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To Reg and George, Penny and David, with gratitude and love.




Men of my sort could take to the greenwood.

E. M. Forster, Maurice
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PROLOGUE

Thursday, 2 February 2006





The Powys registrar was visibly relieved that her first same-sex civil partnership ceremony had gone without a hitch. ‘Well, you know what I always say?’ she trilled in our direction as the ink dried on the signatures. ‘G-A-Y – what does it stand for? Good As You.’ She carefully put down her regulation fountain pen and smiled beneficently at the four of us, seemingly expecting if not a round of applause for her generous liberalism, then at least a heartfelt thank you.



I glanced sideways at Reg. He might have just married the man he had been living with for nearly sixty years, but he still didn’t want anyone, least of all a pen-pusher from the county council, calling him A Gay. His face had tightened into a polite grimace. Occasionally, he’d get as far as saying ‘the G-word’, but even that was only ever whispered sotto voce, as if its velvet softness might still conceal the iron fist of bigotry that had so shaped his life. I once tried to explain to him why many of us were happy to rehabilitate the word ‘queer’. His eyes bulged alarmingly, and I didn’t try again.



Municipal register offices are rarely the most appetising of environments, and Machynlleth’s is no exception. Wintry beams filtered through the muck crusting the solitary window, while a smell of musty cardboard hung heavy in the half-light. A suitably baleful atmosphere to register a death, perhaps, but woefully out of kilter for a birth or marriage – let alone this great legal landmark.



Legislation allowing the first state recognition of same-sex relationships reached the statute books in December 2005. First to tie the knot were two men in Worthing, who’d had the fortnight waiting period waived because one of them was terminally ill with cancer; he died the day after the ceremony. It took another two months for this brave new world to arrive in our small Welsh market town, which may well be something of a record. Fashions normally take at least a decade to reach us.
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Emerging outside, we took some photographs and walked up the street to Preds’ house for a celebratory high tea. On the way, I nipped into the Co-op to buy a bottle of bubbly.



‘Champagne on a Thursday afternoon?’ said the girl on the till.



I explained the occasion.



‘Oh, those two old men, you mean? The ones who come in on market day?’



I nodded.



‘They’re lovely; always so tidy and polite. How beautiful that they can get married now.’ She looked as if she might cry. ‘Oh, give them my love, and say congratulations.’



Reg was quite the blushing bride, downing a glass of fizz and turning nougat pink as a result. George enjoyed himself in his usual polite and faintly detached way, with a keen eye, as always, on his wallet. His diary for the day:


Rang Mike re taking photos of Reg and I at ceremony. He has a Digital – will bring. 1.45pm Prebb [sic] came in his car & took us to Mach – solicitor by the clock and at 2.30 to have our GREAT moment ‘CIVIC RIGHTS PARTNERSHIP’. Wonderful gathering.

(Paid £47.00).



*



If the countryside appears at all in gay histories, it is usually only as a place to escape from, and as swiftly as possible. For many of us, this is a pattern that never fitted. Since childhood, the green places have called us the loudest, and although we did the urban thing to burst from the closet, the lure of the rural soon overwhelmed the anonymity of the city. It didn’t even feel like a choice, but something intrinsic that would have been dangerous to resist, like the act of coming out itself.



So it was for George Walton and Reg Mickisch, an elegant couple of demobbed Londoners who fell in love in the post-war ruins and moved to Bournemouth. In 1972, just five years after the decriminalisation of homosexuality, they upped sticks to the sticks: a tiny Welsh-speaking village in the hills of Montgomeryshire, mid Wales. They remained in the area until their deaths, five weeks apart, in 2011, aged ninety-four and eighty-four, respectively.



Although the search for the queer rural is more mainstream today, there was no well-grooved path to follow in 1972. They bought an old village pub near Machynlleth, and spent a year knocking it into shape as a guest house. According to their visitors’ book, the first guest, C. W. Brook (Mr), stayed in October 1973 and found that he ‘enjoyed every moment with good company’ and ‘excellent service’. Three years later, they relocated to a more solitary property, and then returned to the original area in 1980, setting up the B&B in its third and final incarnation at Rhiw Goch, ‘the Red Hill’, an eighteenth-century farmhouse on a quiet lane with no immediate neighbours.



I understood the unconventional urge that had propelled them here, for my leap into the rural Welsh unknown had also been far from textbook. Sharing the same Worcestershire childhood horizon as poet A. E. Housman, I was equally bewitched by its ‘blue remembered hills’, the slumbering giants of the borderlands and the mountains beyond. I seized every opportunity to visit Wales, and ached to live there. In my twenties, I bagged a dream commission of writing the inaugural Rough Guide to Wales, spending months touring the country with a hire car, a tent and an insatiable itch. No mere job, this was deep research for a new life. That, though, seemed to depend on finding the man to share it with – and he was proving highly elusive.



