired.

‘Young Mr Thomas was at the moment without employment, but it was understood that he would soon be leaving for London to make a career in Chelsea as a free-lance journalist; he was penniless, and hoped, in a vague way, to live on women.’ So wrote Dylan of a young man exactly like himself in ‘Where Tawe Flows’, one of the stories in the autobiographical Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog. Certainly he had no job to go to when he arrived in London on Sunday, 11 November 1934, carrying his meagre luggage, his poems and stories. He had been encouraged in his move by winning the Sunday Referee poetry prize, part of which was the publication of his first book, 18 Poems. This appeared a few weeks after Dylan’s arrival in London, and with it he was launched into the small world of contemporary poets. It may be that this first public recognition of his ability as a poet also marked the beginning of a comparative neglect of his stories. If this were so, Dylan was unaware of it. From the chaotic room off the Fulham Road which he shared with his Swansea friend Fred Janes, and where he could see ‘for yards around nothing but poems, poems, poems, butter, eggs, mashed potatoes, mashed among my stories and Janes’ canvases’, he wrote with pride of the stories which had been ‘accepted by various periodicals’. He was still a writer of stories.

They were not, however, collected into a volume, as the poems were. 18 Poems had created a small sensation and Thomas was already a famous young poet. His reputation was further enhanced when Twenty-Five Poems appeared in September 1936 and went rapidly into four impressions. It was widely and passionately reviewed. At twenty-two Thomas was firmly established as a leading poet.

But not a rich one. He was always careless about money and, despite its phenomenal sales for a book of verse, it is doubtful that he made much from Twenty-Five Poems. The book sold at a mere half-crown. Contemplating marriage, Dylan needed money more than ever, and took his stories to Richard Church, his editor at Dent’s. He had already, early in 1936, tried to interest Church in a book of stories, but Church refused them, thinking them obscene. He saw no reason to change his opinion, a point of view shared by the printers who refused a little later to set them for another publisher. In the event, Dylan married Caitlin Macnamara on 11 July 1937, the stories uncollected, the financial future uncertain.

Dylan remained convinced that the stories deserved to appear in book form, and David Higham, who had become his agent, was able to arrange that six of them were included with sixteen new poems in one volume. This was The Map of Love, which came out in August 1939. It carried the sub-title, ‘Verse and Prose’, as if Dylan were keeping faith with his old Swansea dream of editing a magazine of an almost identical name. Certainly he was once more making it clear that he was ‘a writer of poems and stories’. This was the book which introduced me, a young man beginning to read contemporary work, to Dylan’s prose, and a heady experience it was. The book was handsome, beautifully produced, with a reproduction of the famous romantic portrait by Augustus John as frontispiece. In December of the same year The World I Breathe, a collection of all the poems in the first three books and three stories in addition to those in The Map of Love, was published in America. The early stories, it seemed, had found a home.

Much the same had happened to Dylan. He and Caitlin had moved into a small house in Laugharne, the little Carmarthenshire town which was to be his home for much of the rest of his life. Here Dylan was happily engaged in writing stories which were quite unlike those he had already published. Glyn Jones, whose commentaries are among the most sensitive on Dylan’s work, tells us:

Dylan very early urged me to write short stories, and in 1937 my first collection, The Blue Bed, appeared. In Llanstephan in, I think it was, the summer of 1938, I mentioned to Caitlin Thomas that I had started a second volume, a series of short stories about childhood . . . She seemed very surprised and told me that Dylan had already started doing the same thing. His were the autobiographical stories which in 1940 appeared as Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog. (Glyn Jones, The Dragon has Two Tongues, Dent 1968.)

