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One








THIS WAS THE DREAM: I was having a bath. I was in my own small bathroom; the blackout curtains were drawn, the water was none too hot and certainly not over the five inch limit, the face flannel in my hand was recognisably my own, the very one my lodger, Ilona Hughes, had recently made for me from a square of her father’s old flannel shirt, blanket-stitched in pink at the edges.


The soap – a bar of liver-coloured Lifebuoy – was hard and gritty, but after I’d managed to work up a reasonably good lather, I set about washing myself as thoroughly and methodically as I do when awake.


To my dismay I found that my breasts had completely gone. My chest was worse than flat, it was slightly concaTwo








For the rest of the day, I’m conscious of being surrounded by something heavy and threatening.


What an idiot I am. I can’t let my little adventure with Gwynn Morgan out of my head. God, my mind is in a pathetic state, as well as my body.


But he was so friendly. What made him ask me to have a coffee with him? He really seemed to want my company, smiling so warmly. What made him come after me to Studio Laura?


To be absolutely honest, Gwynn Morgan was once my greatest heart-throb. Of course, I never thought of him as remotely connected with everyday life: other girls had crushes on Spencer Tracy or Robert Taylor, mine was on Gwynn Morgan, Art; it was in the same realm of fantasy. As they cut out glossy pictures from movie magazines, I cut out his picture – smudged black and white – from the local paper or the school gazette. I probably still have one or two somewhere.


I wonder if he remembers how I used to dote on him? He must, surely, have realised that something other than chance was responsible for our frequent meetings on the stairs and in the corridors. ‘Well, Rhian,’ he used to say when we came face to face for the third time in a morning, ‘we really mustn’t go on meeting like this.’ How I used to envy Bethan Morris and Ruth Talbot, who took Art in the Sixth Form, monopolising so much of his time. I cultivated a friendship with Bethan, so that I could join her when she ate her lunchtime sandwiches in the Art Room. (Not that he was present on those occasions, but it made me feel close to him.)


His hair was black in those days.


My heart almost burst with pride when he said he wanted to paint my picture. I think it took about six sittings, two hours each, in the Art Room after school. He used to give me a bar of fruit-and-nut chocolate, I remember, and five minutes’ rest after the first hour. He used to recite little verses to me when he thought I was getting bored, but I wasn’t allowed to smile.


The finished picture was entitled ‘Schoolgirl’. My parents didn’t think it did me justice. ‘He’s given her a cast in the right eye,’ my mother said, ‘and it makes her look a bit simple.’


‘It must have been all that sitting still,’ my father said. ‘She’s got the look of a rabbit staring at a snake.’


It got a prize anyway, in that exhibition.


The only other time we were together was on Drama Club night. He was responsible for the scenery of the play we put on before Easter every year, but he took an interest in all of it: the preliminary discussions and the acting and directing. His interest and abilities were far more wide-ranging than any of the other teachers at our school; I remember being quite surprised, for instance, at how much Racine and Corneille he could quote. He spoke French well, too, with an enviable accent, someone said he’d once studied drawing in Paris.


I wonder if he really was more interested in me than in any of the others? Some days I used to think so and go to bed faint with happiness.


In my last year I played Rosalind in As You Like It. I remember Miss Eira Jenkins, our producer, getting rather annoyed because she thought he was getting too involved in what was, after all, her pigeon. But life could hold no greater delight for me than repeating those love-sick lines to him: ‘I tell thee, Aliena, I cannot be out of sight of Orlando. I’ll go find a shadow and sigh till he come.’


I wonder if he knew that I was speaking directly to him? ‘I cannot be out of the sight of Orlando.’ I suppose he did.


Naturally, I got over all that high romance years ago – when Huw started taking an interest in me, I suppose. With Huw, everyday life took over, and it was time it did. So why do I feel this damp cloud all around me and settling on my chest? Perhaps I’m in for a cold.





Ilona Hughes approves of my dress. ‘Well, it makes you look different anyway, and that’s something,’ but insists that I get a roll-on, now, to wear with it and some wedge-heeled shoes.


When I tell her about my meeting with Gwynn Morgan, she’s even more interested. ‘Gwynn Morgan?’ she says. ‘Yes, I know him quite well. He comes to the Ship most nights. I feel rather sorry for him, though. He’s always got to go home after the one drink, he can never stay more than half an hour, he’s very definitely under his wife’s thumb.’


‘Well, she’s English,’ I say, as though that explains a lot.


‘No, she’s not, she’s French. Convent-educated and all that. Very religious.’


‘Fancy that. And him an atheist.’


‘Atheist? He’s a Catholic, like she is. What made you think he was an atheist?’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. Denzil sees them in Sant Ioan’s. That’s how I met him. Through Denzil.’


Denzil is her current boyfriend: Liverpool-Irish, a soldier stationed in Tonfaen.





I take my dress back upstairs and hang it in the wardrobe. When will I wear it? To Prize Day, in the summer? To Fflur’s wedding, if she invites me? It seems altogether too worldly for chapel. Why ever did I buy it?


What a strange day it’s been. A Red-Letter day, I suppose. Write a composition entitled A Red-letter Day. ‘I’ve never ’ad one of those, Miss.’ ‘Will one side be enough, Miss?’


A Blue-Dress Day.