Tired – in truth, bored – of waiting for him, I jumped alone, aged thirty-three, with almost no work and just my dog Patsy for company. The moment I knew that it was happening came during a Snowdonia holiday in the first months of the new millennium: a switch quietly flicked in my head, and I was on my way. I rushed back to Birmingham, gave notice on my house, and began hunting for a place in the west. Though the budget stretched only as far as a granny flat a few miles north of Aberystwyth, a home so diminutive that Patsy and I had to take turns moving around it, nothing could dent my excitement at finally being a resident of rural Wales. From decision to relocation had taken eight weeks.



Even in that short time, I had acquaintances from all corners of my life lining up to tell me I was making a dreadful mistake. As a gobby gay Brummie, they said, the best I could hope for in Llan-nowhere was to be ignored and to die a lonely old queen. At worst, they thundered, I’d be hanged like a hillbilly Mussolini from the nearest lamp post.



Without knowing quite why, I was sure they were wrong. On my travels in Wales, even out into its wildest corners, I’d often sniffed a queer cunning in the air. A quiet tolerance too – not from the tick-list of minorities fast becoming the political imperative of the day, but something softer and deeper, embedded in ancient rock. On moving, there was no shortage of comradeship, and before long, my man duly turned up in the shape of Peredur, or Preds, the youngest son of a local hill farm.
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If the naysayers were so vehement in their condemnation of my move, what must Reg and George’s family and friends have had to say in the early 1970s? However portentous the warnings, they would have made little difference to George. He would have lost no sleep over the reception they might get in Wales; he approached their coupledom with the same well-mannered confidence that underpinned all areas of his life. By sheer force of personality, he would drive it through.



Reg, though, would have been terrified. Excited, yes, but absolutely terrified, especially as the plan was for George to continue running his photographic studio in Bournemouth, while Reg – who was severely dyslexic, couldn’t drive and had never lived outside of a city – alone oversaw the work on the house and its genesis into a B&B, which he would also then be fully responsible for running.



Gentle, sweet, troubled Reg, who combined porcelain sensitivity with steely strength. His was by far the greater burden, but his too was the greater contentment – and legacy.



Their sixty-two years together encompassed the full gamut of society’s attitudes. For the first eighteen years of their relationship, its very existence was illegal. Yet they were together long enough to go from being outlawed by the state to being married by one of its officials.



Thursday, 2 February 2006, was a red-letter day all round, and proved to be a milestone for us, too. Although Preds and I didn’t know it at the time, the occasion sealed our place as their successors, for Reg changed their wills in our favour soon afterwards. In us, he saw themselves, and the feeling was mutual. Despite the half-century age difference, we’d recognised each other the moment we’d first met, and had fallen overnight into a well-worn friendship. Preds and I became regulars at Rhiw Goch, helping out with the house and garden, hanging out over cake and the fruitiest of gossip, and, when the time came, easing Reg and George as softly as we possibly could towards the end.



After their deaths, we inherited their house, their thousands of books, photographs, paintings and plants. In short, we inherited their lives, and the challenge was – and is still – to live them. To live with them, as well. For Preds, who fell in love with Rhiw Goch when he first passed by at the age of six, there is a seamless destiny at work. For me, though, always a mule of a man, it is a challenge that sometimes drags me to the edge of my sanity, for there has been no choice in the matter. Lines from Hamlet that I crammed for A levels thirty years ago – ‘There’s a divinity that shapes our ends / Rough-hew them how we will’ – repeat on me, like a meal that’s taking an age to digest.



Had someone drawn me aside at the age of twenty and asked me to imagine my improbable dream for a quarter of a century hence, I would have hesitantly talked of Wales, of an old stone house, of night skies and open fires, of a man I loved and who loved me back, of a dog and walks and swims in cool green waters. It all happened, yet amidst such luminous good fortune, I can at times only see the dark. And the darkness at Rhiw Goch, five hundred feet up in the swollen green hills, can sometimes be suffocating.



*




I face east, and wait for sunrise, and for spring.

In they sweep on the chatter of the morning breeze,

an air scented with the dwindling sap of youth.



The day, the year, a life: they swell so soon

into the noonday fire of summer, before fading, just

as fast, on their return to the cold earth and the

silent night.



The circle turns; the compass wheel too.

Should balance be struck, and held, the prize is

magnificent – nothing less than a homecoming.
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FIRST QUARTER




The Element of
AIR
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The Season of
SPRING
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The Direction of
EAST
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REG




AIR

For a few weeks sometime between March and May, the ‘gwynt traed y meirw’, the ‘wind of the feet of the dead’, blows in to rattle windows and nerves. It is an old name for the east wind, from when corpses were interred with their heads in the west and feet in the east, so that come the day of judgement, when they stood free of their graves they’d be facing paradise. The name drips with Gothic melancholy, so very Welsh in every respect, though so too does the phenomenon it describes. The spring east wind is deeply unsettling.



