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Oh Fish

That swimmeth in water

You have two eyes

Some gills

And a

FIN

(T Fitzgerald)
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Consider a Cucumber

Laugharne, pronounced Larn, Jenkins woke up with a central heating headache, the mass of lumpy grey cells that was allegedly her brain weighing heavily on her eye sockets as she trundled slowly across the landing to the bathroom, bobbled pink bed socks chafing her thick, hairy ankles. 

She frowned, contemplating her blotchy complexion in the bleary mirror that hung above the sink.  Smear a quarter of an inch of orange gunk on her face or go for the Danish salami look?  The choice was hers.  And what a horrible choice it was.

What was the time?  

Six o nine.  

Put my sanity on the line. 

Just under an hour before the Business Breakfast mob drifted in.  Black coffee, bowl of Brown Flakes, as the supermarket rather unimaginatively called their version of the  famous brand of cereal, and the Western Mail.

Aaahhhhh... that was better.  She sighed in relief as the scalding water pummelled her shoulder blades and ricocheted off her eyelids.

Fifteen minutes later, Laugharne wrestled the bundle of newspapers from the letterbox and slapped into the kitchen in her flip-flops.  She moved methodically around the fifteen square feet that she knew inch for inch by now, performing the morning routine she could do in her sleep, and indeed did most days.  Turn on the radio, fill the giant urns with water.  Put fat in the fryers and defrost the bread.

February 15th, Laugharne noted, as she replaced Saturday’s ketchup stained newspapers with another day in history.  Three years she’d been here, three years since she’d left Swansea, just another passenger in the little train that wound its way over the bridge when night fell, a little orange glow-worm in the inky blackness.

And another day in Llaffan began, as she turned the sign on the door to AGOR.

***
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“BEEP!! BEEEP!! BEEEEP!! Beeeeeepppppp!” The small black box screamed with increasing urgency at seven thirty-two that damp February morning.  A limp hand, drunk with morning stupor, emerged from the mound below the duvet and groped at the dusty objects on the bedside cabinet before finding its target.  Bliss... the hand retreated back below the duvet in the blue-grey morning fuzz of the back room of 9 Harlech Drive.  

“Beep!! Beeep!! Beeeep!! BEEEEEEEEEEPPPPPPPPPPP!” 

The mound groaned, this time extending a hand to drag the evil object below the covers.  Seven forty-two - she ought to get up now.  She had promised.  It would be different from now on.  She could do it, the flesh is weak, but the spirit – the spirit is strong!  She could fling open the curtains to a brand-new day... 

...or alternatively, she could go back to sleep for another couple of hours.

Derwent Morris had always struggled with willpower.  The unpromising daughter of a local taxi driver, Derwent had scraped out of Llaffan Senior School with three GCSE passes in Music, Home Eco and Biology (she never could get the hang of all those soft mutations in Welsh language, though she could speak the local lingo half decently!).  She had briefly tussled with a Mathematics evening course, with a view to training as a nurse.  A place at nursing college would have meant escape from "home", which was her mother's two bedroomed state-owned semi on the Castle Estate, Llaffan Village's answer to Moss Side.  But she had never been too hot at figures, and eventually had to settle for a care assistant post, full training provided, at Plâs Gwyn, the local hospice for Retired Seamen.

It wasn't the end of the world.  At least shift work meant she could arrange to be out most of the time her mother was at home, with a bit of tweaking of rosters here and there.  Not that her mother was really the problem; it was the constant stream of unsuitable men friends with their late-night ablutions and frail constitutions that tried the nerves.  Her father had long since jumped ship to greener pastures - well, Llanelli, anyway - where he had bought into a local cab firm.

Derwent Morris had never asked for much - and it showed.  Appearance wise, she looked rather like one of those Holly Hobby dolls from the 70s, legs permanently concealed below ankle-length skirts or washed out dresses cobbled together from odd pieces of cloth found in local charity shops.  Most of the neighbours had witnessed at least one pair of kitchen curtains rise from the dead as Derwent passed by their window in a Morris original; indeed curtain spotting had become something of a local sport among the female residents of Llaffan village!  With her shoulder-length fair hair resting limply on the shoulders of a tired Levi’s jean jacket (£3.49, Help the Aged) and copious silk scarves lagged around her skinny, pale neck, Derwent Morris could never be described as chic, though she was attractive in a Mary Hopkins, acoustic-guitar wielding kind of way.  Known as Drippy Chick at school, Derwent could most favourably be described as "unassuming".  In truth, she was not as wet or as naive as people thought.  Rather, she could not bear to hurt people's feelings, often choosing to keep schtum where others would leap in with a choice comment or insult.  It was one of the qualities that had inspired Gubbyns to invite her to join his fledgling political party, the Green Gospel Party of Wales, six months to that very day, a crowning moment in Derwent Morris's hitherto uneventful life.  She had not looked back since, for there was not time, with every spare moment after work filled up with Party business of some sort.  

Or at least that was the official line.  Derwent rolled onto her back and began to snore, gently, rhythmically, like coffee percolating.
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“TRAVELLED FAR?” LAUGHARNE queried in a perfunctory manner, pouring some Kenco Mild Blend into a small china cup.

“Sorry?” Her verbal assailant murmured from behind the Western Mail.

Yes, so am I, Laugharne muttered, handing her first customer of the day a bowl of Brown Flakes.

“Pardon?” he enquired, meeting her eyes over half-moon spectacles this time.

“Nothing!” Laugharne replied breezily, her false smile coming out as a grimace.  He gave her an odd look, then returned to his newspaper.  But the Englishman on Table 3 was clearly not impressed with the choice of reading matter at the Get Stuffed café. 