Oh, but the way he looked at me when I came back into the shop wearing it. No one ever looked at me in quite that way before: admiring, almost deferential, but troubled at the same time. It set my pulse racing, I can tell you. And if I was completely honest, I’d admit that it was passion I felt in that look, not deference or even homage. ‘The red rose whispers of passion, And the white rose breathes of love. Oh, the red rose is a falcon, And the white rose is a dove. But I send you a cream-white rosebud, With a flush on its petal tips...’


Rubbish, what absolute rubbish. What’s the matter with me? Again I have to remind myself that I’m a respectable married woman, brought up to know the difference between right and wrong, between true and false, between doves and falcons. Dear Huw, I’m a respectable married woman, but buying this new dress seems to have taken my wits away. I’m sorry. Love, Rhian.


I make myself think of Huw. I go to the window, standing behind the curtains to look out: a moonlit night, the pavements gleaming, the sky pewter-grey but lighter at the horizon, the rim of the sea just visible beyond the huddle of the town.


Will Huw be feeling lonely on this Saturday night? Homesick for Llanfair? Somehow I don’t think so; Huw is an extrovert, ready to make the best of any situation. As long as he’s with his mates – his letters are full of stories about Nobby and Jock, Bill, Sandy, Ginger and Tich Gordon – Huw won’t be too unhappy anywhere. I hope he isn’t unhappy.


Will he like my new dress, I wonder. I can’t remember his ever taking much notice of my clothes. How strange he’d looked in his hairy, khaki uniform, the little forage cap tilted over one eye. After the war, he’ll wear ordinary clothes again and I’ll have his Sunday shirt and his workshirts to wash and iron. How odd it will seem to have him living here instead of Ilona Hughes. Will it be better?


Why didn’t Gwynn Morgan admit to being a Catholic? Fancy his having a French wife. Strange they have no children. When she comes to Prize Day or the Saint David’s Day concert, she doesn’t speak to anyone but the Headmaster’s wife. The dress she wore last year was of some thick black material and much too long; I wish I could say she looked dowdy, but she didn’t. She looked strange and different, but definitely not dowdy. She’s quite striking-looking, I suppose. And French as well.





Ilona Hughes is having mackerel for her supper. She offers me some, but I’ve got a piece of vegetable pie left from yesterday. I give her some rhubarb and custard which I’d intended for tomorrow and she eats it as though it’s the only thing she’s had all week. She loves custard, but she’s never got any sugar to make any. She could easily learn to drink tea without sugar – anyone could – but when I suggest it, she almost cries. Sometimes I think she’s not all there.


She finishes off the rhubarb and custard and then scrapes out the bowl and the jug.


‘What are you doing tonight?’ she asks me.


‘I’m going to darn my stockings and listen to Saturday Night Theatre. It’s a nice old-fashioned play with a butler.’


She sighs. ‘Would you like to come to the pictures with Denzil and me?’


‘Heavens, no. I mean, no thank you. I mean, three’s a crowd, isn’t it? I wouldn’t want to spoil your fun.’


She looks relieved. ‘But I don’t like to think of you with a new dress and nowhere to go.’ she says. ‘If I see Gwynn Morgan, I’ll ask him to call round to take you out for a drink.’


‘I hope you’re joking.’


‘I can’t see the harm.’


‘I can manage my own affairs, thank you.’


‘Can you? What affairs? Well, let me know if you change your mind. I don’t suppose you could lend me some lipstick, could you? The Yardley cherry? I seem to have mislaid mine.’


I lend her my lipstick, but can’t bring myself to tell her that Gwynn Morgan wants her as a life-model for five shillings an hour. I’m afraid she’ll accept and fall in love with him, I suppose. I’d certainly object if she started bringing him back here every evening. I wouldn’t be able to bear it.





Our minister gave a really good sermon this morning; I listened attentively for once.


Many of the older people don’t like Mr Roberts because he hasn’t got the eloquence of the great preachers they remember, but I like him the better for it. I’m suspicious of a sermon which grips you by its dramatic intensity rather than by its message. Perhaps the old-type preachers, whose voices pitched and soared, whose hands fluttered like doves or stabbed home a point as though they were driving a nail into a wall, perhaps they had their own integrity. But I can’t help thinking that even if they’d lost all belief, they’d still be able to build up an extraordinary edifice; emotive phrases, rising and falling cadences, rhetorical questions, alliteration and quotation around emptiness.


Mr Roberts is quiet and unemotive and his message is stark: hating the enemy, we sin against a loving God.


The congregation, many with sons, grandsons, brothers or nephews in the forces, don’t want to hear about love and forgiveness but only of the noble fight against aggression, of defending the right to be free. Etc.


Huw’s mother, for instance, thinks the minister is undermining her son’s sacrifice. ‘Is my Huw wicked to fight, tell me that?’ she asks him on the way out.


‘Your Huw is very bravely doing what he conceives to be his duty. I’m not trying to deny the great courage of our soldiers.’


‘You’re dodging the question, Mr Roberts.’


‘Come along to Sunday School this afternoon, Mrs Evans, and we’ll see if we can find some New Testament verses to enlighten us.’


‘No thank you. I’ll stick to my way of thinking and you can stick to yours.’





I’m having dinner with my in-laws and Huw’s mother is still ranting on about poor Mr Roberts as we lay the table.