A gwynt traed y meirw does not suit the old farms and cottages in this corner of mid Wales, where everything was constructed or planted for protection from the prevailing south-westerlies off the Atlantic. Rhiw Goch is no exception. The house was built precisely on the strength of three factors: a freshwater spring only yards away, a solid plug of bedrock on which to sit, and a hill that provides natural shelter from the south-west. By contrast, to the east and north of the house are open fields spilling down to a valley far below, so that any wind from that direction has ample time to accelerate across the moors before funnelling up our valley and slapping us face-on. It is a harsh and dry wind, a Siberian blast, turning mud-rutted tracks to dust within days, bleaching grass, slamming doors and loosening slates, making fires sputter anxiously, desiccating skin, lips and spirit.



Often it brings late frosts, which scythe through the blossom and first leaves. It can even bring flurries of snow and hail, and with it a chorus of piteous bleating from the lambs, unable to believe that their new world has suddenly turned so cruel. The only creatures celebrating are the birds of prey as they cruise the gusts and home in on the tiny and the vulnerable. The crows are the most heartless. They work in teams, crowding round a struggling lamb and keeping its panicking mother at bay. The lamb may die of fright, but dead or not, the crows will peck its eyes out and have their fill. The bigger predators, the hawks, buzzards and kites, watch from a distance, waiting their turn. With so little traffic on the lanes, roadkill is a rarity, so the birds’ beady attention stays focused on the fields.



From the heart of this carnival of death comes much new life; it is spring after all. As the daffodils shoulder their way up through cold clods, I mutter my annual prayer that our red kites will once again nest in the wood below the house. They did so six springs ago, at the end of our first full year at Rhiw Goch, piling up sticks and twigs in the crook of an oak branch. From a vantage point in the field opposite, we had a perfect view down into the nest, and spent hours watching the parents incubating the egg, then later the rapid growth of the chick from fluffball to gangly adolescent.



Thanks to his unusually yellow wings, the male is instantly recognisable, even amongst the dozens of kites that pass us daily. We see him regularly throughout the year, but come the beginning of March, the search is on and he’ll appear above the fields, gliding on the thermals, then suddenly plunging to fight off other kites, buzzards or crows in daredevil aerial acrobatics. I hold my breath, silently willing him back to our wood, though it is probably a lost cause. They’ve not settled there since that first year, and I fear it’s my fault. I was so excited by their proximity that I crept far too close. Fastening the binoculars on to the nest, my gaze was met by yellow eyes blazing straight back at me. Kites teach their young to play dead if a predator comes too close, but this was before the egg had hatched, and I was the one being willed to die. I scuttled away, feeling both blessed and cursed.
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If I did scupper our kite’s nesting site, he’s not short of quieter options. Off he soars, catching a current and floating around the still-skeletal trees along the river below, before twirling higher up and over the thousand-foot whaleback hump of Fron Goch, the ‘Red Breast’, crowned with the gorsy palisades of an Iron Age fort. Skylarks rise in noisy protest, but he freewheels by and is rewarded by the glitter of sea, a dozen miles away to the west. Doubling back over Darowen village, he follows the trees along rutted holloways that radiate out from its circular churchyard, dark with yews.



The village, a mile and a half away on the other side of the valley from Rhiw Goch, looks far more Devon than Powys. Most Welsh settlements lie tucked away in valleys and gaps, but Darowen occupies an elevated plateau with views in all directions. It is where George and Reg first landed in 1972. They’d been looking for a place to move for a couple of years, and were on many estate agents’ mailing lists in the further-flung corners of the country. George, already in his mid fifties by then, was impatient to get going, and jumped at the chance to buy Cefn, a stout stone property in the centre of the village. Though it was damp and dilapidated, it was also cheap and had plenty of room for conversion into a guest house. It had closed as Darowen’s pub – the Red Lion – just over half a century earlier, after a policeman had disguised himself as a labourer one Sunday and cajoled the landlord into serving him an illegal beer. The sting was all that had been needed to get it shut down – an outcome celebrated in gloating handbills by the local chapels.



Our red kite rises higher, and I envy him the view as he scans below for a suitable tree in which to build this year’s nest. From up there, this patchwork of fields and farms and fences is boundless, the steep tracks between them just the lightest of scratches. He orientates himself along the wooded valleys that gouge through the high ground like claw marks, their streams trickling from the great sump-mountain of Pumlumon. Joining forces, they rush north-westwards and into the River Dyfi, the traditional divide between mountainous north and rolling south Wales. It is a border too for the red kites, one that they rarely cross. Before moving to Rhiw Goch, I lived for ten years in a village north of the Dyfi, and never saw a kite there. Now, only six miles away but on the other side of the river, I see them hourly.