“Farmers flummoxed by fish kill in Fishguard!” He read out with exaggerated enunciation, voice thick with sarcasm.  He threw the paper down in disgust.

“Is that the only news around here?”

“What would you like, sir?” Laugharne asked, who was not in the mood for Sales Reps that morning, especially of the Southern English variety.  “Serial killer runs rampage in local café?”  

She handed him a bread knife somewhat malevolently then returned to the counter, where she was filling today's rolls with yesterday’s salad for the Prince of Wales lunch order.  

She blamed Hywel’s Way for this.  Ever since the BBC had used Llaffan as the setting for a Sunday night series about the exploits of Welsh Yuppies in rural Wales, they’d been inundated with tourists.  And now Sales Reps were using it as a picturesque stop-off point en route to business appointments in Cardiff and Swansea.

The problem was, they expected English culture in rural Wales.  Like Cappucino coffee, for instance.  Laugharne could not see the point in serving fancy coffee.  Most of the oiks in the area couldn’t taste the difference anyway.  They just ordered it from some delusional sense of grandeur.  It was like brandnames, Laugharne thought.  As far as she could tell, only thirty pence separated Jacob’s Cream Crackers from the “Savoury Squares” sold at the Minimarket.  People just said Jacob’s Cream Crackers or Cappucino because it rolled off the tongue.  She had only had one snotty comment from a tourist from Bath so far when she’d served up her own “caffacino”, namely filter coffee with extra milk and hundreds and thousands on the top.  The same tourist had also sarcastically enquired whether he might order a high-speed Italian train as featured on the board behind the counter!  Bloody English!  

It took two seconds to order the real thing, but five minutes to make it with one of those cappuccino/espresso-expresso-however it was spelt contraptions.  Laugharne had ordered one on trial for a month, but it just wasn’t worth the grief.  She could serve five customers in the time it took to fuss around with the frothy milk for a cappuccino.  In the end, she had raised the price to £1.40 a cup, twice the price of a normal filter, to act as a deterrent.  And it had worked.  Two weeks later, the machine had gone back to the industrial hire firm for keeps.  

Mind you, the Welsh Rarebit was popular with visitors from across the border. And profitable, at £2.00 for what was essentially cheese on toast with a slice of tomato and a sprig of parsley!  The locals, who were wise to this, rarely ordered it, which perhaps accounted for its name in the first place.

Laugharne sighed.  She felt strangely unmotivated that day.  It was the time of year, she told herself.  Things never really got going till the clocks went forward in March.  The weather got nicer and people suddenly felt like doing things again.  But that long stretch devoid of festivities and public holidays between New Year and Easter-time was the pits.  She looked out the window and surveyed Llaffan High Street as the Sales Rep chopped his crispy bacon into delicate little squares, dipping each square daintily into the neat splodge of ketchup on the side of his plate.

On the other side of the road, Martyns the Milk was depositing bottles of cow extract  in its various concentrations and loaves of Sliced White on the doorsteps of the local trade outlets.  They were the only two along with Roberts the Newsagent up and running at this early hour.  It would be at least another hour and a half until the other shops and services opened that dotted the High Street running between the monument at Llaffan Cross and the Flowers Roundabout at the bottom.  And maybe two hours until the first regular customers straggled into the Get Stuffed café.

Laugharne yawned.  The Sales Rep glared at her over his spectacles then returned to the sports pages.  But unable to find any English rugger, he gave up and pulled out an electronic diary from his inside pocket.

Laugharne returned to the kitchen and continued with her sandwich order. 
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NAME: GUBBYNS.  FORENAMES: Gareth John.  Date of birth: 26.10.74.  Address: 4a Caerphilly Close.  Nationality: Welsh!  Height:..

The aforementioned frowned and arose from the rickety Director’s chair at his study desk.  He drew himself up to his full-height in the full-length mirror in the corner of the junk-room-cum-study in the house he rented on the local estate.  Gubbyns frowned again, his reflection concealed by a thick layer of dust.  He wiped it off with the back of his fingers, sneezing in the process.  

Six one?  Maybe not quite.  The brown-haired man in his mid-twenties kicked off his damp-stained loafers, then, standing in his stocking soles, balanced a copy of the New International Version of the Holy Bible (Inclusive Language Edition) on his head with one hand, drawing a faint pencil mark on the grubby magnolia wall with the other.  

Gareth Gubbyns was a Serious Young Man.  Having protested his way through University in Carmarthen, Gubbyns had briefly boarded the capitalist treadmill to pay off his student loan, before returning to his first loves - God, God's Earth and making a God Damn Nuisance of Himself, upsetting the apple-cart with his protests against genetic modification and other such political hot potatoes.  "Home" was, as for Derwent Morris, a damp, pebbledashed blast from the postwar past on the Castle Estate, though in his case, privately rented with his partner in grime, Wyn Griffiths.  Thereafter, all comparisons with Derwent Morris ended.  Where Derwent was gentle, Gubbyns was bold, where Derwent avoided conflict, Gubbyns butted in, like a bull in a Portmeirion china shop.  Where Derwent tried to please everyone, Gubbyns frequently offended secular environmentalists with his uncompromising Christo-centric worldview and alienating himself from the more refined inhabitants of Llaffan Village with his permanent aroma of wet dufflecoat!