‘To hear him carrying on about the Germans being God’s children, only led astray, is deeply offensive, don’t you think so, Rhian? Gwilym Martin, Horeb, isn’t such a milksop, I can tell you. No, Mr Martin gets to the point quick enough, praying for the forces of God to smash the legions of Satan, and no nonsense about forgiveness either. I’d switch to Horeb in a minute, only Bryn’s afraid of losing custom in Tabernacle. Rhian, I hope you won’t let Huw know how disloyal Mr Roberts is being. I’m sure it would be no comfort for him to realise that his own minister is siding with the enemy. I hope their Padre – not that I like that name, very High Church it sounds – I hope he’s at least on the right side.’


‘I bought a new dress yesterday.’ I say blithely. I’ve long realised that’s it’s not a bit of use trying to alter or modify my mother-in-law’s views on anything; all I can do is wait for one of her dramatic pauses and then seize the opportunity to change the subject.


She’s astonished. ‘A new dress?’ Nobody can be as astonished as my mother-in-law. ‘A new dress? Did you need a new dress?’


‘I thought I did. Yes. I haven’t had one for ages. Not since the wedding.’


‘Well, well, well! A new dress!’


She lets the idea permeate into her mind as she mashes the potatoes.


‘I wish I’d have known you were thinking of a new dress, Rhian. You see, I’d have offered to make you one. I’ve got a yard and a half of lovely pre-war material – beige – which would have been ample for the bodice. Such lovely quality. Two yards of some contrasting colour for the skirt, say a nice apple-green, was all you’d have needed to buy. About five shillings was all you’d have had to spend. And perhaps six pence for a packet of fasteners.’


‘What a shame you hadn’t mentioned it.’


‘A new dress! Oh, I hope it didn’t cost too much.’


‘No, it was quite reasonable.’


‘Where did you get it? At J.C. Jones?’


‘No. I went to Studio Laura.’


‘To Studio Laura? Oh Rhian, what a pity! Didn’t I tell you about that Mr Browne who owns Studio Laura? Well, Mrs Watkins, Park Villa, is convinced he’s a German spy. Yes, she saw him out very late one night when she was taking Mot for his last walk, and there he was, lurking in the shadow of the breakwater and staring out to sea with a pair of binoculars.’


‘Great Heavens! I hope she reported him to PC Jones.’


‘Don’t make fun of me, Rhian. If he’s not a spy, why isn’t he in the army?’


‘Well, I suppose he could be too old. I should think he’d be about the same age as Gwynn Morgan, Art, who seems to be a friend of his.’


She sighs again as she carries the meat to the table.


‘That Gwynn Morgan. He’s another fine one. Always has to be different, that man. Why doesn’t he dress like a teacher, for a start? Probably fancies himself as one of these artists. And his wife is some sort of foreigner. It wouldn’t surprise me to find that Gwynn Morgan is another of these conchies, like Mr Roberts.’


‘Or a spy. I know for a fact that he’s got a pair of binoculars.’





Huw’s parents have an oppressively ugly house. It’s crammed full of nasty new furniture: a three-piece suite and pouffe in cabbage-green velvet with bronze braiding, tables and chairs and an outsize sideboard in shiny, yellow wood and an Axminster carpet – A1 quality – in autumn’s most vulgar shades. Every flat surface is covered with a display of glass and china ornaments which shiver when you shut a door.


To me, every object seems one too many, but Huw’s mother cherishes each one, tenderly recalling its date of purchase and price, and dusting or polishing or blowing on it every day. Almost every week she’s altered the position of something or other; the double-decker tea-trolley or the brown standard lamp or the large technicolour painting of Cader Idris, and I’m called upon to comment on the result. ‘Oh yes,’ I say, nodding my head sagely and fast to indicate that she’s now got it to a T ... And I’ll be equally enthusiastic when it’s back in its original place the following week.


Huw’s father is proud only of how much it all cost. ‘No one else in Llanfair has got things as expensive as these,’ he says. ‘Well, it’ll all be yours and Huw’s when we’ve gone.’


His wife frowns, none too pleased to be reminded of that day she’ll have to leave even the Al Axminster and the Royal Derby plates behind her.


The house where I was brought up is different, the poverty of generations of my farming family ensuring that nothing was ever replaced. Most of the furniture is scrubbed pine, centuries old, well-worn but still reflecting something of the skill and integrity of the country craftsman who made it. The floor is of blue flagstones.


After Sunday School, I write to Huw.








Dear Huw


It’s been another quiet week here. I wonder where you are and what you’re doing. There are so many rumours. Everyone seems to think we’ll be hearing something as soon as spring comes, something momentous. The papers are full of phrases like ‘the beginning of the end’. Whatever happens, you know that I’ll be thinking of you and praying for your safety.


I bought myself a new dress yesterday, dark blue and quite plain. Well, I thought I needed something to cheer me up, I suppose. I went to the new shop on the prom. It was rather expensive, but luckily I’d happened to meet Mr Morgan, Art, when I was having a coffee in Glyn Owen’s and he said he could get a discount for me because he does the window-dressing there. Anyway, he came with me and the owner, Mr Tremlett Browne, took a third off the price. Mr Morgan asked after you and sends his regards.


