
Auntie Nance of Nantyglo was no better than
she ought to be, see…by the time she knew
wrong from right she had buried one husband,
left a second with her kids by doing the dirty
with a passing Irish scrum-half…which we, as
a family, thought was an act, not so much of
sin, but of treason…and had caused a scandal,
on a coach trip to Barry Island, by getting
noisily sozzled and going for a swim in her
bra and pants. On a Sunday, too.

I thought she was wonderful…
There was, people said, something of the

gypsy in her. I wasn’t at all surprised when,
years later, I was told that she’d been
adopted…she looked adopted.

She was brilliant at books. And drawing
pictures. Read masses, all sorts…‘When I’m
full up of words,’ she said, ‘I’ll start
writing…then you’ll be sorry!’ Rum and coke
was her favourite. Or vodka tonic. Or scotch
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and dry ginger. Or…well, you get the idea?
Even when she was only half-full she was
looking for a fight.

A fun-filled ragamuffin hooligan, my
auntie Nance…

She had her admirers…my Gransha saw
the way I looked at her. He leaned down and
breathed Old Oak Twist into my ear…I could
hear the twinkle in his eye…‘Love her if you
must. P’raps do as she says…but for goodness
sake, child…don’t go doing as she does.’

I’d heard him in the Square, telling of
her…‘Legs like pit props and a heart as big as
the valley,’ he’d said. The men around him
nodded in fond agreement…the women
pretended they hadn’t been listening.

We started up the dram road to Gransha’s
cot where the geese took shelter in the night.
An old road, even older than Gransh…older
than God he said, leading, as it did, from his

57

Please either keep this copy of LITRO, put it in your paper recycling or pass it on...

LITRO is a publication for the
Underground that, each week,
features one piece of original

fiction. It is published every
Friday morning. Enjoy!

ISSN 1750-6603

affect his teaching…it was he who convinced
me early on, that I was more interested in
Infinity than in Eternity…

We were however, surrounded by
Wesleyans, Methodists, chapel folk of various
and curious sects and denominations.
Immediate neighbours were sixtimes-on-
Sunday Ebenezer Strict Baptists but in the
afternoon they would leave their son, my
butty, at home, duty done, with the usual dos
and don’ts…several of the don’ts featured me
but my James was fearless and the seesaw-
cum-slide which we constructed from the
centre leaf of his mother’s treasured dining
table caused him few worries…‘Nobody uses
the front parlour,’ he said, ‘unless they’re
dead…’

Death was a constant among us ... not
surprising…as so many seemed so old…

Gransha and I were close…he saw me
born, I watched him die…he gave me his age
and what he knew, I gave him my love and
my youth to play with…

Searchfield went first…just popped off
overnight…stepped off the twig…passed over
Jordan…

Gransh was furious.
‘Nothing wrong with the man,’ he

said…‘spite, that’s all…bloody typical…I bet
she’s laughing, never liked him, see…only
married him out of spite…a very spiteful sort
of union…and now look.’ Was I the only one
who didn’t tut at these outspoken sentiments
…was I the only one who heard the primal
thought process echoing as his voice drifted
quietly away across the square…?

My cunning old Gransh…

Three nights later…it had been another wet
Wednesday…I felt him slip out of bed,
thought nothing of it…another pee…but when
I heard the clang of metal out the back…the
penny dropped…
I caught him up on the river bank, he tried to
send me back but I was in my mac and
wellies, he wasn’t…and he could see my
determination was the equal of his…he just
laughed…he carried the pick, I managed the
shovel…

We were wet and messy by the time we got
home, the light was coming and the breakfast
kettle was dancing on the kitchener…‘There’s
early…,’ says Gran…‘Bloody geese…,’ I
said. ‘Oh, yes…,’ she says, showing Gransh
her one good tooth. That was all that was ever
mentioned…

Mister Searchfield’s turnout was very
good, considering…only one black horse, one
mute, no plumes…but flowers…enough to
constitute a waste…the ham tea was very
formal…I behaved myself until my
grandfather, under the influence of a second
thimbleful of port, slipped half a sliced radish
down the back of my collar and accompanied
my squirming with a grimly smiling little
dance-step of his own…the bugger…

Pouring rain, as at all good funerals…and
due to our overnight labours, all the ground
around the tree was in a bit of a state…
particularly just inside the railings…but
Mister Searchfield’s box was lowered into a
hole dug just the other side of the tree and I
noticed a very curious look that Mrs
Searchfield aimed at my grandfather…but she
didn’t speak…

I was only a boy that day but I can
remember thinking…I don’t want to get old…
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Johnny Sidecar came courting from
somewhere abroad and Ivy had to marry him,
so auntie Beat gave them Tom’s room at the
back and he had to be put away in the local
asylum. His main offence…because they had
to have him certified…were his beloved
tomatoes…and…that, after a meal, he would
take out his top set and rinse it in his tea. Was
I the only one who thought…tomato pips?
Well anyway…he was dead inside a month.

And I’ve grown up hating bandy-legged
Scotsmen.

My grandfather never grew anything other
than rhubarb in an upturned bottomless
bucket, black with soot. And geese. He had a
cot, tar-varnished, up the mountain. Every
morning, early, we’d let them free. Every
night, they’d put themselves to roost, we only
had to lock up. As a boy, I never understood
them wanting to go to bed…

Gransha’s best butty, apart from me…was
Mister Searchfeld.

A lifetime of not seeing eye-to-eye about
anything had soured into reluctant admiration,
one for the other. Nowadays, like a well-
married couple, they had no need of words…
nor opinions, so firmly fixed were they in
their few beliefs.

Mister Searchfield was…secretive, cranky,
untrusted even by his own blackintentioned
indoor harridan…according to the most
generous summary of his qualities that I
overheard my grandfather confide to the
geese.