From above Darowen, if the kite flies just a few hundred yards further, he has the pick of dense, old oak woods that rarely see human footfall, or, for even greater solitude, the conifer plantations marching across the lower slopes of our nearest proper mountain. That, though, is the buzzard’s habitat, and the kite is shy of intruding. Back on this side of the valley, he cruises the twin peaks of Bryn-y-Brain, the ‘Hill of Crows’, above us, but never settles. The sunken drovers’ track that climbs it from our front door is studded with ancient trees, but aside from a few owls, it is, as the name suggests, home mainly to corvid gangs who guard their territory with noisy belligerence.
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One pearly April morning, I walked our old sheepdog Taff through the wood on the north-facing scarp of Bryn-y-Brain. The copse was once farmed for its dense Montgomeryshire oaks, but it’s long been abandoned to the kites and is largely impenetrable, just as they like it. Aside from the path I was on, skirting the wood’s uppermost corner, there are no rights of way through; the only other walkable track far down the slope is overgrown and peters out by a mysterious stone well built like a giant hearth into the hillside. On this occasion, we were trailed by cadres of cocky young crows, bouncing from branch to branch and crawking furiously at us. In the trees, fresh smears of white excreta down the sides of every old kite nest showed that they had been squatted – and the squatters had been partying hard. Taff and I scurried through, heads down, as if trying to pass unnoticed through a particularly lairy town centre on a Saturday night. It was a genuine relief to get out of the wood’s dark umbra, screeches echoing behind us.



Although unnerving, the experience piqued me, and I decided to walk the same route a couple of mornings later to see if it really was quite as menacing as my memory was having it. I reached the wood and found a silence that made my skin prickle. If anything, the absence of sound was even spookier than the raucous croaking of a few days earlier. The nests were filthy and trashed, but abandoned. Where had the crows gone?



Three weeks later, Preds and I took a May Day walk along the other side of the river, through an avenue of monumental oaks that once formed the main approach to one of the district’s oldest houses. At the other end, the path fades into a larch plantation, and as we climbed the gate, I was hit by a strange, sickly smell. At the same moment Preds exclaimed and pointed to a sticky black heap. It was a pile of dead crows, dozens of them. The young thugs I’d met in the wood had been rounded up and shot, for they had been terrorising the lambs – with considerable success, I felt sure, recalling their blood-drunk swagger. Six months on, Preds returned to the spot and came home with a bag of bleached crow skulls, which he wove into an elegantly grisly wire chandelier that hangs in our big barn as a mortal reminder. Every Beltane needs its sacrifice.



The crows have squatted the owl sanctuary too, high up on the shoulder of Bryn-y-Brain. A tumbledown barn on what was once the edge of the Rhiw Goch farmland, it was given a plastic roof and an outsized nesting box fifteen years ago by the local wildlife trust. Barn owls came, but the crows soon took over. They placed a nesting box in our side barn too, and to Reg and George’s delight it was used for a while, though it’s long been empty now. The owl man still comes round on his tour of duty every summer, checking the boxes. Ours is invariably quiet, though numbers are up in the district as a whole, he tells us, and there are plenty to be seen nearby.



Heard too: from twilight onwards, there is almost always hooting somewhere in the trees near the house. The sound is soothing, mesmeric, though it also makes me blush as I remember my very first night as a citizen of Wales, almost twenty years ago, in that tiny granny flat near the sea. Before turning in at the end of a very long day’s move, I took Patsy out and as I gulped the unfamiliar sweet air, a tu-whit-tu-whoo! wavered out of the gloom. A hot streak of fear shot through me, and without processing it I bolted back to the flat. Who was out there, making owl noises? What were they up to? Was it a signal, and if so, to whom? Not until I was safely barricaded back inside, adrenaline surging, did it occur to me that it was far more likely to have been a real owl. I had a long journey ahead to shake off the city.



Our red kites are all descendants of the last few native pairs – the oak woods of mid Wales were their final redoubt forty years ago when they faced extinction. In the early 1980s, they were down to only a dozen or so nests, one of which was on Preds’ family farm three miles down the lane. Numbers have steadily built since then; in a nearby village, the sky is awhirr with kites cruising and swooping for the hunks of meat that Mr Evans hurls into his garden at two o’clock sharp every afternoon. They are creatures of habit, even in their strict feeding order: the very old first, then the young, and then everyone else. Red kites have been successfully reintroduced elsewhere, notably in parts of Scotland and the Chilterns, but those were bred from birds imported in 1989 from Spain. With a touch of local snobbery, and a possible hint of xenophobia, we like to think that the difference between native and Spanish kites is much the same as that between a demure native bluebell, its colour so deep you could drown in it, and its beefier, blander Spanish sibling.



Exuberant bird life is the single greatest joy of Rhiw Goch. At every turn of the year, our skies teem with life. Even in the dead of winter, you’ll find clouds of starlings rolling through the fields, before taking off and pirouetting as one. Driving home on a late-spring afternoon, you will almost inevitably be escorted along the lane by a wagtail dip-dipping its way ahead, like a pilot boat bringing a tanker into harbour. A few hours later, your headlights might catch a sudden flare of white as a barn owl takes flight from the hedge, its ghostly silhouette powering away into the black.