Mr Roberts’s sermon this morning was on forgiveness. Your mother was, as usual, annoyed because he prays for all wounded soldiers instead of only ours. Mr Martin, Horeb, is much more patriotic, it seems. She wishes she could go to Horeb for the duration, but your father declares he couldn’t share bed or board with a Methodist so she’ll have to put up with poor Mr Roberts. Anyway, I like him. He may be a bit of a pacifist, but though people like to forget it these days, Christ himself had unfortunate leanings that way.


Your mother cooked a lovely dinner – lamb and mint-sauce (bottled).


I have no more news, so I send you my usual love.


Your wife,


Rhian





I wish I hadn’t bought it, that new dress. All is vanity, sayeth the preacher. I wish I could stop thinking of the way Gwynn Morgan looked at me when he saw me in it. All day I’ve tried hard to think of other things, serious things; war and death, oh, and the moral degeneration which is worse than death. But then I remember that look, that emotion encircling us, and happiness breaks in again. I can’t seem to help myself.ve like the chest of a lanky thirteen-year-old boy. I stood up to examine myself in the mirror. My face was pale, my eyes dark, my chest ribbed as a corset.


I got out of the bath and started retching into the wash-basin. ‘I must be very ill,’ I said aloud, waking myself up. It was seven thirty. I was sweating, but not feverish as far as I could tell. At least my breasts were intact: one, two. I touched them tenderly: pretty breasts, on the small side but not insignificant.


I very rarely dreamed, that was the odd thing, though everyone else seemed to be dreaming extravagantly that year. Every morning in the staff room, someone would be relating the latest: how the Germans had landed on Pengraig sands and taken over the Teify View Hotel; how an Italian prisoner of war had gone up to the pulpit in Bethel, leading the prayers in perfect Welsh.


Mr Talfan Roberts, our deputy head, once dreamed that his pilot son had been the first to fly the Channel without a plane. He showed us how he’d worked his arms up and down.


Mary Powell, Maths, whose fiancé was in Burma, was forever dreaming of his return or his death. She often asked me for dreams of Huw, but I never had one for her. Well, he’d been abroad so long, in Africa and Italy – where was he now? – I hadn’t seen him for nearly three years. I couldn’t even picture him very clearly. Rather plump rosy cheeks and dark brown eyes; I could get individual items but not the whole face. His breath had a lovely clean smell like fresh washing, his feet were small and narrow. I often wondered what he remembered about me.


It’s Saturday morning, which means cleaning the kitchen and shopping. Ilona Hughes, my lodger, who works at the General Post Office in Bridge Street, is rushing over her breakfast. ‘You are lucky to have Saturday off,’ she says. ‘You’ve even got some margarine left. How can I make a sandwich for my lunch-break without a scrap of margarine? I’ll starve, I really will.’


I don’t bother to answer her. She eats like a pig.


Anyway, I’m not happy, in spite of having a day off school and some margarine – and an egg and a rather hard slice of bacon, come to that.


I’m only twenty-four years old, but I feel forty. I’m so sensible, it’s beginning to show. Such a good manager, stretching out my rations to last the whole week, and my work to fill my whole life. If it’s Wednesday evening, I’m marking 5A’s compositions. If it’s Saturday morning, I’m doing my housework. If it’s Sunday afternoon I’m teaching my Sunday school class, then home to write Huw his weekly letter. All the time, working and managing. And saving money for that bigger house – large enough for those three children we’re going to have when he comes home.


As I sigh, my ribs stick into my heart. I’m getting much too thin; that dream was a warning. I’m as dried-up as last year’s apple. Dear Huw, I’ve turned into a school teacher. Love, Rhian.


Huw and I got married three and a half years ago when he had his first leave from the army. I sit with my hands in my lap and think about him, letting my tea get cold. I still can’t see his face.


We’ve only lived together for thirty days: two 14-day leaves, and one 48 hour. More of a honeymoon than a marriage, really.


We hoped for a baby when he was on embarkation leave. (If we hadn’t been married, we’d probably have had one. There’s been a lot of that going on. Rosie Williams had a little boy last year and I must say she seems very proud of him. He sits up in his pram in the front garden, looking very robust and self-assured. You can tell his father was a Yank.) We wanted a girl.


Of course, I’d known Huw for ages. He was almost four years older than me and when he first asked me for a date, I couldn’t believe my luck. When he met me out of school in his father’s dark blue van, I felt that life had nothing more to offer.


When I passed my Higher and got a place in college, people said I was sure to find someone else, but I never did. Well, I never looked for anyone else. Aber’s only thirty miles away and he came to see me most week-ends, so I never went to the Saturday hops or anything like that. Perhaps I should have. Why did I say that?


Being reasonably intelligent and very hard-working, I got a good degree and after doing a year’s teacher training, slipped into a vacancy at my old school. The war had been on for a year by that time, and several of the young teachers had been called up.


Huw was a builder with his father’s firm. He left school after getting his Senior, but his mother is always telling me how clever he was and how the Head begged them to let him stay on. ‘But what’s the good of college?’ she says. ‘It only makes people proud.’ She’d have liked a different sort of daughter-in-law, someone content to live with them doing the housework while she got on with all the paperwork she’s always complaining of. She’s a small-minded woman, but quite kind in her own way. She doesn’t have much time for me, but when I had pleurisy last winter, she was always up here with little jars of this and that and running her hand over the ledges for dust.