Bearing an uncanny resemblence to a pre-haircut Travis from Home and Away, Gareth Gubbyns wore his wavy, dark brown hair loose around his broad cheekboned face, the chin of which sprouted two weeks’ worth of brunette stubble.  Clothes wise, he favoured the eco-grunge look, mismatching baggy thicknit sweaters, complete with obligatory holes at the elbows, with baggy jogging bottoms and big, black navvy boots, loose-lac and tongued.  By inclement weather, therefore most days, Gubbyns wore a large, green dufflecoat over this ensemble.

The front door slammed shut and be-trainered feet squeaked on the tiled floor downstairs as the leader of the Green Gospel Party of Wales rummaged in the thingammyjig cupboard for a tape measure.

“Gubs?” A baritone voice called out experimentally, unsure as to whether its target was at home or not.

“Up here, Win!” Gubbyns replied, voice muffled from within the cupboard.  Thud squeak thud as his housemate approached from the depths.

“Wharraru doing’?” Wyn D. Griffiths, known affectionately to his friends as Windy, asked.  He frowned and swept a Scargellesque thatch of sandy hair from his pale forehead as Gubbyns held the silver end of the tape measure against the wall with his index finger.

“Here, Win, hold this.  Keep it on that line,” Gubbyns commanded in his usual authoritative tone, though grateful for his housemate’s timely appearance.  Windy obliged.

“Measuring my height.  You know, for the Council.”

“Aaahhhh!” Windy exhaled, enlightened.  “The bins ap?”

“Yeah,” Gubbyns replied, letting the metal tape run back into its holder. 

“Six foot exactly in my stocking soles,” he noted.

“And what about in your sock soles?” Windy grinned.  Gubbyns frowned.  He was trying to remove all traces of smuttiness from their oral repertoire.  It was a bad witness, he thought.  Windy, on the other hand, thought being a Christian needn’t necessarily entail losing all semblance of humour, even if he did verge on the risqué side at times!

Though a good few inches taller than Gubbyns, Windy presented a gangly figure, with his thirty inch waist and narrow, pointed chin lending him a rather comical appearance.  Derwent had once famously commented that Windy was like a negative of Gubbyns.  While Gubbyns was dark-haired and swarthy, Windy was fair, with a complexion as pink and shiny as a nappy-rashed baby's bottom.  And where Gubbyns was broad-shouldered, the arms of Windy's t-shirts flapped about like sheets on a line.  

The son of a local baker, Windy preferred to live in poverty with Gubbyns in Caerphilly Close than share the shoebox flat above the shop with his Mam and Dad. It was not a match made in heaven, however, with the highly-charged leader of the Party frequently rubbing the more laid-back Windy up the wrong way.  However, it was a dynamic that had stood the test of time - the two had been firm friends since their first year at University, some seven years ago.  Gubbyns knew he could rely on Windy to tell him when he was being overbearing and idealistic; in turn, Windy needed Gubbyns around to deliver a good hard kick up the backside every so often.  

Like with all the jobs stuff.  Gubbyns felt it was criminal to take unemployment benefit from the State unless you really couldn't find any job, of any description, however menial, hence he was applying to work as a refuse collector for the local council in the absence of a more suitable position befitting his intellect and qualifications.

Gubbyns glanced at the application form and frowned.

“What’s six foot in metres?"

Windy shrugged.  “One eighty-ish?  Dunno.  I could find out.."

Gubbyns shook his head.  "Forget it.” 

He slammed the thingammyjig cupboard door shut.  "I haven’t got time.  I have to get this down the Council offices in Carmarthen by twelve, or I’ll miss the deadline.  It doesn’t matter anyway.  They just want to make sure I can handle the job.”

“That you’re not all brains and no brawn,” Windy grinned, picking up a windscreen wiper still in its packaging and drumming it on the corner of the table where Gubbyns was hastily constructing a valid argument as to why he, Gareth John Gubbyns, a graduate of Ecology and Green Politics from the University of Carmarthen, wanted to collect refuse for Llaffan and Llagob Borough Council.

“Yeah, something like that.  Hey, Win, stop that!  I need that in one piece for the DM!”

The DM was the Downwardly Mobile, the racing green Reliant Robin Gubbyns and Windy used to run errands in the community on behalf of the Party.

“Want me to put it on for you?”

“Would you?” Gubbyns asked gratefully, pouring over the Council form.

“Sure,” Windy shrugged, getting up.  “I have to see a man about a dole cheque at eleven, but I’m free till then.”

“Dole?  I though we agreed claiming benefit was spiritually unsound, Win!” Gubbyns frowned, putting his pen down.

“Just another week till I wangle some farm work out of Bozo Bowen!” Windy pleaded.  Gubbyns was scary when he had a biblical bee in his bonnet about something.  “Anyway, d’you want this fixing or what?”

“Yeah.  Alright.  And Win -” Gubbyns called, as Windy went downstairs again.

“Yeah?”

“Milk and two sugars!”
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“JUST BUNG IT DOWN ON the counter,” Laugharne instructed a stocky little man of about thirty in a Royal Mail uniform, who was hovering inside the doorway, as she brought a stack of fresh plates from the kitchen.

“You’re new,” she observed. 

Yes,” the stocky little man blushed.  Laugharne looked him up and down.  Typical Welsh fare - short and plump with oily black curls and a ruddy complexion.  Bet he could hold his own down the Lamb and Fflag, though.

“Where’s Fred, then?  Followed my advice and taken early retirement?”

The stocky postman shook his head.  “He tripped over a paving stone outside the Prince of Wales last night.  Done his back in, like.  ‘E’ll be off for at least a fortnight, the Fat Controller says.”

“That’ll be right!” Laugharne chuckled.  “So we’ve got you instead.  New, are you?”