While the constant shrill of kites, buzzards, crows, ravens and owls fills our wider horizon, around the house itself is a Disney cast of other birds living with us, swooping and singing, peering in at the windows and often bursting in through open doors. In the wall of the original longhouse, redstarts, wrens and thrushes flutter in and out of improbable cracks to reveal glimpses of wide-stretched baby beaks eager to be filled. There are more hungry mouths out front, in a raggedy pussy willow by the stream; the succession of holes neatly drilled into the trunk mark it as the woodpecker’s favourite nesting haunt. Or cast your eyes up to the eaves of the house itself, where baby martins squint hopefully from muddy bowls.



Swallows are our most treasured house guests. The vanguard, usually two or three, appear in mid April, before the rest pour in a day or so later. Weighing less than an ounce, they’ve flown here from southern Africa, yet still have the energy to start dive-bombing the cat the moment they arrive. With their silky flight and flashes of petrol blue, the swallows ooze class, even in their choice of nesting place: they colonise the high beams in both barns, possibly the oldest things at Rhiw Goch. The house is eighteenth-century, its precursor, the adjacent barn that was the original stone longhouse, at least a century older, probably more. The mighty oak beams spanning it were likely recycled from even earlier buildings, taking us – and the swallows – back as far as the Middle Ages. They certainly sweep in and out of the barn as if they have long owned it.


[image: ]

Towards the end of their stay, after a second brood in late summer, the swallows from all over the district converge daily on the electricity wires in our field. It’s the best vantage point around, looking out across the valley to Fron Goch and up the passes through the hills, the best spot to ascertain wind speeds and directions and the coming weather. Every morning there are hundreds, nudging each other for space on the sagging wires and chirruping excitedly as they decide if this is the moment to start the long journey south. On the day the decision is finally made, the atmosphere changes and a sense of collective purpose charges the air. It is always a bittersweet day, though not for the cat. She can walk taller than she has for months. Until next spring, anyway.



When we first moved into Rhiw Goch in the spring of 2011, the gwynt traed y meirw had just switched to a more regular south-westerly. With that came a warm, breezy front, letting us throw open the doors and windows for weeks on end. The poor house, musty as a mausoleum, was desperate for air. No one had lived there over the winter: George, vanishing into dementia, had been moved out in the autumn of 2009, and Reg, following yet another major stroke, had gone into a care home in November a year later. It had been a dreadful decision for us all to make, but we didn’t think he’d survive a winter there alone. Indeed, only days after we’d moved him, a cold front from Greenland swept over Britain, bringing the widest snowfall for nearly twenty years and the coldest December since records began.



Much of the house’s fustiness came from the thousands of books piled high in almost every room. Television only arrived in Rhiw Goch on the eve of the new millennium, and as radio reception is so poor (to this day, the only reliable option is longwave), it was books that filled their lives, George’s in particular. As far back as you can go, his diaries record every book purchase, every WHSmith sale for miles around, every book club joined. Prices are faithfully recorded for each transaction.



They’d been read, too, most of them: from thumping biographies of wartime generals and cases of ancient Egypt, Athens and Rome, to galaxies of pulp sci-fi, a bloodbath of Christies and Rendells, and one hundred and eight Edgar Wallaces. There was not much Welsh literature beyond Thomas Firbank’s classic I Bought a Mountain and some of its many breathless imitators. Little gay literature either: amongst the novels, E. M. Forster was the sole, reluctant flag-bearer. Even then, it was A Passage to India, and Howards End, the saga of inheritance and destiny in an ‘old and little, and altogether delightful’ country house. Forster’s posthumous gay romance, Maurice, was nowhere to be found.



Often George would record at the back of a book the date he read (and sometimes reread) it, together with a snap review. In some there was also ‘Reg read’ and another date, usually soon after the first. I can picture the scene: George turning the last page and handing the book straight to Reg, who’d then dutifully tackle it. Reg trusted George completely to make that sort of decision for him, a symptom of his chronic lack of confidence in his own intellect. Their annotations spell this out: George’s in fluent phrases and smooth handwriting, Reg’s ‘V GOOD’ in the childish lettering and random punctuation of his dyslexia.



As a spring breeze billowed through the house, I should have been sweeping, swabbing and painting, but instead, most days saw me cross-legged on the floor of one room or another, sneezing from the dust and cobwebs as I attempted to sort books into those to keep and those to get shot of. This was never going to be easy. I have thousands of my own, and find getting rid of any almost blasphemous. A few were obvious candidates: a set of 1960s Encyclopedia Britannica, a ton of Reader’s Digest condensed classics, numerous austere volumes about the Second World War, and – strangest of all – shelf upon shelf of doorstop biographies of minor nineteenth-century European royalty. Even allowing for any possible change in my tastes over the years ahead, I was confident the evening would never come when I’d want to sit by the fire and immerse myself in a starchy hagiography of Princess Stephanie of Hohenzollern.