It was Huw’s father who gave us this house. It had belonged to his parents; his mother had lived alone in it until she was over eighty, so it was pretty dilapidated, but of course he could easily have renovated it and sold it. It was he who put in the bathroom for us, too – scene of last night’s vivid dream.


I’m very fortunate, as Huw’s mother so often points out, to have no rent to pay and a lodger for company. Not that she approves of Ilona Hughes. She says she’s fast and that I shouldn’t allow her to have men in the house. How does she know who Ilona has in the house? The fact is, she knows everything about everybody. I don’t need the News of the World. She has it, but hides it under the sofa if anyone calls.


Dear Huw, I wish your mother would mind her own business and that your father wasn’t so mean. Why couldn’t he have fixed a few tiles on the walls of the bathroom? Even in my dreams, I’m ashamed of it. He only used that green distemper because he had it left over from the Town Hall. Love, Rhian.





On the whole, I quite like teaching, but beginning a new school term is like stepping into a tunnel: struggle, repetitive work, struggle, with examinations and the summer holiday in the far, far distance.


At college I felt immensely privileged. The other girls who were in school with me worked in shops and offices, while my work was to get to grips with great minds. ‘A good book is the precious life-blood of a master spirit.’ Occasionally I can sense a little of that idealism in some of my Sixth Formers, but on the whole, teaching is uphill work, thirteen- and fourteen-year-old boys being as unresponsive to literature as an average herd of cows. In fact, you can recite poetry to cows and receive a flattering amount of attention; raising their large, mild eyes, they gaze at you without blinking or chewing the cud, while boys smirk and pass rude notes and anatomical sketches to one another. How do you make Shakespeare or Wordsworth relevant to great louts who want to be out in the fields playing? Or even lifting potatoes? For every pupil I manage to interest, there tend to be ten or twenty who remain sullenly bored. They are marginally less hostile to the rules of grammar, but I can’t spend all my time on parts of speech, punctuation and the comparison of adjectives.


I really don’t think I could endure a lifetime of teaching. When Huw comes home, I’ll probably have a family and become a full-time housewife, but this morning even that prospect fails to cheer.


There’s something lacking in my life. Perhaps it’s religion. This war has certainly strained people’s belief in God. With so much death and destruction being doled out everywhere, He obviously doesn’t care – so that He’s not all-merciful – or cares but can’t do anything about it – so that He’s not all-powerful. I know I seldom feel spiritually renewed after a Sunday service these days. Of course, there’s little of mystery and beauty about a Welsh chapel with its smell of Mansion polish and damp hymn books; even the singing lusty rather than uplifting. I often find myself studying the congregation instead of listening to the sermon and then, in no time at all, I’m thinking about clothes, hats and blouses and so on.





Why should I save all my money every month? I have a sudden urge to buy myself something new and frivolous. I’m so sick of my neat grey skirt and the hand-knitted jumpers and hand-sewn blouses I wear with it. What I want is a dress with a tightly fitting waist and a skirt that swirls. This very morning, before I change my mind, I’ll go out and buy myself a really pretty new dress, perhaps with a bolero. I can do my washing this afternoon, can’t I? Or even tomorrow morning instead of going to chapel? Why should I spend my whole youth being middle-aged.


My tea’s gone cold, but with unusual abandon I treat myself to a fresh pot.





On my way to town, I call in at the Post Office to see Ilona Hughes. It’s very quiet there, no one buying saving bonds or even stamps. She looks up as I walk towards her, sucking in her cheeks, trying to look hungry.


Taken item by item, I should be much better looking than she is. I’ve got thick, rusty-brown hair and pale grey eyes and a decent shaped nose and so on, while she’s got small down-drooping eyes, a too-large nose and mouth and a very small chin. But when she’s covered her freckles with make-up and put a lot of that shiny beetroot-coloured lipstick on her lips and Vaseline on her eyelids, she looks so pretty I could spit.


‘I’m going to get myself a new dress,’ I say.


She takes it in her stride as though it’s quite an everyday affair. ‘Go to Studio Laura,’ she says. (She pronounces it in a very affected, foreign way; ‘Studio LAWRA’.) Studio Laura – I couldn’t go there. It’s a tiny shop with nothing in the window but sand and pebbles and one hat. It’s a shop for English visitors and it usually closes in September; it’s remained open this year only because the owner’s London flat has been bombed. The owner, by the way, is called Tremlett Browne and he wears a narrow satin ribbon instead of a tie.


I’d intended to go to J.C. Jones. They’ve got quite a good selection of clothes there, all the reputable makes. That’s where I got the powder-blue dress and jacket I wore at my wedding and which I’ve worn to every school and chapel function since.


‘What’s wrong with J.C. Jones?’ I ask her, but she only raises her eyebrows and turns her attention to a large, red-cheeked farmer who’s just shouldered his way to the counter with a sizeable bundle of notes. She gives him an intimate little smile and nods her head at me as a sign of dismissal.


I wish now I’d given her a dab of my margarine.





I often wish I’d been born a Roman Catholic; the Catholic church looks dark and mysterious in its cobbled yard. It would be so restful to sit in there, quietly gazing at beautiful pictures and statues. Why not? I can’t even imagine the smell of incense. What if it does dull the brain? I quite often find myself planning next week’s lessons during Mr Roberts’s long sermons; surely it would be more appropriate to be even muzzily thinking of God.