“Quite new.  I finished my training in Carmarthen in January.  I’ve been doing Fflybert Estate for the last few weeks.  But I’ve been sent here now to cover Fred’s round.”

Lovely voice, Laugharne observed.  Low, soft, soothing.  

“Do you sing?” she asked.

“How do you know?” the postman looked taken-aback at such a direct question, which bore no relevance to their exchange thusfar.

“I don’t know - just a hunch.  You have a lovely voice,” Laugharne smiled.  For some reason, she felt comforted in his presence.  She had woken up feeling rather prickly that morning, like the little black hairs that stood out cacti-like from her recently shaven sausage-like legs.  But now she felt strangely soothed.

“I sing tenor for the Fflybert Forest Male Voice Choir,” he informed her.

“Ooh, I’d do anything for a tenor!” Laugharne giggled, but regretted it immediately, as he blushed furiously.  He was a shy one - she should watch her step, or she’d frighten him off!

“Sorry - I didn’t mean to embarrass you, like.”

“S’okay,” he mumbled, fumbling with this Royal Mail shoulder bag.  “Right.  I’ll be off then, er...”

“Laugharne.  Laugharne Jenkins.  I own the café,” she said gently.

“Neville Davey.  But everyone calls me Davey,” he replied in that lovely rolling lilt.  

“Davey,” Laugharne repeated, smiling.  She met his timid eyes.  He held her gaze for two seconds, then looked away, a red cloud rising up his plump, stubbly neck and enshrouding his little cauliflower ears, the right of which bore a tiny gold sleeper.

“Er.. bye then,”  he rushed out the door, banging it shut behind him in his nervousness.  Laugharne smiled to herself, then picked up the post.  The first onslaught was over - an hour or so until the first of the morning coffee bunch started drifting in.  Young mothers with buggyful’s of bored offspring, passively perspiring inside their padded anoraks.  Or the old ladies, true blue rinses with Daily Mails and Diana supplements, come to pass judgement on the world at large in the tiny microcosm that was Llaffan Village.

She sat down heavily at the table, wiping her ketchup stained hands on her stripy  chef’s apron.  She removed the rubber band holding the lenvelopes together and rifled through them.  Inland Revenue, Reader’s Digest... (Congratulations, Ms Jenkins!!  You have been entered in our £5,000,000 draw!!!)... more junk mail, this time from the Dyfed Federation of Small Businesses - Join the DFSB and win a Nissan Micra!... Laugharne snorted.  What would she want with a Nissan Blinking Micra?  More to the point, what would anyone want with a Nissan Micra? ... Greetings from Oystermouth Castle... Laugharne snorted again.  Why did her sister feel the need to send her a postcard every single time she ventured outdoors?... something from Scottish Widows and a bank statement from the Welsh Farmers, the local building society.  And lastly, a distinctly unfetching lurid pink envelope, emblazoned with the words MANHUNT!  Enter our prize draw and win the man of your dreams!

“Jesus Christ,” Laugharne blasphemed, “Whatever next?”  Still, it promised more than a Nissan Micra.  She slit the envelope open with a bread-knife for the hell of it, and pulled out a slightly less lurid pink sheet of A4, with a gold card stuck to the top righthand corner.

She skimread the title.

––––––––
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MANHUNT - WALES’ HOTTEST new Partnership Consultants!

Are you-

The Belle of the Ball, seeking a beau?

All dressed up, with nowhere to go?

Are there no class acts at the talent show? 

Look no further, join the Manhunt co.!

The Manhunt Company was founded in 1997 by two friends from Cardiff, Carolyn Cole and Piers Digory-Duff, in an attempt to bring a professional touch to the dating agency game.  

“I was fed up to the back teeth with the lack of male talent in the area where I was living,” Piers Digory-Duff explains.  “I joined a few dating agencies, but rather like your average employment agency, the person spec, or the location or the position on offer was all wrong.  Carolyn, who was having similar problems at that time, hit upon the brilliant idea of setting up a specialist agency for people like us, desperately seeking quality male relationships.  

“We decided to move away from the traditional dating agency image of brainless women in chiffon blouses, well from brainless women, anyway, and set up our own consultancy in Cardiff,” Piers continues. “Using the latest personality match software and CAD body profiles, we have successfully introduced some three thousand clients to prospective partners over the last twelve months.  With new branches opening up in Bridgend, Swansea and Carmarthen in the Spring, we hope to expand our client base into the 21st century and beyond.”

The Manhunt Company operates as follows:-

1. Women seeking men

We enter your details into our Manhunt Bank database, which contains the profiles of some five thousand men who have registered with our sister company, Womanhunt.  Using set criteria such as physical appearance, financial solvency or home ownership, we select a suitable match for you.  We then contact referees, where provided, to gain a second opinion.  When we are satisfied that our man meets your criteria, we liaise with you both to arrange a meeting.

2. Men seeking men

We enter your details into our Manhunt Bank database, which contains the profiles of some fifteen hundred men who have also registered with Manhunt.  See above.

3.Men seeking women

See Womanhunt Agency literature, available on request from the address below.

4. Women seeking women

As above.

You, too, can become part of the Manhunt phenomenon!  Simply log your personal details on the registration form enclosed and pop it in the prepaid envelope.  We’ll be in touch before you can say GEORGE CLOONEY! 

––––––––
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“GEORGE CLOONEY,” LAUGHARNE said belligerently, but the phone didn’t ring.  She turned the page.  She wondered if Davey had joined Womanhunt.  He was potentially the type - far too shy to chat girls up in the usual way.  Perhaps she should join... get a life, Laugharne berated herself.  Everyone knew only complete saddos joined dating agencies!

