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“A gripping tale of the unexpected that fuses Welsh myth and modern macabre into a superb, bewitching whole.”


Sunday Times





“This unsettling, resonant and fantastically strange tale is impos­sible to pin down... the audacity of his vision is energising, and his precise and elegant phrasing a joy.”


Daily Mail





“Sheers writes with dazzle and poetic economy”


The Times





“Sheers makes his twentieth-century setting sing but holds on to the otherworldliness of his source material... A spellbinding fable about male self-destructiveness and the effects of war on those who return home.”


Financial Times





“[The] core tale is framed by a gripping contemporary story [that] brilliantly absorbs the magical elements of the original.”
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I fy Nheidiau




New Stories from the Mabinogion





Introduction


Some stories, it seems, just keep on going. Whatever you do to them, the words are still whispered abroad, a whistle in the reeds, a bird’s song in your ear.


Every culture has its myths; many share ingredients with each other. Stir the pot, retell the tale and you draw out something new, a new flavour, a new meaning maybe. There’s no one right version. Perhaps it’s because myths were a way of describing our place in the world, of putting people and their search for meaning in a bigger picture that they linger in our imagination.


The eleven stories of the Mabinogion (‘story of youth’) are diverse native Welsh tales taken from two medieval manuscripts. But their roots go back hundreds of years, through written fragments and the unwritten, storytelling tradition. They were first collected under this title, and translated into English, in the nineteenth century.


The Mabinogion brings us Celtic mythology, Arthurian romance, and a history of the Island of Britain seen through the eyes of medieval Wales – but tells tales that stretch way beyond the boundaries of contemporary Wales, just as the ‘Welsh’ part of this island once did: Welsh was once spoken as far north as Edinburgh. In one tale, the gigantic Bendigeidfran wears the crown of London, and his severed head is buried there, facing France, to protect the land from invaders.


There is enchantment and shape-shifting, conflict, peacemaking, love, betrayal. A wife conjured out of flowers is punished for unfaithfulness by being turned into an owl, Arthur and his knights chase a magical wild boar and its piglets from Ireland across south Wales to Cornwall, a prince changes places with the king of the underworld for a year…


Many of these myths are familiar in Wales, and some have filtered through into the wider British tradition, but others are little known beyond the Welsh border. In this series of New Stories from the Mabinogion the old tales are at the heart of the new, to be enjoyed wherever they are read.


Each author has chosen a story to reinvent and retell for their own reasons and in their own way: creating fresh, contemporary tales that speak to us as much of the world we know now as of times long gone.





Penny Thomas, series editor




‘He who is a leader; let him be a bridge’


Bendigeidfran, Branwen, Daughter of Llyr







White Ravens




Rhian


Let me tell you something. If you wanted to curse someone, I don’t know why you would, but if you did, if you wanted to make their life hard, if you wanted to leave them as vulnerable to grief as possible, I reckon you could do a lot worse than make them a woman in a house of men. Not everyone will agree, I know, but that’s how I was feeling the morning when all this happened. After what I’d seen the night before, this was the thought rattling round my head when that old man came tottering up the path to sit down next to me.


I’d been sitting on a bench by the Tower for a good hour by then, watching the sun come up, turning the Thames gold before rising and dulling it back to brown. I was still staring at the river, watching its currents swirl round the bridge struts, when I caught sight of him out the corner of my eye. He was making his way up the path, slowly, an old man in a tweed suit. Tall once probably, but stooped over now, leaning heavily on a stick at every second step. I knew right away he was going to sit down next to me, even as I saw him walking up the path. It was like he was coming for me from the off, not just passing. But like I said, I had other things on my mind. Like curses, my bloody brothers and what the hell I was going to do now? Alone in London for the first time in my life, hundreds of miles from home and a thousand quid in used notes in my pocket. Those notes did give me some options at least. But it wasn’t options I was short of at that point. It was something else. Ideas, a direction; a compass for the new circumstances I’d gone and put myself in.