Of course, my mother is convinced that the Pope is the Anti-Christ and that all the Roman Church’s rituals and ceremonies are mumbo-jumbo. She seems so certain of everything. Will my opinions have crystallised by the time I become a mother? Is it part of the ageing process, like hardening of the arteries?


But I wish I could feel that my life contained some divine spark: ‘A presence that disturbs me with the joy of elevated thought.’ Why don’t I have elevated thoughts? Even my infrequent dreams are pitifully down-to-earth.


I walk past J.C. Jones and down Marine Terrace.


‘Well, Rhian.’


It’s Gwynn Morgan, Art. He was the art teacher even when I was a pupil: too old now, I suppose, to be called up. (I wish I didn’t feel so awkward with him – never sure, for instance, whether to call him Gwynn or Mr Morgan.)


‘What’s the news of Huw?’


‘I haven’t had a letter for two weeks.’


‘I thought you looked a bit peaky. Try not to worry, Rhian. It doesn’t help him or anyone else. Got time for a coffee?’


Peaky. What a horrible word.


‘I’m getting myself a new dress. From Studio Laura.’ How dashing it makes me feel, even saying it.


‘Come and have a coffee first. You rush about too much, Rhian. I watch you at school. Rush, rush, rush. It’ll make you old before your time.’


Peaky and old. That does it. We turn into Gwyn Owen’s, walk past the queue at the bread counter and go upstairs. Several pairs of eyes follow us. What am I doing having coffee with a man? This will get back to my mother-in-law before I’ve taken the first sip.


Gwynn Morgan may be middle-aged but he’s still very handsome; a long, lean face with curly greyish hair and rather wicked eyes which look sideways at you. He painted my picture when I was in Sixth Form and it won a prize in some exhibition in Brecon.


‘I’ve still got that painting I did of you,’ he says, as though reading my thoughts.


‘Have you? I thought you painted over your old ones.’


‘I usually do. But that was one of my better efforts. My Renoir period. You were quite plump in those days. It showed very nicely even under your gym-slip... Two coffees and two buttered scones, please.’


‘I had such a strange dream last night.’


‘Nothing in the world bores me as much as other people’s dreams. Even my own bore me.’


‘I wasn’t going to tell you, anyway. It was a bit rude.’


He leans towards me. ‘I don’t mind them so much if they’re rude.’


He’s got a really friendly smile which completely changes his rather melancholy face. I wish I saw more of him. His room is at the very top of the school and he keeps himself to himself.


‘Are you Church or Chapel?’ I ask him, my mind still hovering on the Catholic Church and the peace it seemed to promise.


‘Is that always the first question you ask a man who invites you for a coffee? What if he doesn’t intend any serious entanglement? Sorry, love. I was brought up chapel. Congregational.’


‘Like me. But I’ve never seen you in Tabernacle.’


‘Haven’t been for years. Don’t believe in any of it.’


‘Really? Really? Do you mean you’re an atheist? Like Shelley? How very interesting. I think you’re the first atheist I’ve ever met. Do you mind if I stare at you a bit?’


The waitress, a girl from up our way, brings us our coffee. ‘We’ve had quite a run on the sultana scones,’ she says, ‘but I’ve brought you some Madeira.’


Gwynn Morgan doesn’t say anything, just looks sourly at the two yellow slabs of cake on the thick white plate.


‘Thank you,’ I murmur, ‘very nice. Thank you.’


‘Perhaps you’ll sit for me again, sometime,’ he says, after a moment or two.


‘Oh no. How could I?’


‘Do you mean because I’m an atheist?’


‘Because I haven’t got the time. I don’t get any free periods this year. Not since Roy Lewis was called up.’


‘You could always come to the house. You know where I live.’


‘Oh, but I wouldn’t want to do that. I couldn’t – there’d be talk. Anyway, I’m not pretty any more.’


I wait for him to contradict me – I must be looking at him rather expectantly – but he doesn’t.


‘This cake isn’t as bad as it looks,’ I say, to cover my disappointment. ‘Try some.’


He shrugs his shoulders, drinks some of the pale grey coffee and takes out a cigarette.


‘I’ve been feeling depressed lately,’ I say, ‘and wondering whether what I need is some new, vital sort of religious experience.’


He looks at me with an expression I can’t quite fathom. ‘I thought it was a new dress you were after,’ he says.


I consider this. It seems an important moment. ‘Well, perhaps it is. I’d better go – Studio Laura shuts at twelve on a Saturday.’


‘I wanted to ask you about your lodger,’ Gwynn Morgan says, stubbing out his cigarette in his saucer. ‘Ilona something, isn’t it?’


‘Ilona Hughes,’ I say, sitting down again. ‘What did you want to know about her?’


‘Do you think she’d sit for me?’


‘I could ask her. Do you really want me to? Do you think she’s pretty?’


He seemed to give my question serious consideration. ‘She looks like a Cranach painting. Little squashed face, small breasts, big hips.’


I almost smile. ‘I’ll ask her. I’ll let you know on Monday.’


‘Tell her I pay five bob an hour for a life model.’


I can feel myself blushing. ‘Thank you for the coffee.’ As I get up again, I catch sight of the sea from the window; bathed in a stormy, violet light, its chilling beauty takes my breath away.





The window of Studio Laura has nothing in it but a twisted tree with hundreds of pink paper leaves and a very plain damson-blue dress.