Many of the books were known to me already, old friends from the shelves of my maternal grandparents’ house of thirty years earlier. They too had books crammed into every corner, up staircases and entire walls, squeezed on to insufficient shelves; to the younger me, they had been as much a comfort blanket as a library. It was a sour contrast with my dad’s house, where I had to live, its one lonely bookcase home to a Middle England read-by-numbers: a Complete Works of Shakespeare in the tiniest type, alongside the complete works of James Herriot, Jeffrey Archer and Giles the Daily Express cartoonist. Around them swirled five children, from four different sets of parents, and a havoc of animals, adults and addictions.



The familiarity of so many books only cemented a growing realisation that in becoming such close friends with Reg and George, I’d been conjuring up the indelible spirit of my grandparents. They were all born around the First World War, and there were so many crossovers in their life stories, attitudes, travels and interests. As with George, I’d always been slightly in awe of my irascible grandfather, and could only communicate with him through the medium of our common intellectual interests. As with Reg, I’d been loved and listened to without qualification by my grandmother, and made to feel fed and warm in ways that eluded me elsewhere. In both houses I’ve owned in Wales – a quarryman’s mid-terrace and then Rhiw Goch – so many visitors have overflowed with happy memories of their own grandparents’ homes, which I take as the highest compliment. Preds is in similar thrall to his mother’s parents, whose farmhouse near Bala set the standards for so much of his life. Rhiw Goch is a homage to them all: Dick and Nancy, John and Mary, Reg and George.



*



While bookish tastes came from my mum’s side, with housing it’s always my dad’s opinion that has mattered most. A retired estate agent, he was keen to help in any house deliberations, coming over from the Midlands to see a few places when I was first looking to buy somewhere and escape the claustrophobic confines of the rented granny flat. On inspecting the Victorian slate terrace that I eventually bought, he stood outside on the brow of the hill, looked down over the grey huddle of the village, and sighed, ‘How on earth do you think you will ever fit in here?’



I had no answer, only a kernel of stubborn faith that this was where I needed to be. People kept telling me that I’d know the right place when I saw it, a theory that had been robustly challenged by a year of seeing dozens of houses across mid Wales, none of which had clicked. I’d passed this one after an evening in the village pub, and had known immediately. Though it had been past midnight, I’d stopped on the way home to press my nose against the estate agent’s window and pore over the particulars by the orange glow of a street lamp.



Despite my dad’s concern, the tall terrace in the old quarry village was a fine fit for a decade, especially in my single years. When Preds and I got together, and he gallantly gave up his house in town to join me there, it was clear that it could only be a relatively temporary option. We are both so bullish in our sense of place that in order to succeed as a couple, we would need somewhere entirely new to us both.



Somewhere like Rhiw Goch, for instance? The question hovered in the air, sharpened by the urgency of Reg and George’s decay. If we bought their house, they could afford the best care for the rest of their days. For Preds, it was clear: not only would it help our dear old friends, it would secure us his dream home, the place he’d loved for decades. But I was struggling to see it. Though I knew we had to move, I liked life in a post-industrial mountain village, somewhere that had absorbed outsiders since its inception, somewhere with rushing streams, a pub and a regular bus service. I liked too that I had chosen it, and that I’d been right.



Remembering my dad’s ambivalence over that choice, I called him to come and take a look at Rhiw Goch. If I was expecting – perhaps even hoping for – another disparaging assessment to confirm my doubts, I was to be disappointed, because there was no prevarication this time. He was so enthusiastic that something inside me shifted, and for the first time I believed that we could live there, and, more to the point, that I might want to. We began the process of buying it, encouraged by the confirmation from George and Reg’s neighbour Penny that we were to be the beneficiaries of their wills. The news – simultaneously humbling, thrilling and more than a little unnerving – stoked our heightened unreality, the sense of being on a runaway train of events. Either way though, it was clear that we could move straight in.
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Until hearing my dad’s verdict, I had not been able to see Rhiw Goch as anything other than a place in sad and terminal decrepitude. Every corner was filled with the accumulated weariness of two old men sliding towards death, and it overwhelmed me. Reg’s bedroom, in the small parlour by the front door, was the worst. His lumpy single bed was surrounded on all sides by piles of books two and three deep, tottering on makeshift shelves that could have given way at any moment and buried him alive. It left me gasping for air.



In came the spring breeze, though, and out went the bed and, box by box, the books. Up came the threadbare rugs to reveal pristine quarry tiling that sparkled in unfamiliar sunlight. Upstairs, friends pitched in with brooms and paintbrushes, even axes. The three B&B rooms were choked with heavy Edwardian wardrobes, all dark wood and pompous flourishes, but with little actual storage space. To George they had been ‘exotically Moorish’, and well worth the effort of taking out the sash windows to move them in thirty years earlier, but they were reduced to kindling in no time. The house – and I – began to breathe once more.