I’d been living with my brothers on the farm for ten years by then, so believe me I knew what I was talking about when I came up with that curse. We’d been a proper family once, but for those last ten years, all through my early twenties, it had been just them and me. Just Dewi, four years older, Sion, two years younger, and me in the middle, up there on the mountain with the wind and the rain, with the buzzards and the ravens. Proper ravens mind, not like those being fed in the grounds of the Tower that morning; hopping round some ponced-up Beefeater chucking them scraps of meat. No, our ravens went looking for their own carrion; big bloody black rags of birds, coughing and corkscrewing into the air above our tumbledown farm, so old and crooked you couldn’t tell if it’d been built on the hillside or just grown from out of it.


My father was the first to go, when I was six years old. He left my mother with that farm, a thousand or so sheep, a swelling egg of a bruise round her right eye, and the colour of his own in the eyes of us three scrawny kids. ‘Blue as a summer’s sky’ is what he used to say when he held our faces and looked into them, ‘Fel glesni’r awyr ar bnawn o haf’. Ten years after he left us it was Mam’s turn to go, carried out of our front porch on the shoulders of four farmers she’d never spoken to beyond a nod and none who’d ever done what their own wives had kept telling them to do and taken my father aside for a good talking to.


I was sixteen when Mam died, just old enough not to be taken away. Sometimes I wish I had been though, instead of being left with Dewi and Sion. Not that they’ve ever done me any wrong, as such. They’re Dad’s sons but they haven’t taken after him in every way. No, not every way. It’s just that, well, so far they’ve never really done me any right either.


You’d think I’d have better memories of my father than I do, but I don’t. Just snapshots, stray photos come loose from some album I’ve tucked away in my head out of sight. Riding on his shoulders when he went out to check on the flock – that’s one of them. I used to warm my hands down the back of his collar while he held me on, his fingers meeting round my thin ankles. Sliding on a feed bag filled with straw down the back field after a snowfall, that’s another. And the sound he used to make when working the dogs, I’ll never forget that. Like a shout he’d swallowed trying to escape, but going deep into his ribs instead. Still loud enough, somehow, for the dogs to hear him. Sometimes I still catch his smell on the clothes of my brothers. A mix of soil, sheep nuts, hay, hill-wind and soap. I know you’ll say wind hasn’t got a smell, but I swear up there it has. Mineral it is. Or steel. You can taste it, not like in London. Christ, I soon learnt about the air there didn’t I? Sucking in great gobfuls of the stuff, all fumes and God knows what else, as I sat on that bench, sobbing my eyes out ’til my heart was right up in my throat.





The best memory I’ve got of my father isn’t a smell though, or a sight, but a touch. He had this scar, you see, a burn all over his right hand and running up his arm as far as his elbow. Some accident as a kid was all he ever said. When I was little, four, five years old, I used to fall asleep on his lap beside the fire, stroking my fingers up and down that scar. I’d feel the coolness of it, hairless and smooth, knotting all the way up his forearm. When I touched it with my eyes shut I’d see those swirls of colour you get inside marbles. I used to think it funny a scar could feel so nice, and that it was strange how beautiful it looked in the light of the same thing that had made it in the first place.


After Dad left us, once they were old enough, my brothers took over the running of the farm. Mam never seemed to miss him after he went, not openly anyway. She’d never known her own parents, so perhaps she was used to people only being there by not being there. We never heard her speak of Dad again from the day he walked out the door. Or of his father, our Tad-cu, who she’d always talked of fondly, with a smile we never saw her use for anyone else. His wife, Dad’s Mam, had died giving birth to Dad, so Tad-cu had been the only relative we’d ever heard about. But after Dad left us, well, it was as if Mam’s memory of Tad-cu went with him because she never spoke of him again either. It’s funny, she used to tell us all the time our family had farmed these same hills for thousands of years, but did we know anything about who they were? Did we know their names, their faces? Not bloody likely, not a thing.