I sidle into the shop, empty except for an oak chest of drawers with two brass candlesticks on the top. I find myself wishing I was at the great mahogany counter of J.C. Jones where Mrs Edith advises against buying ready-made. ‘Run it up yourself, love,’ she says, ‘it’ll only take three and a half yards at two and elevenpence. Think of the saving.’


‘Good morning, Madam.’ Mrs Edith would die sooner than call anyone ‘Madam’.


‘I’m looking for a dress, actually.’


I don’t think I’ve ever said ‘actually’ before. ‘I’m looking for a dress actually,’ with a clipped English accent. I suppose being called Madam has unnerved me.


Mr Tremlett Browne inspects me with head slightly tilted to one side.


‘You’ve got a fine figure,’ he says.


What a nerve. I didn’t come in here for him to run his eyes over my body.


‘I should think a size 36, Madam, is that right?’


I make a little bobbing motion with my head, as ducks do when they know they’re being watched.


‘I see you in something very tight. You’ve got good shoulders. What does Madam think about the model in the window?’


Before I can say a word, he’s got it out and is holding it up before me.


‘I wanted something pretty,’ I say feebly.


‘Oh no, Madam. Nothing pretty. You want something... well, something like this. You take it through and try it on. You’ll see what I mean.’


I look for a price tag, but there isn’t one. ‘How much is it?’ I ask, but he’s turned away and is staring at the pink-leaved tree and the sparkling sea beyond it.





Of course, it’s a perfect fit and makes me look so different that I feel dizzy to see myself in the mirror. It’s made of a thick, matt silk, so cleverly cut that it seems to reveal rather than hide my body; my breasts seem bigger and rounder, my hips and thighs harder, more sculptured. It’s turned my brownish hair red as conkers. I don’t think for a moment that I’ll ever have the occasion or the courage to wear it, but on the other hand I know that to leave without it would be as difficult as leaving without my skin.


I go back into the shop.


Gwynn Morgan is there leaning against the door.


‘Yes,’ he says, nodding his head. ‘Yes, that looks just right. Lovely. No need to try anything else.’


‘How much are you going to charge her?’ he asks Tremlett Browne, who mentions a sum which is almost exactly what I earn in a month.


‘Nonsense,’ Gwynn Morgan says. ‘She can’t afford that sort of money. She may look somebody in that dress, but she’s only a teacher, man. Take half off and she may consider it.


‘I do the window for him,’ he tells me, ‘so he owes me a favour.’


‘You get paid.’


‘Give her a discount, man. She’s a friend of mine.’


They’re still arguing while I change back into my grey skirt and green jumper and my navy-blue gaberdine.


In the end, Tremlett Browne takes almost a third off the price. It’s still more, far more, than I’ve ever paid for anything else in my entire life, but I hand over the money readily enough.


After folding the dress very carefully and putting it into a shiny green and white striped bag with Studio Laura on it, Mr Browne hands it to Gwynn Morgan – rather odd – who takes it without protest. And together he and I walk out of the shop and along the front.


‘Did you really cut out all those hundreds of pink leaves?’ I ask him, glancing back at the window.


‘No. 2C did that part. But the grand design was mine.’


‘Like God made the world.’


‘That’s right.’


When we come to the lifeboat station, we stop and look out at the lavender-coloured sea and the gulls wheeling silently overhead. Huge waves advance, one after the other, exploding and crashing and sucking the loosened shingle as they retreat. It’s very cold.


Life is certainly strange. I’ve been bored to the bone for months and months on end, and suddenly I feel as though I’m conducting a great orchestra.


‘Oh, bury me not in the senseless earth. But in the living sea,’ I quote, my voice swelling with emotion, like someone on the wireless.


‘I hope they don’t bury you anywhere for a good long time,’ Gwynn Morgan says, ‘because, frankly, I enjoy looking at you.’


I try to say something, but fail. Behind the fury of the high January tide, I seem to hear the steady beat of a drum.


‘And now I’m going for a pint. I don’t suppose I can persuade you to join me?’


I smile and shake my head. ‘My legs are still trembling,’ I tell him. ‘I’m no good at spending money. It’s my upbringing.’


My whole body is trembling. Can it be the cold?





What a beautiful little town Llanfair is; three streets radiating up the hill from the market square, the posh houses on the front keeping out the rough sea winds. There are three chapels, two churches, eleven pubs and two licensed hotels.


The bigger houses are mostly Georgian, with flat windows, and doors with rounded fanlights. People complain that they’re getting to look shabby, with no fresh paint since the beginning of the war, but I love the peeling grey-white of the walls and the peeling grey-greens of the doors and window frames.







Two








FOR THE REST OF THE DAY, I’m conscious of being surrounded by something heavy and threatening.


What an idiot I am. I can’t let my little adventure with Gwynn Morgan out of my head. God, my mind is in a pathetic state, as well as my body.


But he was so friendly. What made him ask me to have a coffee with him? He really seemed to want my company, smiling so warmly. What made him come after me to Studio Laura?


To be absolutely honest, Gwynn Morgan was once my greatest heart-throb. Of course, I never thought of him as remotely connected with everyday life: other girls had crushes on Spencer Tracy or Robert Taylor, mine was on Gwynn Morgan, Art; it was in the same realm of fantasy. As they cut out glossy pictures from movie magazines, I cut out his picture – smudged black and white – from the local paper or the school gazette. I probably still have one or two somewhere.