The new stories were direct, vivid and uncomplicated evocations of the Swansea in which Dylan had grown up; gone was the charged prose of the early work. Thomas had already thought of ‘a book about Wales . . . an intimate chronicle of my personal Journey among people and places’, and Richard Church had also suggested to him that he write of his early years. It is obvious that the old manner would not suit either of these projects, but the sources of the new, more conventional style are a matter of conjecture. Dylan was certainly a reader of short stories and knew the work of Lawrence, H. E. Bates and Liam O’Flaherty among others. He was also particularly interested in the work of Caradoc Evans, whose stories had already used a Welsh background with success. With Glyn Jones he had visited the older writer in Aberystwyth in 1936. The two young men had driven north, wearing each other’s hats, to talk with ‘the great Caradoc Evans’, as Dylan calls him through a character in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog. Dylan may well have admired Evans enough to wish to write more directly, to attempt for urban Swansea what Evans had done for rural Cardiganshire. Again, he had been living unprotected in the world for years, his eye sharpened, his naturally observant senses at work. He was probably ready to abandon the interior universe of his adolescent work and to create a world more like the one about him. Above all, he had become a great story-teller, famous among the bars. He realized there were great areas of his ability and personality that he would never be able to use in lyric poetry, but that he could use them in his stories. Most of us believe that poetry is a solemn art, its themes restricted to the few great subjects, its puns and word-play grave and serious. Dylan certainly felt like this about his poetry and served his serious muse with dedication; but he was also a brilliantly funny man. In the ten stories which make up Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog a comic Dylan makes his appearance, and he is a virtuoso of comedy. He is master of the whole range, from slapstick to that pathetic laughter which moves us to tears. He is the sharp citizen of Swansea, a comedian of suburban manners, his ear a meticulous recorder of the speech of that city, his eye noting everything. He is a young dog moving from the innocence of the first three stories, ‘The Peaches’, ‘A Visit to Grandpa’s’ and ‘Patricia, Edith and Arnold’ to the knowing young man of ‘Old Garbo’, his ‘new hat on one side’, his cigarette worn in admiring imitation of the old reporter he accompanies. It is probably the introduction of humour that was the most important element in the making of the new style and marks the clear division between the poetry and prose from now on.

The stories are full of wonderful talk. We hear and recognize the voices of the characters as they describe how Swansea Male Voice ‘did the Messiah’, tell the stories of their small lives as, huddled out of the rain, they stare at the sea, cheek school teachers, joke and wise-crack and argue their way to the coast. Always an actor, Thomas was able to use his gift for mimicry in his stories. We begin to hear the voice in which he would read them aloud. It is in them that Thomas is best able to use his exceptional narrative skills; his humour, his sense of place, his fine ear for speech, his eye, appreciative and unjudging, for the people he creates. These are the qualities which made him a famous writer, as distinct from a famous poet. Had he not written the stories his death would have been, comparatively speaking, a still drop.

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog is a title said to have been suggested by Richard Hughes, author of A High Wind in Jamaica and other distinguished work and a neighbour of Dylan’s in Laugharne. Hughes had befriended the young Thomases, but I’m not sure he should be given the entire credit for the title. It does, of course, pay tribute to James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, but Thomas’s stories are closer to those in Joyce’s Dubliners. And Dylan had almost used his title years before, when he wrote in 1933 to his friend Trevor Hughes, long before he had gone to Laugharne. In his letter Dylan had advised his friend to dive ‘Into the sea of yourself like a young dog’. Dylan in his own stories, had certainly dived into the sea of his childhood and youth.

Portrait was published in 1940, the last of Dylan’s books to appear in England until after the war. After a short period of uncertainty, Dylan began to work in films and to make increasingly frequent broadcasts. He wrote fewer and fewer stories and poems.

He was, however, engaged on a novel. I heard of this when, a newly published poet, I travelled to London to meet my publisher. His name was Peter Baker and he had already printed a small pamphlet of my poems, all I had written at that time, and was prepared to take a larger collection. I had never met a publisher. It was disconcerting when Baker turned out to be younger than I was. The year was 1943 and I was twenty-two. Baker asked me what I was working on apart from poetry. Desperately, not wishing him to know I had never thought of working on anything else, I told him firmly that I was writing a novel. He was interested. A humorous novel, I said. He lost interest at once, telling me that it seemed to him that every poet in the country, intent on self-destruction, was writing a funny novel. Relieved, I threw away the new-born idea of a comic novel. Even Dylan Thomas, said Baker, had written one, or part of one. He had himself read it only a few weeks before and thrown it back as rubbish. I perked up considerably. If Dylan Thomas couldn’t write one it was certain I couldn’t. Dylan’s novel, never completed and published posthumously in 1955, was called Adventures in the Skin Trade.