Just read the testimonies of our satisfied customers!

“Joining Manhunt was the best thing I ever did,” says MD, 24, of Port Talbot.  “I’ve joined several datelines, and been on countless blind dates, but nothing ever came of them.  But the very first person I met at Manhunt agreed to my marriage proposal and we’ve been together ever since!”

“I never thought I’d find happiness when my ex-partner walked out on me,” comments JF of Cardiff.  “But Piers Digory-Duff helped me find my Top Gun within weeks.  I can never thank you all enough.”

Laugharne snorted.  Didn’t they usually supply photos with such testimonies?  Still, they’d probably roll out the same ones they used in all the ads - craggy male Newsreader type standing in a field, accompanied by adoring blonde Felicity Kendal wannabee in moss green roll neck sweater and Barber jacket with King Charles Spaniel sat at feet, gazing worshipfully at new parents.  Was this a good omen?  Hopefully they exercised some form of Quality Control over new applicants, Laugharne thought.

She peeled off the Gold Card from the other side.  Jump to the top of the queue with our Manhunt Gold Card!  For just another £19.50 a month, you can join our Manhunt Elite, giving you first pick of our rich crop of handsome hunks!

Laugharne winced.  What was the standard fare, then?  She picked up the registration form and skimmed through it.  Please enclose a cheque for £50.00 made payable to MANHUNT AGENCY for your introductory consultancy and ONE MONTH’S FREE MEMBERSHIP!  

Down to the small print... ah - here it was.  Monthly charge: £65.00 or £300.000 for six months membership.  Phil Bennett!  

Oh My God, Laugharne suddenly exclaimed inwardly.  I can’t believe I’m sitting here reading this!  She rose sharply and walked over to the counter.  In the bin went the Scottish Widows, the Reader’s Digest, Win a Nissan Micra, and... Laugharne hesitated and shoved the pink brochure in her apron pocket along with the Inland Revenue and Welsh Farmers.  She attached Oystermouth Castle to the fridge with the aid of a Gromit magnet.  “There,” she said to herself, positioning it between Swansea Market and Scenic Townhill.  Then stuffing her favourite Def Leppard tape in the greasy stereo on top of the fridge, Laugharne started to load the dishwasher.
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GRABBING HER DENIM jacket, Derwent slammed the front door behind her and rushed down the stairs of her mother’s house in Harlech Drive.

She skidded to a halt by the decapitated concrete boulder barring Druggy Lane to cyclists.  Should she risk cutting through to the boys' house down the lane?  Mad Bugger Belbin's dratted Doberman would be sure to be snuffling around there somewhere, not on  its lead as per usual, eagerly anticipating an early lunch from some unsuspecting quarter.

Best not, Derwent decided, and opted for the long way round, breaking into a jog to make up for lost time.

Windy opened wide, pre-empting a dishevelled Derwent at the front door, clutching her side.

"Gorra stitch!  Pegged it the long way round!"


“And top of the afternoon to you, too!” he grinned.

“Shurrup!  I slept right through – again!”

“After last night, too.  Tisk tisk!”


“D’you know, Gubbyns got me thinking so much last night ‘bout getting up early that I couldn’t get to sleep till gone two!”

“So just a paltry ten hours for you then?” Windy teased as she slumped untidily over the breakfast bar.

“I know. I’m a mare, aren’t I?” Derwent smiled ruefully, wiping some spots of drizzle from her turquoise-rimmed glasses.

“A complete Weston!” Windy laughed, handing her a mug of cheap tea in a Neath RFC mug.  “Anyway, you’re safe - Gubs has gone down town to hand in his application to Hell.  He won’t be back for another half hour yet.  I won’t tell on you!”

Derwent smiled gratefully at Windy.  “Cheers, Win.  Gubs is pretty scary at the moment!”

“He’s fired up, that’s all,” Windy replied, taking a pew opposite her. 

“’Spose I just feel justified in enjoying my days off,” Derwent said, sipping her tea.

“I can understand that,” Windy smiled, cupping his hands around his mug.

"Ere - don’t suppose you got a decko at Gubs' application form?”

"For the Council?” Windy asked.  “No.  He was doing it while I was there, then he went straight out with it.  Why?"

"We might've found out what he got up to, after all, in the mystery years!" Derwent laughed.

Gubbyns refused to tell them how he had spent the eighteen months between leaving college and getting back in touch with Windy.  Windy sensed he was embarrassed about "it", whatever it was he'd been doing.  All Gubbyns would reveal with regard to the aforementioned period was that he had been "on business in Swansea", leaving the others to hazard wild guesses at what the precise nature of this secret business was!  Derwent had suggested a torrid love affair with the cockles lady in Swansea Market, but Windy had deemed that far too exotic for Gubbyns, proposing his friend had spent the time selling double-glazing to raise cash for a car.  However, Derwent had knocked that idea on the head, retorting, mindful of the DM parked outside, that he couldn't have been very successful!

"D'you think he made a copy?" Derwent asked.

"Na! Why would he bother?"  

Gubbyns was hardly what you might call profligate with time or money - or paper, for that matter!

"Damn!" Derwent giggled, clicking her thumb and forefinger in mock frustration.

"We'll find out one day," Windy comforted her.

"Maybe we should spike his drink one night at the POW!" Derwent giggled.  The POW was the popular local abbreviation for the Prince of Wales public house.  Windy nearly spat his tea out.

"I'd like to see you try, Der!  Or more to the point, I’d like to see what happened if he ever found out!”

Derwent giggled, taking another sip of her tea.

“Not working this week?” Windy enquired.