I wonder if he remembers how I used to dote on him? He must, surely, have realised that something other than chance was responsible for our frequent meetings on the stairs and in the corridors. ‘Well, Rhian,’ he used to say when we came face to face for the third time in a morning, ‘we really mustn’t go on meeting like this.’ How I used to envy Bethan Morris and Ruth Talbot, who took Art in the Sixth Form, monopolising so much of his time. I cultivated a friendship with Bethan, so that I could join her when she ate her lunchtime sandwiches in the Art Room. (Not that he was present on those occasions, but it made me feel close to him.)


His hair was black in those days.


My heart almost burst with pride when he said he wanted to paint my picture. I think it took about six sittings, two hours each, in the Art Room after school. He used to give me a bar of fruit-and-nut chocolate, I remember, and five minutes’ rest after the first hour. He used to recite little verses to me when he thought I was getting bored, but I wasn’t allowed to smile.


The finished picture was entitled ‘Schoolgirl’. My parents didn’t think it did me justice. ‘He’s given her a cast in the right eye,’ my mother said, ‘and it makes her look a bit simple.’


‘It must have been all that sitting still,’ my father said. ‘She’s got the look of a rabbit staring at a snake.’


It got a prize anyway, in that exhibition.


The only other time we were together was on Drama Club night. He was responsible for the scenery of the play we put on before Easter every year, but he took an interest in all of it: the preliminary discussions and the acting and directing. His interest and abilities were far more wide-ranging than any of the other teachers at our school; I remember being quite surprised, for instance, at how much Racine and Corneille he could quote. He spoke French well, too, with an enviable accent, someone said he’d once studied drawing in Paris.


I wonder if he really was more interested in me than in any of the others? Some days I used to think so and go to bed faint with happiness.


In my last year I played Rosalind in As You Like It. I remember Miss Eira Jenkins, our producer, getting rather annoyed because she thought he was getting too involved in what was, after all, her pigeon. But life could hold no greater delight for me than repeating those love-sick lines to him: ‘I tell thee, Aliena, I cannot be out of sight of Orlando. I’ll go find a shadow and sigh till he come.’


I wonder if he knew that I was speaking directly to him? ‘I cannot be out of the sight of Orlando.’ I suppose he did.


Naturally, I got over all that high romance years ago – when Huw started taking an interest in me, I suppose. With Huw, everyday life took over, and it was time it did. So why do I feel this damp cloud all around me and settling on my chest? Perhaps I’m in for a cold.





Ilona Hughes approves of my dress. ‘Well, it makes you look different anyway, and that’s something,’ but insists that I get a roll-on, now, to wear with it and some wedge-heeled shoes.


When I tell her about my meeting with Gwynn Morgan, she’s even more interested. ‘Gwynn Morgan?’ she says. ‘Yes, I know him quite well. He comes to the Ship most nights. I feel rather sorry for him, though. He’s always got to go home after the one drink, he can never stay more than half an hour, he’s very definitely under his wife’s thumb.’


‘Well, she’s English,’ I say, as though that explains a lot.


‘No, she’s not, she’s French. Convent-educated and all that. Very religious.’


‘Fancy that. And him an atheist.’


‘Atheist? He’s a Catholic, like she is. What made you think he was an atheist?’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. Denzil sees them in Sant Ioan’s. That’s how I met him. Through Denzil.’


Denzil is her current boyfriend: Liverpool-Irish, a soldier stationed in Tonfaen.





I take my dress back upstairs and hang it in the wardrobe. When will I wear it? To Prize Day, in the summer? To Fflur’s wedding, if she invites me? It seems altogether too worldly for chapel. Why ever did I buy it?


What a strange day it’s been. A Red-Letter day, I suppose. Write a composition entitled A Red-letter Day. ‘I’ve never ’ad one of those, Miss.’ ‘Will one side be enough, Miss?’


A Blue-Dress Day.


Oh, but the way he looked at me when I came back into the shop wearing it. No one ever looked at me in quite that way before: admiring, almost deferential, but troubled at the same time. It set my pulse racing, I can tell you. And if I was completely honest, I’d admit that it was passion I felt in that look, not deference or even homage. ‘The red rose whispers of passion, And the white rose breathes of love. Oh, the red rose is a falcon, And the white rose is a dove. But I send you a cream-white rosebud, With a flush on its petal tips...’


Rubbish, what absolute rubbish. What’s the matter with me? Again I have to remind myself that I’m a respectable married woman, brought up to know the difference between right and wrong, between true and false, between doves and falcons. Dear Huw, I’m a respectable married woman, but buying this new dress seems to have taken my wits away. I’m sorry. Love, Rhian.


I make myself think of Huw. I go to the window, standing behind the curtains to look out: a moonlit night, the pavements gleaming, the sky pewter-grey but lighter at the horizon, the rim of the sea just visible beyond the huddle of the town.


Will Huw be feeling lonely on this Saturday night? Homesick for Llanfair? Somehow I don’t think so; Huw is an extrovert, ready to make the best of any situation. As long as he’s with his mates – his letters are full of stories about Nobby and Jock, Bill, Sandy, Ginger and Tich Gordon – Huw won’t be too unhappy anywhere. I hope he isn’t unhappy.
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