Despite its late appearance, most of it seems to have been written in the early summer of 1941, before Dylan was employed as a scriptwriter for Strand Films. I read the first section of it after I had spoken to Peter Baker, discovering that it had been published in 1941 in Folios of New Writing, but I didn’t see the rest of the work until Putnam issued it, with an interesting Foreword by Thomas’s friend, the poet Vernon Watkins. In a sense the novel is a continuation of the fictionalized autobiography Dylan had started in Portrait, his hero, Samuel Bennet, leaving Swansea early in the narrative by the train that Dylan had taken when he left home to live in London. Watkins felt that the novel had not been finished because of the impact of war, particularly the London air-raids, on what he called Thomas’s ‘essentially tragic vision’, but he also suggests that Thomas mistrusted his own facility. Certainly he was able to write this kind of prose very quickly, in marked contrast to the painstaking, phrase-by-phrase way in which he wrote his poetry. Reading the book now, many years later, I still find it funny and inventive, and I can only think that Thomas did not continue with it because he had come to the end of what he had to say. He was not a novelist, he was a natural writer of short stories. The novel was too long for him. The short story, like the poem, is a selective form, but you can pack anything into the novel. And while Thomas recognized his kinship with Dickens when he called Adventures in the Skin Trade ‘a mixture of Oliver Twist, Little Dorrit, Kafka, Beachcomber, and good old 3-adjectives-a-penny belly-churning Thomas, the Rimbaud of Cwmdonkin Drive’, it was Dickens’s energy, humour and poetry that he acknowledged, not the novel form. Still, this fragmentary novel, incomplete as it is, bears the mark of its author. Its characters are as logical as life, and as unexpected; it has bounce and colour. Dylan still hoped to complete it years after he set it aside, suggesting as late as 1953, the year of his death, that he would go on with it.

It was put away for all practical considerations when Dylan went to London to work as a scriptwriter. This work left him little time for his own writing, and in addition he was in increasing demand as a broadcaster and, later, as a reader of his own poems and those of other poets. There are left only seven short prose narratives from this late period, and six of these were written for broadcasting. It is ironic that his great popular reputation rests on one or two of these. But it is also understandable, for they are memorable pieces, bringing us the whole man, his warmth, his humour, his incredible memory for the days of childhood and youth, his moving sadness for what was irrecoverable, his poetry even. The first of these late stories, ‘Quite Early One Morning’, was written in 1944 and reads now like the first draft of Under Milk Wood, dealing as it does with the dreams of the sleeping town in the early morning, where Captain Tiny Evans, predecessor without doubt of Captain Cat, sleeps through his ‘big seas of dreams’ and watches ‘a rainbow hail of flying fishes’.

But it is ‘A Child’s Christmas in Wales’ that everyone knows. Compounded of two similar stories, ‘Memories of Christmas’ and ‘Conversation about Christmas’, this is the unforgettable narrative we hear broadcast every year. What is there to say about this rich confection, as full as a Christmas stocking with gifts: great, sheepish uncles and singing aunts, snow by the skyful, those Polar cats sleek and long as jaguars, wonderful Miss Prothero who ‘said the right thing, always’, the cosy, terrifying ghost story that sends the boys scuttling home? It’s the best Christmas since Dickens.

‘The Followers’ is a ghost story. It is filled with hard evidence of the real world. I read it often, never failing to be convinced of the existence of the wet streets, listening to the voices of the ‘youngish men from the offices, bundled home against the thistly wind’ as they call to each other. It is in his palpable and recognizable world that the two young men begin to follow an unknown girl, an ordinary girl. In such a world ghosts should not exist, but there is one, entirely credible, in this story.

Of these late narratives ‘The Followers’ is the only one not written for broadcasting, and ‘A Story’ the only one written for television. I saw Thomas tell this story on the old black and white screen. He filled it with action and colour with his unaided words. His enormous uncle, ‘the loud check meadow of his waistcoat littered, as though after a picnic, with cigarette ends, peelings, cabbage stalks, birds’ bones, gravy’, grew out of words bigger than John Wayne. The tale is the account of an outing to Porthcawl, in which the small Dylan is both participant and, as a child, observer. The ancient boys who go on the trip never reach Porthcawl, since they stop at every public house on the way. The child, left to ‘keep an eye on the charra’, stays outside, listening and watching. I recognize delightedly the confrontation between a stranger and Enoch Davies in the Hermit’s Nest on the journey home, the men having stopped for ‘a rum to keep out the cold’.

‘I played for Aberavon in 1898,’ said a stranger to Enoch Davies.

‘Liar,’ said Enoch Davies.