The exterior required urgent surgery too. Everything was inevitably overgrown, but the real problem was that they’d planted hedges and bushes far too close to the house. In the kitchen – a Victorian extension added to the Georgian house – the front window was completely hobbled by an unruly hedge. Preds spent days digging it out, unveiling a fine view of a stone wall and mature ash trees beyond. At the other end of the kitchen, the back door couldn’t fully open as it was part blocked on the inside by a wardrobe, and on the outside by yet another hedge. It was foliage as net curtains, an incursion of suspicious suburbia into the hills. Our mission was to open the house up once again, and to replace it gently back into its landscape.



Most of all, Rhiw Goch was rescued by gales of laughter, as friends, family and neighbours swept in with plants, cakes, cards and wine. It yawned and stretched, blinking in the brass-bright dawn, and opened its arms wide. Every time we have a gathering here, the house and garden sing, for it is a place of sweet liaison and feasting in magical shadows, and always has been. As the only house for miles along the old drovers’ road, it almost certainly functioned as a cyrfdy, an informal wayfaring station offering food, ale and pasture. The stone-flagged hallway into the kitchen echoes like an old country tavern. Communal, convivial excess is its lifeblood.



Reg and George kept an orderly home, for themselves and their paying guests, though it had its own solicitous bacchanalia. In the visitors’ book, almost everyone mentions Reg’s sensational cooking, achieved on a temperamental oil-fired range and electric hob; as one regular guest put it, ‘always done with love. You never saw Reg panic.’ Sherry and wine were dished out by George, and totted up on the bill. Open fires, deep baths, hot water bottles and bedtime cocoa all helped to cosy their visitors in. One French guest wrote, ‘George and Reg have in their heart the sun they haven’t outside.’



In the dusty swirl of our early weeks at Rhiw Goch, it was good to read the overflowing enthusiasm of guests’ letters and the large, scarlet visitors’ book. We’d only got to know them long after their B&B days were over, when the house and garden were in genteel but steep decline. Far less picturesque was the decline of Reg and George themselves. As we moved in throughout April, they were both ailing terribly, Reg in a care home in Machynlleth, and George in a nursing home twenty-five miles away in Newtown. Accidents and relapses added hospital stays – in Shrewsbury, Aberystwyth, Newtown and Machynlleth – into the bewildering mix.



They were mirror images of each other: George with his mind wiped clear but his athlete’s heart thundering on, Reg crumbling to dust physically, and agonisingly aware of every dip. In the final few months, the strokes came thick and fast, wiping out almost all Reg’s powers of speech. Each time I saw him, he looked imploringly at me through damp, pink eyes and croaked one word: ‘Home’. Penny the neighbour had power of attorney, and I pleaded with her to let us take him up to Rhiw Goch and see us breathing new life into it. We could, I said, give him a perfect day at home, and let him slip away, with us by his side. It would, I was sure, allow him to let go in peace.



Penny was having none of my soap-script fantasy. An ex-nurse of formidable clarity and kindness, she told me very firmly that taking him there for a visit was impossible, and not to let Reg have the tiniest intimation that it had even been considered. ‘I am praying so hard,’ she said, ‘for God to take him to heaven, and I absolutely believe that he will.’ We bumped into each other in the Co-op the next day, and continued the conversation in urgent whispers, before both beginning to cry quite helplessly.



Nine days after he was moved into the same Welshpool nursing home as George, Reg died. We’d returned home after a night away to a phone call telling us that bronchial pneumonia had set in and he had only hours left. We raced over there and sat by his bed, holding a papery hand each and talking quietly to him, telling him how much we loved him and thanking him for all that he’d given us, while a diamorphine drip eased him away. I nipped out to make a call, and when I returned he had gone. In his very final act, and with no discernible consciousness, he had chosen to die with just his darling Preds by his side.



Penny arrived minutes later, and was devastated to have missed him. As we stood around his body – and how quickly it had become just a body, a husk – she talked with fierce tenderness about how much pain and struggle Reg had known, how hard he had always had to fight it. We wept and hugged, and gathered ourselves to go and tell George, in the dementia unit on the floor below. For well over a year he and Reg had been in different locations, yet they had ended up for those last nine days only feet apart. It seemed cruel that they never got to see each other, but perhaps proximity was enough.



Penny took George’s hand, and told him that Reg had died, that he had always loved him to bits, and that he was going to heaven. Despite the fog closing down his mind, something went in. A momentary flash in his eyes told us everything, though he said nothing.



Coming back that night to Rhiw Goch was strange. The house felt different; it knew. We sat outside drinking tea, candles burning steady on the stillest of starlit summer nights, as owls hooted in the trees. Twice in the previous few days, while walking to the front door I’d caught a glimpse in the corner of my eye of what appeared to be a tall, slender, greying gentleman standing by the living room window, looking steadily out. When I’d turned to look properly, there had been no one there. ‘So he did make it home,’ said Preds when I told him, and we cried again, for Reg and for the life he’d given us.