Once my brothers began taking on the farm work Mam threw herself into the running of the house and into making sure I wasn’t going to stay in it a moment longer than I had to. That’s how she’d wake me up on winter mornings to go catch the bus down in the village, with that idea in her head. ‘How you ever going to get away from here girl?’ she’d say, tugging the curtains back on the still dark day outside. ‘If you don’t get out of bed first? C’mon now cariad, up with you now.’ She always said it softly mind, never harsh or anything. I knew even then all she wanted was better for me than she’d ever had herself. But then she went and died didn’t she? Slipped on some ice out in the yard and hit her head. Within a week of burying her I was out of school and in the kitchen back home, cooking and cleaning and shopping for my brothers; looking after them so as they could look after me, that’s how Dewi put it. And from then on that’s how it was; that was us. The branches of our family tree, which had once spread all over these hills, cut back to just Dewi, Sion and me up on that bare slope with little hope of any new roots or growth in any direction. There was a time, early on, when Dewi and Sion used to go into town on the odd Saturday night, but they soon stopped that. Poor sods had no more idea how to handle the girls down there than they did a bloody giraffe. And as for me, well I’m sure they thought it was just brotherly protection, brotherly love even, but neither of them ever took too kindly to me getting friendly with another man. There were a few, over the years, and some even made it up to the farm. But, well, our lives had become different by then, and however much they wanted me – and I saw them want me mind, saw their eyes fair cook up in their sockets when they got a glimpse of my shape – I think in the end the way we lived scared them off. That and my brothers, hunched over the kitchen table, glowering from under their frowns and over their soups.


Pretty soon any friends I used to have in the village or down in the town left the area for jobs or college. Once they had, I suppose I let myself fall into our way of things up there. I’m sure the village talked, they always did, but Dewi and Sion had a pretty simple response to that too. ‘Sod ’em,’ they’d say over dinner. ‘What do they know anyway? Bunch of bloody blow-ins.’ That’s how they were, see. Had some sense of bloody entitlement, up there on our high farm. No time for any family from ‘down there’ who’d only been around a couple of hundred years or so. Ridiculous. Though sometimes, when I’m out on the hill, or right up the top of the mountain, I can see their point, in a way. On some days, in the right weather, a hundred years does feel like nothing up there. Like no more than a lark’s song on the wind compared to the memory of those hills themselves, or of the rocks jutting out of them, like the battlements of some buried castle.


So, like I said, that was us: the poor orphans on the hill. We worked by day, and at night we ate, listened to Mam’s old rock ’n’ roll tapes or watched reality TV shows about people who lived on a different planet to us, not just in a different world. Skinny American heiresses, botoxed soap actors stuck in a house together or a bunch of right annoying twats on a desert island somewhere. But you know what? We might have been alright in the end. Maybe, just maybe I wouldn’t have ended up thinking that curse about men and women was such a good one after all. Who knows? We might even have been happy, in the end. Or at least, not unhappy; if only those men hadn’t come.


But they did come didn’t they? All decked out in their white spaceman suits like those scientists in ET who sealed up the kid’s house he was hiding in. And when they came they killed our whole flock, over a thousand grazing ewes and lambs. Just four of them there were, standing in the front paddock with rifles at their shoulders, shooting ewe after ewe, lamb after lamb, dropping them all with a single shot each. Then they’d reload and shoot again. And again. And again, with the three of us standing there like we’d had our own brains blown out, unbelieving it was happening, wide-eyed and watching it all.


It was Sion who’d seen the blisters first, on a ewe’s tongue lolling out the side of her mouth. She was feeding a couple of lambs and every time they gave her an extra hard jab with their heads a big old dab of foam and saliva would drop from her lips onto the grass. We thought we’d escaped the outbreak, but obviously we hadn’t. It had been spreading for a month by then. The first report had come from Devon and within a few weeks there were Foot and Mouth cases as far north as Cumbria. We’d had no movement of stock, in or out, from the farm, and no visitors either. We’d driven into town of course, but from the day of that first report Dewi had laid a strip of straw soaked with disinfectant across the gateway. Every time we came back he’d spray the wheels of the pick-up too, so, yes, we thought we’d escaped. But that foam and those blisters, big as bloody bubble wrap, well, they told a different story.