“No, got the week off.  Can’t afford to go anywhere, though.  But thought I might as well take my dues.  Can’t carry it over to next year.  I’ve got another ten days to take - thought I’d save them up for Party stuff.”

“Good idea,” Windy replied.  He sifted through the pile of old newspapers and local advertisers on the table.  “I need to look through these.  We need a new amp.  Gubs says so.”

Derwent snorted.  “What for?  To broadcast in quadrophonic to the hordes of new converts?”

“Of ye of mustard grain proportions!  We had two new faces last night.  Gubs was well-chuffed.”

“S’pose so,” Derwent frowned, taking a tentative sip of the cheap supermarket tea.  “So has Gubs taken the DM?”  

“Yeah,” Windy replied.

“I thought he might have gone by bus,” Derwent mused.  “The wipers have gone on the DM haven’t they?  It’s chucking down outside.”

“I fixed them,” Windy grinned amidst loud slurping noises from across the table.  “Yeah, well, he was going on at me ‘bout getting a job and all that.”  

Windy had casually been looking for work of a proportionate nature for some time now!

“Two Thess Three Ten,” Derwent quoted.  “If a person will not work, they shall not eat!” 

“Did you need the DM then?” Windy enquired, not prepared to listen to another sermon on the subject.

“Mm.  I need to pick the leaflets up from the printers so we’ve got lots of time to fold them before the ‘festo next week.”

“Shame.  Gubs could’ve picked them up s’morning on the way to Carmarthen.”

“N'er mind.  How’s the song going?”

Windy was busy writing what he termed ecomedy songs for their worship band, which at present consisted of himself on guitar and vocals and Derwent doubling up on the organ and OHP duty!  Windy made a face.

“Don’t ask.  My brain’s turned to instant mash all of a sudden.”

“Must be all that sitting round the house!” Derwent laughed.  Windy groaned, swinging back on his chair, hands behind his head.

“Don’t you start.  Anyway, I’ve tonnes of things to do.  I just need the DM to do them all.  I need to collect the bottle bins from the Estate and take them down the site.  And Mrs Myggyns has a veritable EC margarine-mountain of Flora tubs she says she’s been collecting for us!”

Derwent smiled.  Dear old Mrs Myggyns.  She couldn’t quite grasp that they weren’t collecting on behalf of the Scouts, Cancer Research, or the Diana Memorial Fund.

“Are the Council going to get us a plastic recycling facility then?”

“They’re “looking into it”,” Windy snorted.  “We need to get more names on the petition.”

“We’ve scoured practically the entire area!” Derwent protested.  “We don’t exactly live in a metropolis!” 

“And half of the miserable old beggars don’t care anyway,” Windy added.  “They know they’re not going to be here much longer.  Stuff the future generations.  Stuff the planet.  It makes me so mad!  And people say the kids of today don’t give a fuchsia!”

“So what else is there to do before church on Sunday?” Derwent asked, counting on the fingers of her right hand.

“Pick up the leaflets and fold them,” she began.

“Deliver them,” Windy continued.

“Check with Reg Morgan that we can use the function room at the POW.”

“Ring the local papers to cover the festo.”

“Buy a G-string - for the guitar!” 

“Ask Laugharne Jenkins if we can stick a poster up in the café.”  

They were interrupted by a loud slam of the door and the purposeful footsteps of their leader approaching.

“Comrades!” Gubbyns exclaimed, high-fiving them both.

“You’re cheerful!  Got yourself a job?” Derwent grinned.

“Yep!  They were a man short for tomorrow.  Looked at my application on the spot.  Didn’t bat an eyelid at my qualifications!”

“Well done, Gubs,” Windy grinned, genuinely pleased.  He slapped him on the back.  “You certainly got to work quickly!”

Derwent groaned.

“Well, got to practise what I preach,” Gubbyns replied seriously, picking up the local advertiser. “Anything in here?”


“Dunno.  Haven’t looked at it.  I was trying to write my song

when Der came round.”


Derwent looked up at Gubbyns. “Gubs, can I use the DM?  The leaflets are ready for collection.  I thought I could get to work folding and delivering.  The quicker we get them out, the less likely people will be booked up already.”

“In Llaffan?” Windy scoffed.

“Good idea,” Gubbyns nodded, ignoring Windy, and meeting her bespectacled eyes briefly.  He looked away, feeling his teeth tingle as he fell into the misty green ovals, magnified by the thick glasses.  Derwent flushed with pleasure.  Praise from their respected leader was much sought after.  She could atone for getting up so late.

“But show them to me first of all.  I wouldn’t want them to go out with mistakes on  like the last ones.” He frowned at the painful memory of being introduced to all and sundry as Gareth Gobbyns, leader of the Green Gospel Party (Whales).

“So can I take the DM now?” Derwent asked, checking she had the Party chequebook on her person.

“Sure.  You can have it for the rest of the day.  I have business in the village this afternoon.  The keys are in my jac-poc.”

“Gorrum,” Derwent replied breathlessly, grabbing her jacket.

“Der!” Gubbyns called as she opened the front door.  “Meet in Stuffed at four.  Bring the leaflets.”

“Will do!” Derwent slammed the door.

“Gubs, what rhymes with cucumber?” Windy enquired, as Gubbyns settled down opposite him, eyebrows furrowed after several futile attempts to come up with a solution.

“Why?” Gubbyns asked, looking up from the Free Ads in the Llaffan and Llagob District Advertiser.

“It’s for the new song I’m writing for the manifesto.”

“The person-festo,” Gubbyns corrected him, slapping the page over loudly in frustration.  “What new song?”