‘I can show you photos,’ said the stranger.

‘Forged,’ said Enoch Davies.

‘And I’ll show you my cap at home.’

‘Stolen.’

‘I got friends to prove it,’ the stranger said in a fury.

‘Bribed,’ said Enoch Davies.

I have myself taken part in such a duel. Some years ago, John Ormond, distinguished film-maker, friend of Dylan Thomas and himself a poet, was shooting a film in west Wales. I was involved in this programme and was to go down to the Teifi river, very photogenic in spate, and cast a line into the water. This was strictly illegal, the fishing season having closed, but we cleared this by getting permission from the agent of the estate through which the stretch of water ran. It would be fine, he said, as long as I didn’t put a lure on my line. Dressed in my fishing garb, I stood on the rocks above a foam of water and cast my harmless line. The cameras rolled. For about five minutes. Then the river bailiff appeared, large and implacable.

‘What’s this?’ he said.

‘I’m pretending to fish,’ I said, ‘so that these men can make a film.’

‘Not allowed,’ he said, ‘the river’s closed.’

‘We’ve seen the agent,’ I said.

‘You may have,’ he said, ‘but I’m the river bailiff and I say you stop now.’

‘For God’s sake,’ I said, ‘I’m only pretending.’

‘So you say,’ he said.

‘Look,’ I said, reeling in my line, ‘I don’t have a hook on. What do you think I’m going to do, lasso the fish?’

‘You might,’ he said darkly.

The ghost of Dylan Thomas, I felt, was not far away.

The ghost of Dylan Thomas. He is certainly present in ‘Return Journey’, the long narrative in which Dylan goes back to Swansea to find his former selves, the first of whom he described unflinchingly as ‘above medium height. Above medium height for Wales, I mean, he’s five foot six and a half. Thick blubber lips; snub nose; curly mousebrown hair; one front tooth broken after playing a game called Cats and Dogs, in the Mermaid, Mumbles; speaks rather fancy; truculent; plausible; a bit of a shower-off; plus-fours and no breakfast, you know’ – before passing down the years through ‘the departed stages’ of the boy he was pursuing. At the end of the journey, the park-keeper who ‘knew him well’, had ‘known him by the thousands’, says he is ‘Dead . . . Dead . . . Dead . . . Dead . . . Dead . . . Dead.’

I still find that death unnecessary, all these years later, particularly after reading these stories, so full of the man, his warmth, his voices. Toward the end of his life he wrote to his friend Dr Daniel Jones (whom we met as a boy in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog): ‘Isn’t life awful? Last week I hit Caitlin with a plate of beetroot, and I’m still bleeding. I can’t finish a poem or begin a story’.

He was to the end ‘a writer of poems and stories’. One of my friends told me that his mother would not read Dylan Thomas ‘because he was such a horrible man’. Persuaded to read these stories, she has changed her mind and is convinced he’s a wonderful man. I agree with her.

LESLIE NORRIS


BRIEF CHRONOLOGY
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	27 Oct 1914
	Dylan Marlais Thomas born in Swansea



	Sept 1925
	Enters Swansea Grammar School, where his father was Senior English Master



	27 Apr 1930
	Starts the first of the ‘Notebooks’ into which he copied his early poems. (The Notebooks continued until Apr 1934)



	Aug 1931
	Leaves school. Employed as Reporter on the South Wales Evening Post (until Dec 1932)



	Mar 1933
	First poem published in London (‘And death shall have no dominion’ in the New English Weekly)



	Aug 1933
	First visit to London



	Sept 1933
	First poem published in ‘Poet’s Corner’ of the Sunday Referee (‘That Sanity be Kept’). Correspondence with Pamela Hansford Johnson begins



	22 Apr 1934
	Wins Book Prize of the ‘Poet’s Corner’ – i.e., the Sunday Referee’s sponsorship of his first collection of poems