The inspector came the next day, casting a right old frown over the state of the place as we walked him though the yard to where we’d penned the flock in the paddock. To be fair, when I saw the farm through his eyes I could see his point: the rusted skeleton of a tractor sunk in the ground, the loose slates on the roof, the tyres piled up the side of the house. No fault with the sheep themselves though, he had to admit that. Apart from the obvious, of course. ‘Fine animals, fine animals,’ he’d muttered to himself as he looked them over, already calculating in his head, no doubt, how long and how many men he’d need to kill them all.


The men in the spacesuits came the next day. When they’d done their shooting they piled the carcases in the paddock, right there in front of the house, doused them with petrol then set them alight. The bodies took with a roar, like some angered god it was. A raging pyre of legs and heads and popping eyes that lit up the windows of the farm the way sunsets always have. They must have seen that smoke stack for miles all around. A thick black pillar it was, right up to the clouds. And the smell, well, with the wind behind it that must have travelled as far as the village at least.


The pyre was still burning when the men left at nightfall, after which it looked as if the farm itself was on fire, every window full of flames, like it was our lives in there, not the carcases outside, that were burning. Which of course, in a way, it was.


Everything changed after that. That was the end of it all. Or the beginning I suppose, seeing as it was those men and their shooting that led to me sitting on that bench by the Tower that morning. Sitting on that bench watching the sun come up, cursing my brothers and seeing that old man out the corner of my eye as he stepped, sticked, stepped, sticked up the path towards me.


When I looked out my window the day after the men came, there was just a long patch of smoking ashes left, a black and grey scar in the middle of the paddock. For the first time in hundreds of years the mountain behind our farm was quiet. Just the odd caw of a crow or a raven’s cough, both of them probably wondering what had happened to all those weak lambs they’d been keeping their beady eyes on.


At that time of year the mountain should have been full of the bleating of new lambs and the calls of ewes answering them. Then, in a few months’ time, there’d be a day and night of more urgent calls as those same ewes searched the hillside for the lambs we’d taken to market. But after the men in spacesuits there was none of that, nothing. That night, when the ashes had finally stopped smoking, I walked up onto the mountain, just to get out of the house and away from the anger of my brothers. I took a torch, sweeping it over the slope in front of me as I climbed. But all the beam caught was grass, grass, grass, not a single pair of green eyes, bright and hard in the light; not a single long black face rising from a ragged pile of wool. Just the night, briefly burnt away by the torch’s beam, then washing back in again after it.


Looking back now I can see we lost a lot more than just those sheep that day. Something else got burnt in that fire; something else shrivelled up on itself, curled and blackened to a brittle crisp, and whatever it was, it lay deep in the hearts of my brothers.


Dewi blamed old Probert over the hill. There was good compensation to be had for losing your flock. Probert was well into his seventies with no sons of his own. So what interest would he have in keeping on farming? Dewi was convinced he’d infected his flock on purpose, then let them out on the hill. ‘Old bastard,’ he’d said as he kicked through those ashes in the paddock. ‘How the bloody else did it come here?’


Whether it was Probert or not, Dewi’s suspicion soon spread to Sion, as infectious as the disease itself. Between them they spread the blame too, out into the whole world, until that’s where my brothers saw it lying – out there, in the hands of the world beyond our farm. They went cold, the two of them, because of what those men in their spacesuits had done to our flock, to our lives. That fire turned them to ice. Or at least, I hope that was the case. Otherwise what other excuse can I find for them, for what they did? What other reason could there be for them to have gone from tending sheep to stealing them, from being farmers to killers?
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