But there was one subject above all others
upon which they were agreed…although
neither family was religious in any sense…
just inside the gateway of the Church of
England place up the valley, beside the river,
between the roadside iron palings and a sweet
chestnut, was the plot…the plot of plots…

Paradise in a pit…
An unspoken contract…each knew that the

first to go would be planted on the palings’
side of the tree…

Later in life, I was educated by a
remarkable Jesuit, who was remarkable
enough to know that he had nothing to
teach…but Jesuit enough not to allow that to

recover…but for hour after hour, a generation
of men, pock-marked with black grain,
considered its now world…wadding twist into
a cheek, aiming a squirt of vile bile-coloured
nicotine juice, between mostly missing teeth,
at unwelcome cats or kids…

The square was always deserted then, front
curtains closed against the bleaching of an
imagined sun…traffic…? Not in those days.
A charabanc…a proper open charabanc…
once, maybe twice a summer…day trips to the
sea. A motorbike and sidecar combination that
came up the valley on high days when the
egregious Johnny brought my cousin Ivy to
view the relatives. I didn’t like Johnny
much…a bandy Scotsman…I suppose he
counted as a Celt of sorts but…I’ve disliked
him and all Scots since for what happened to
my uncle Tom.

Tom was terrifying…white hair flowing,
stomping the valley with his great stick,
crombie slung over his shoulders like a cape,
buttoned only at the neck, travelling so fast,
the heavy cloth bloomed behind him…that
man made a shadow as he passed…

He terrified others too…the post and the
milk hurried by, the insurance hid until Tom
was safe away up the mountain…their fear
was not perhaps as basic as mine but…

My uncle Tom had only a small backyard
to the family terrace…but in that tabletop of
space Tom produced, year on year, a
magnificence…a torrent…a torment…of
tomatoes. Punnets of Italian plumtype…the
Blenheim Orange…Epicures…the March
Beauty…Yellow Sunrise…Golden Glory…
Salad Gem…Tip-top…Abundance…Early
Market…Golden Nugget…Majestic…all, all
of them varieties older than Tom…and like
their master, unremarked today…

Pounds of tomatoes forced on to anyone
foolish enough to pass the time of day. A
short season, you say? September into
October? Maybe…but that short season ...
was intense. Neighbours hid. One was
rumoured to have gone across the mountain to
stop with her daughter for a bit…he was a
villain of a hero was Tom.
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then until my now. How green was my valley
I wondered, before it filled with men? Before
we settled for the gold in the flame of burning
coal, the silver that shone from man-made
steel. Now the leaves at the side of the track
were dusted black and slag-tips were our
castles.

There were echoes, mind you, even
then…soft valley voices telling ancient tales
of things we still do today. Some moments
never leave the heart.

The best moments…
Like the morning in chapel when I saw my

first and only evidence of God floating as dust
in a shaft of sunlight…like the feeling at the
back of my brain when innocently fumbling
my cousin’s lumpy bits, dry mouthed,
knowing that what we did was wicked…but
not yet why…the day I found four ice-cold
Georgian pennies in the river, heavy copper
washed almost smooth by time, dated 1742
and 1767, dead coins, lost but unspendable.
Frogs were fun once I’d learned to blow them
up to twice their size by sticking a straw up
their arse…the beating I got from Gransh is
what got me interested in animals.

Mind you. He wasn’t above a laugh one
wintry morning when we found a big shape of
snow up the mountain…I climbed astride it
and it took off bleating…an old ewe frozen in
her sleep and drifted over. I don’t know who
was most surprised, her or me.

All these thoughts as I lagged behind up the
slope…

Gransha’s quiet voice probing, Nance
shriller…

‘I just don’t want to end up like poor
cousin Vi with her sadness and her nose-drip.
‘People do disappoint,’ she used to mumble,
‘they can’t fly or do other wond’rous
things…they’re only good at digging
allotments and making fun of others, damn
them.’ They had her put away in the asylum
where that dear sane uncle Twm had gone
mad. I don’t want that…if I’m to be mad I
want to be totally barmy…doo-fucking-lally.’

I wasn’t even scared of the two
ganders…they showed big and bumptious but
before this they’d both felt the sting of the

yard-broom in the neck ... now was the
moment when gypsy Nance came into her
own…

Gransha waded into the gabble and
grabbed awkwardly for a bird that was
dragging a wing, filthy and unkempt, dead of
eye and weighing, as he said, half of what it
should. Nance prised open the beak and stared
down the bird’s gullet, turned it on its back
until its struggling stopped. Massaging its
neck and breast, Nance shook her head,
puzzled…then for a moment she allowed the
wings to beat strongly. Placing the bird on the
ground at her feet, it hopped and hobbled
away to the flock…

Surprised and relieved, ‘It’s broken its
bloody leg,’ Nance announced.

We took turns carrying it home to
hers…spent weeks feeding it up on grain and
vegetable mash and taking it for walks until
its splinted bone mended…it became a friend
and greeted me whenever I called in on the
way back from school.

We are a sentimental race, we South
Walians…but not without an appreciation of
reality. Our newly recovered pet was
thoroughly enjoyed by the family that
Christmas.

Gransha Rainey was my grandfather…
A man of the dark…dazzled by these new

days…puzzled in this time of rest by the
waste of his productive years…excited, in a
vicarious sense, by the escape of his son to the
outside world…and determined to see to it
that I should benefit, in whatever way he
might imagine, from the sum of his regrets…

We sat, every morning, with children that
he had been wild and wicked with at the
Rassau school…now, like him, grey and long-
headed, saying nothing, smiling not at all,
hunkered down on one heel, the collier’s
rest…I could do it too, then…nowadays, if I
could get into that position, I’d never
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