	Feb–Nov. 1934
	Several visits to London



	10 Nov 1934
	Moves to live in London



	18 Dec 1934
	18 Poems published



	Apr 1936
	Meets Caitlin Macnamara



	10 Sept 1936
	Twenty-five Poems published



	21 Apr 1937
	First radio broadcast (‘Life and the Modern Poet’)



	11 July 1937
	Marries Caitlin Macnamara



	May 1938
	First moved to live in Laugharne, Carmarthenshir



	30 Jan 1939
	First son (Llewelyn) born, in Hampshire



	24 Aug 1939
	The Map of Love (poems and stories) published



	20 Dec 1939
	The World I Breathe (a selection of his poetry and prose)—his first volume publication in America



	4 Apr 1940
	Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog (short stories) published



	July 1940
	Leaves Laugharne for London



	Sept 1940
	Begins work as script-writer for films with the Strand Film Company



	1940–2
	Living partly in London, partly in Wales



	Late 1942
	Brings wife and son to live in Chelsea



	Feb 1943
	New Poems (USA)



	3 Mar 1943
	Daughter (Aeronwy) born



	1943
	Continuous work as broadcaster begins



	Sept 1944–Summer 1945
	Living at New Quay, Cardiganshire



	Summer 1945–Spring 1946
	Living in London



	7 Feb 1946
	Deaths and Entrances published



	Mar 1946–May 1949
	Living in or near Oxford



	8 Nov 1946
	Selected Writings (USA)



	Apr–Aug 1947
	Visits Italy



	Sept 1947
	Moves to live in South Leigh, Oxfordshire



	1948
	Writing feature films for Gainsborough



	Mar 1949
	Visits Prague as guest of Czechoslovak government



	May 1949
	Laugharne again becomes his main home (The Boat House)



	24 July 1949
	Second son (Colm) born



	Feb–June 1950
	First American tour



	Jan 1951
	In Iran, writing film script for the Anglo Iranian Oil Company



	Jan–May 1952
	Second American tour



	Feb 1952
	In Country Sleep (USA)



	10 Nov 1952
	Collected Poems 1934–1952 published



	16 Dec 1952
	The poet’s father dies



	31 Mar 1953
	Collected Poems (USA)



	Apr–June 1953
	Third American tour



	14 May 1953
	First performance of Under Milk Wood in New York



	Oct 1953
	The Doctor and the Devils. The first of the film scripts to be published



	Oct 1953
	Leaves on final American tour



	9 Nov 1953
	Dies in St Vincent’s Hospital, New York City



	1 Mar 1982
	Memorial stone unveiled in ‘Poets’ Corner’, Westminster Abbey





THE COLLECTED STORIES


AFTER THE FAIR
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The fair was over, the lights in the coconut stalls were put out, and the wooden horses stood still in the darkness, waiting for the music nd the hum of the machines that would set them trotting forward. One by one, in every booth, the naphtha jets were turned down and the canvases pulled over the little gaming tables. The crowd went home, and there were lights in the windows of the caravans.

Nobody had noticed the girl. In her black clothes she stood against the side of the roundabouts, hearing the last feet tread upon the sawdust and the last voices die in the distance. Then, all alone on the deserted ground, surrounded by the shapes of wooden horses and cheap fairy boats, she looked for a place to sleep. Now here and now there, she raised the canvas that shrouded the coconut stalls and peered into the warm darkness. She was frightened to step inside, and as a mouse scampered across the littered shavings on the floor, or as the canvas creaked and a rush of wind set it dancing, she ran away and hid again near the roundabouts. Once she stepped on the boards; the bells round a horse’s throat jingled and were still; she did not dare breathe again until all was quiet and the darkness had forgotten the noise of the bells. Then here and there she went peeping for a bed, into each gondola, under each tent. But there was nowhere, nowhere in all the fair for her to sleep. One place was too silent, and in another was the noise of mice. There was straw in the corner of the Astrologer’s tent, but it moved as she touched it; she knelt by its side and put out her hand; she felt a baby’s hand upon her own.

Now there was nowhere, so slowly she turned towards the caravans on the outskirts of the field, and found all but two to be unlit. She waited, clutching her empty bag, and wondering which caravan she should disturb. At last she decided to knock upon the window of the little, shabby one near her, and, standing on tiptoes, she looked in. The fattest man she had ever seen was sitting in front of the stove, toasting a piece of bread. She tapped three times on the glass, then hid in the shadows. She heard him come to the top of the steps and call out ‘Who? Who?’ but she dare not answer. ‘Who? Who?’ he called again.

She laughed at his voice which was as thin as he was fat.

He heard her laughter and turned to where the darkness concealed her. ‘First you tap,’ he said, ‘then you hide, then you laugh.’

She stepped into the circle of light, knowing she need no longer hide herself.