“It’s called How Can You Be Agnostic When You Consider a Cucumber?” Windy replied.

“Hmmm.  Catchy title.” Gubbyns scoured down the column.  Nothing as usual.  They would have to place an Articles Wanted ad in the paper, if they were to get hold of an amp for the forthcoming events.  PDQ.

“Hillman Humber,” Gubbyns murmured.

“What?” 

“Rhymes with cucumber.”

***
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“FING’IS,” THE LANKY youth started, elbows on Laugharne’s red formica counter back at the Get Stuffed café.  “Where’m’I going to find somewhere cheap to live round here?  I can’t afford to rent by myself, even with housing benefit, and I won’t get nuffin’ off the Council.”

"Need a baby for that!" Laugharne chuckled.

But he wasn't laughing.

“Have you tried the hostel in Carmarthen?” Laugharne asked, in her best youth worker voice, trying to eek a stubborn crumpet from the toaster with a spatula.

Fingis, as Laugharne privately called him - for he had been in a couple of times now - pulled a face.

“Uck!  Have you been there?  Full of beer-mat trousers with rabid dogs!”

“So why don’t you go back home, wherever that is?” Laugharne enquired, not meaning it as callously as it sounded.  He was alright, really.  “Sorry – I wasn’t trying to get rid of you - it came out wrong.”

“S’awight.  I’m used to it round here.  And the answer’s Braintree, Essex.”

“So why hang round here?  Here, do me a favour, and give the Women’s Institute on Table Five their crumpet!”

Fingis obliged then sank down on the stool at the counter again.  “Sea air - ever been to Essex?”

“Where is it?” Laugharne asked, whose geography became somewhat hazy beyond the Newport Tunnel.  “South of London?”

Fingis laughed.  “Naaaa!  East – East-sex.  Es-sex.  Geddit?  Like Sus-sex is south and Wes-sex is – erm – south west.”

“So where’s No-sex then?” Laugharne asked.  She caught his eye and he laughed.

“Don’t fancy living there!”

“Think I already do!” Laugharne chuckled.  It was quite nice having someone new to talk to, even if he was a bit on the Swampy side. 

“So do you live alone?”  

“Well I run the B&B upstairs.  So not really.  Mind you, I never talk to any of the buggers.  Just take their money and wash their stinking sheets afterwards.”

“Do you get lonely up there by yourself then?”

Laugharne shrugged.  “Not really.  I’m too busy,” she lied, not willing to get too personal at this stage with the beanpole from Braintree.

“I can’t put you up here, if that’s what you’re angling at,” she added hastily, looking up from the salad bowl.  “At least,” she qualified, “you couldn’t afford it.  I could do you a discount for long-term residency - bed and breakfast only, mind you.”

Fingis met her eye over the red cabbage.

“Like what?”

Laugharne shrugged.  “Say hundred a week.  Paid in advance.  You’d have to pay for lunch and evening-meals, though, if you ate here.”

Fingis shook his head.  “I’ll never afford that.”

“You’d get income support and housing benefit.”

“Even so...”

“You could always ask at the farm,” Laugharne shrugged. “They might need a live-in farm-hand or something.  Barry Bowen's a real sod, mind, but it's a roof over your head.”

“Yeah, cheers.”  Fingis slid off the counter.

“I could ask around - the whole village comes in here, you know,” Laugharne proffered.

“Fanks - that'd be good.”  Fingis opened the café door.

“What’s your name, anyway?” Laugharne called.

“Ernie,” Ernest Thorndike replied.

“Thought about delivering milk?”

Ernie slammed the door behind him.

***
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“GORRIT!” WINDY EXCLAIMED, slapping his hand down on the table back at Caerphilly Close.  He scribbled in the last line noisily with his chewed up Bic pin.

“I’ve reworked the cucumber bit.  Ready for it?”

“Go on then,” Gubbyns replied, folding his arms over his chest. 

“Right.. ahem - it’s called How Can You be Agnostic When You...”

“Consider A Cucumber.  Got you first time,” Gubbyns said dryly.  He was not overly fond of Windy’s rough and ready pub rock worship.

Windy plugged his guitar into the mini-amp and struck up a chord.  He swept his voluminous hair back from his face and cleared his throat.

Oh how can you be agnostic

When you see what God has done?

He created mountain, rivers

Our heart and livers

And freely gave His Son

And how can you say there is no God

When you see a cherry tree?

A water lily

A bright red chilli

Or a furry bumble-bee?

“This is the chorus!” he interjected.

Cucumbers are very weird!

Billy goats have a beard!

Kuala bear are really cute!

Tadpoles grow from tiny newts!

Too much to take in at a glance –

I can’t believe it happened by chance!

Windy put his guitar down and looked at Gubbyns expectantly.

“D’you think I need a third verse?  I thought I might repeat the first two again.”

But Gubbyns just smiled.  “Windy?”

“Yeah?” he asked eagerly.

“Ever seen Nuts in May?”
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Ode to a Fish

“Sorry, am I late?” Derwent asked breathlessly, squeezing past the other tables to a round one at the back, where her fellow GGP members were sitting.  She thumped the box of leaflets down on the table and removed her wet jean jacket and copious silk scarves.  She sat down and took her glasses off to clean them.

“That’s better!”  

She looked at Gubbyns and Windy.  “Who’s the other chair for?”

“That’s Jesus’s chair,” Windy grinned.

“Mog’s coming.  Her lecture was cancelled,” Gubbyns replied.

“Oh good!  The full Monty!” Derwent exclaimed with customary enthusiasm.

“Blimey.  I hope not!” Windy frowned.  Gubbyns glared at him.  He could see he was going to have to tackle Windy on the smut issue as well today.