Five weeks later, Preds was driving to Wrexham for a day at the National Eisteddfod. Shortly after passing Welshpool, he was walloped by severe stomach cramps and forced to turn back. As the cramps eased, a small voice told him to visit the nursing home. At the moment Preds walked into his room, George sighed deeply, shuddered and took his final breath.




SPRING

As Reg and George’s stories were drawing to a close, I was sat on the cool tiled floor of their home, hunched over their diaries and wondering just how much history might be repeating itself. A note from the previous year, written in Reg’s quavering hand, swam before my eyes: ‘Prebbs [sic] and Mike Good Soul’s, Me and George +50 yrs!!!’ It was uncannily true, and something we had joked about too. I am fifty years and a month younger than George; Preds forty-eight years and two months younger than Reg. Like Reg, Preds is the artist, the landscaper and plantsman, the homemaker, the youngest child, the quiet man brimful of kindness. No wonder Reg had responded so deeply to him, gushing into his diary, ‘seems as if I have known him for years. You might say I love him!!! 83 to his 35!!’



That seemed like sweetness itself, for there is no one with a bad word to say about Reg, nor indeed Preds, but I was uneasy with the notion that I was therefore some kind of reincarnation of George. It was obvious why anyone might make that connection: both of us map-addled travellers, bookish, opinionated and driven, outwardly confident and socially deft, especially next to our less assertive partners. For all his many admirable – and familiar – qualities, though, there was something distant about George that had often left me slightly discomfited. I’d decided that it was probably his dementia showing earlier than we’d realised, but that wasn’t the full picture. Reading his diaries and letters gave shape to my hunch, as I winced at the vanity and indifference to others. The main exceptions to this were various young men, who received the full-beam glare of George’s attention, and not, I felt sure, in ways that were necessarily welcome. It read like a warning.



Outside, the gathering spring only exacerbated my unease. Even after ten years in a mountain village, the greenness of Rhiw Goch was on a whole new scale. It drenched me. Green everywhere I looked, and in an infinite variety of shades, from the feathery lime of the beech in first leaf to the dark, army camouflage of ivy in sunless corners. Green so luminous that it tinged the sky. I had never known such green, an endless rippling sea of it crashing in all directions. It gave me the unsteadiness of sea legs too – chlorophyll as chloroform.



Paradoxically, the murkier the skies above, the deeper the green seemed. On a bright day, the glowing patches drifting across the fields and the playful, dappled sunlight in the woods were phosphorescent in their loveliness, but in a way that danced across my vision with fairy grace. Going out under leaden skies, or at dusk, and the depth of the green sucked me in like quicksand, holding me under and allowing no escape.
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In the spectrum of colour, green lies in the middle, between the colder shades of blue, indigo and violet, and the warmer tones of yellow, orange and red. That seemed to fit, too. Having hovered on borders and boundaries, on the fold in the map, for most of my life, our new home sat firmly in the middle; there were no edges to hang on to for safety. It lies in a plump, settled landscape whose identity has remained unperturbed for centuries. And green, the middle colour, the still place at the heart of the spectrum, is its natural shade.



Green is good, we know that. Green is clean, fresh, bright, natural, sustainable. We hear it all the time: ‘for the sake of the environment’, a phrase that has become almost as hollow and inverted as ‘for your safety and security’. But green is also nauseous or naïve, and moving here, I felt both. Friends admitted their jealousy at our new place dug deep into its glade; they too were green – with envy.



I’ve sometimes joked that my love of Wales was ignited at birth, when Tom Jones was at the top of the charts for a month and a half with Green, Green Grass of Home. I imagine that on that Sunday night, a week before Christmas half a century ago, I emerged in a Midlands maternity hospital and somewhere in the distance The Voice was booming out of a tinny transistor: ‘Hair of gold and lips like cherries / It’s good to touch the green, green grass of home.’ Destiny was set, and it had brought
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PARISH OF DAROWEN.

LOT 4.

THE COMPACT HOLDING KNOWN AS

RHIWGOCH,

Lying close to the village of Talywern, and in the occupation of Mr. Richard Jones, at an annual rental of £43.
This is a very useful mixed farm. The land reaches to the river Ednant on the north, from which it rises
upwards and is intersected by the parish roads to Machynlleth and Melinbyrhedyn leading past the homestead.

The Farmhouse, which stands in an elevated but convenient position, and has had a new part added
to it within recent years, contains Kitchen, Dairy, Back Kitchen, 2 Pantries, and 4 Bedrooms. Immediately
adjacent are The Outbuildings, which have been overhauled and are in satisfactory order. They comprise
Cowhouse for six, Hayhouse, Wainhouse with Granary over, Store Cattle Shed, 2 Piggeries, another Cattle Shed
tyings for six, Stabling for 4 horses, Barn and 2 Bays, all stone-built and slated ; together with a detached three-
bay Hayshed built of timber with corrugated-iron roof.
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