‘A girl,’ he said. ‘Come in, and wipe your feet.’ He did not wait but retreated into his caravan, and she could do nothing but follow him up the steps and into the crowded room. He was seated again, and toasting the same piece of bread. ‘Have you come in?’ he said, for his back was towards her.

‘Shall I close the door?’ she asked, and closed it before he replied.

She sat on the bed and watched him toast the bread until it burnt.

‘I can toast better than you,’ she said.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said the Fat man.

She watched him put the charred toast upon a plate by his side, take another round of bread and hold that, too, in front of the stove. It burnt very quickly.

‘Let me toast it for you,’ she said. Ungraciously he handed her the fork and the loaf.

‘Cut it,’ he said, ‘toast it, and eat it.’

She sat on the chair.

‘See the dent you’ve made on my bed,’ said the Fat Man. ‘Who are you to come in and dent my bed?’

‘My name is Annie,’ she told him.

Soon all the bread was toasted and buttered, so she put it in the centre of the table and arranged two chairs.

‘I’ll have mine on the bed,’ said the Fat Man. ‘You’ll have it here.’

When they had finished their supper, he pushed back his chair and stared at her across the table.

‘I am the Fat Man,’ he said. ‘My home is Treorchy; the Fortune-Teller next door is Aberdare.’

‘I am nothing to do with the fair,’ she said, ‘I am Cardiff.’

‘There’s a town,’ agreed the Fat Man. He asked her why she had come away.

‘Money,’ said Annie.

Then he told her about the fair and the places he had been to and the people he had met. He told her his age and his weight and the names of his brothers and what he would call his son. He showed her a picture of Boston Harbour and the photograph of his mother who lifted weights. He told her how summer looked in Ireland.

‘I’ve always been a fat man,’ he said, ‘and now I’m the Fat Man; there’s nobody to touch me for fatness.’ He told her of a heat-wave in Sicily and of the Mediterranean Sea. She told him of the baby in the Astrologer’s tent.

‘That’s the stars again,’ he said.

‘The baby’ll die,’ said Annie.

He opened the door and walked out into the darkness. She looked about her but did not move, wondering if he had gone to fetch a policeman. It would never do to be caught by the policeman again. She stared through the open door into the inhospitable night and drew her chair closer to the stove.

‘Better to be caught in the warmth,’ she said. But she trembled at the sound of the Fat Man approaching, and pressed her hands upon her thin breast as he climbed up the steps like a walking mountain. She could see him smile through the darkness.

‘See what the stars have done,’ he said, and brought in the Astrologer’s baby in his arms.

After she had nursed it against her and it had cried on the bosom of her dress, she told him how she had feared his going.

‘What should I be doing with a policeman.’

She told him that the policeman wanted her. ‘What have you done for a policeman to be wanting you?’

She did not answer but took the child nearer to her wasted breast. He saw her thinness.

‘You must eat, Cardiff,’ he said.

Then the child began to cry. From a little wail its voice rose into a tempest of despair. The girl rocked it to and fro on her lap, but nothing soothed it.

‘Stop it! Stop it!’ said the Fat Man, and the tears increased. Annie smothered it in kisses, but it howled again.

‘We must do something,’ she said.

‘Sing it a lullaby.’

She sang, but the child did not like her singing.

‘There’s only one thing,’ said Annie, ‘we must take it on the roundabouts.’ With the child’s arm around her neck she stumbled down the steps and ran towards the deserted fair, the Fat Man panting behind her.

She found her way through the tents and stalls into the centre of the ground where the wooden horses stood waiting, and clambered up on a saddle. ‘Start the engine,’ she called out. In the distance the Fat Man could be heard cranking up the antique machine that drove the horses all the day into a wooden gallop. She heard the spasmodic humming of the engines; the boards rattled under the horse’s feet. She saw the Fat Man get up by her side, pull the central lever, and climb on to the saddle of the smallest horse of all. As the roundabout started, slowly at first and slowly gaining speed, the child at the girl’s breast stopped crying and clapped its hands. The night wind tore through its hair, the music jangled in its ears. Round and round the wooden horses sped, drowning the cries of the wind with the beating of their hooves.

And so the men from the caravans found them, the Fat Man and the girl in black with a baby in her arms, racing round and round on their mechanical steeds to the ever-increasing music of the organ.
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