“It’s ‘orrible out there!” Derwent shuddered, looking out the window.

By way of contrast, it was hot and clammy in the bustling café, the windows steaming up from a combination of boiling kettles and human bodies seeking refuge from that horizontal rain peculiar to South Wales, caused by the simultaneous occurrence of wind and precipitation.

“Whazzat?” Derwent asked, looking over Windy’s shoulder to where he was furiously scribbling in a notebook.  She stole it from under his nose.

“Give it here!” Windy protested, violently swinging at her to retrieve his notebook.

“Windy’s Book of Poems!” Derwent giggled, reading the spine.  She turned to the opening page.  “With thanks to John Keats,” she read out.

She skipped a few pages.

“Ode to a Lampshade,” she began, looking puzzled.

“He wrote lots of poems about inanimate objects,” Windy explained.  “All allegorical, of course.”

“Of course,” Gubbyns grunted, not interested in either John Keats or Windy’s horse-play.

“This one’s best,” Windy informed Derwent, turning to a shorter effort towards the middle.

“Ode to a fish,” Derwent announced.  “Oh Fish, that swimmeth in water, You have two eyes, Some gills, And a ... FIN.  I don’t get it.”

“Fin – you know – as in French for end.  All odes end in fin... at least, they should do.”

Windy leant back on his chair, pleased with himself.

“But Win -” Derwent protested.  “Fish have more than one fin.  So you’re factually incorrect.  They have an anal fin and a dorsal fin, usually.  I know - I’ve been gemming up on them for the Festo!”

Gubbyns frowned to himself.  Where did fish fit into the Personfesto agenda?  Perhaps he should check up on Derwent's contribution, if he had a minute spare - a rare luxury now he'd landed himself a job alongside leading the Party.

Windy groaned.  “Look - I’m trying to write literature here, not literalture!”

Gubbyns heaved a sigh of relief as the fourth, and by far the most like-minded member of the Party, as far as he was concerned, entered Get Stuffed.  He waved to her.  The elegant raven-haired twenty-one year old placed her Brecon Jazz Festival golf umbrella in the bottom of the coat-stand and made her way over to Table Eight.

Mogwyn Friars-Davies, aka Mog, was the fourth and youngest member of the Party.  The only child of the local Lib Dem councillor, Vernona Friars-Davies, Mog was a considerable asset to the Party, with prominent local figures from the world of politics and media frequent visitors to the Friars-Davies household, or only a phone-call away.  Taller and slimmer than Derwent, the contrast between the two female members of the Party was perhaps even more striking than that between Gubbyns and Windy.  While the latter differed in their approach to people, Party matters and life in general, they were at least intellectual equals.  But Mog was operating on an entirely different brain-plane from Derwent, having reaped the genetic harvest of two highly educated parents.  In her final year of Philosophy at Carmarthen University, she aimed to follow in her mother’s footsteps, and was already a student rep at the University, albeit for Plaid Cymru.  Unlike her mother, she did not envisage spending life in the inside lane of local politics, aiming for a seat in the Welsh Assembly by the age of thirty at the very latest.

It was Gubbyn’s idealism and commitment to all things green and Welsh that had attracted Mog to their cause.  For it certainly wasn’t their appearance.  A classic dresser, Mog was typically kitted out that damp Monday afternoon in a racing green lambswool sweater, black jeans and boat shoes.  Unlike the others, image was important to her.  Derwent put the feminist movement back thirty years, in her opinion, with her helpless female dress-sense and hatred of confrontation.  Windy was even worse, with that ridiculous footballer haircut and cheap high street boots!  At least Gubbyns had a definitive look, though there was something of the Michael Foot about that dufflecoat!  And as for that blinking Reliant Robin he drove around in!  

Gubbyns stood up and shook her damp hand.  “Thanks for coming, Mog.  Sit down.  There’s tea in the pot.”  

"You're late, Davies!" Windy barked at her humorously.

"Friars-Davies to you!" Mogwyn retorted, removing her coat and draping it around the back of the chair.  "I nipped home on the way back from Uni to dump my stuff - since I was early - only went and walked into a full-blown argument between Mam and Uncle Rob.  Course, I got drawn in, then Mam starts screaming at me cos I took Uncle Rob's side and..."

"What was the argument about?" Derwent interrupted, intrigued.

"Oh, my cousin Cofi.  You know, she has to choose what secondary school she goes to this term.  Well Cofi wants to go to Fflybert Valley High, and Uncle Rob says why not, if she wants to, but Mam says it's unthinkable that any niece of hers should go to the local Community School and what was wrong with sending her to Tof-Y-Nos in the best Friars tradition, blahdy blahdy blah."

"Fflybert Valley's not a bad school," Derwent frowned.  "Though it pains me
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	That in the villages of Llaffan and Llagob last year, the Green Gospel Party (Wales) recycled 0.5 tonnes of plastic bottles, 2 tonnes of paper, 2.3 tonnes of cans and 4.5 tonnes of asorted bottles via its community refuse recycling programme.  

	That the Green Gospel Party (Wales) successfully campaigned against sales of pornography at local news outlets and helped prevent Ffast Ffood Xpress opening a branch in Llagob Newtown.

	That the Green Gospel Party (Wales) has increased its membership by 50% in the last twelve months.

	That the Green Gospel Party (Wales) is currently negotiating with Llaffan and Llagob Borough Council to set up a plastic recycling facility at the community recycling site in Llaffan village.

	That you can help safeguard our planet for future generations by joining the Green Gospel Party (Wales) today!
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