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Hooray for Honno! For a quarter of a century its classic and contemporary titles have been reminding us why Welsh women’s voices should be nurtured and celebrated, why Welsh women’s writing should be read and re-read. Wales, the UK, and the British literary scene would all be the poorer without Honno. I wish it every possible success as it heads into its next 25 years.


Sarah Waters




 





Honno so magnificently lives up to the headline – “great books, great writing, great women!” Welsh women, Welsh women’s history, and literature owe a great deal to the groundbreaking work undertaken by the team, past and present, at Honno. I certainly owe a debt of gratitude for the publication of my heroine, Elizabeth Andrews’ autobiography A Woman’s Work is Never Done.


Glenys Kinnock




 





I congratulate Honno on their magnificent achievements through 25 years. Supporting, encouraging Welsh women writers to make their creative Celtic voices heard, spiritually, intellectually and emotionally. To flourish and achieve the recognition they undeniably deserve. Continue to blossom, you beautiful, bountiful, utterly brilliant female force!!!


Molly Parkin




 





Twenty-five years ago Honno began a revelatory publishing history that has become an essential facet of the whole culture of Wales. From classics, forgotten or neglected, to contemporary work across the creative and critical divides, it is Honno which has placed writing by and about women where it should always have been, at the centre of our past understanding and our future sensibility.


Dai Smith




 





Well done to my sisters at Honno Press. The press turns 25 years young today. And during this time it has achieved simply remarkable things – shining a light on treasures from our tradition, providing a platform for exciting contemporary authors and being an all-round fantastic indie. Llongyfarchiadau!


Kathryn Gray




 





Honno’s story is one of heroic and necessary endurance; for a quarter of a century its workers have committed themselves to discovering new and innovative voices and to resurrecting unjustly neglected ones. A wonderful and incredible achievement that proves the colossal value of the written word.


Niall Griffiths
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foreword





As the only two founder members still attending executive committee meetings, and still fascinated with Honno’s progress, we were delighted to be asked by our team of young dynamic colleagues to write a brief preface to this collection of stories, marking twenty-five years of commitment not only to the development of new writings by the women of Wales, but also to the reprinting of works by long-forgotten female writers (in English and Welsh), neglected by our male-dominated publishing houses, many of whom were taken by surprise when they heard of our intentions all those years ago. ‘Why?’ they asked. ‘Why women only?’


To answer this question one only needs to refer to the title Blodeugerdd o Farddoniaeth Gymraeg yr Ugeinfed Ganrif (An Anthology of Twentieth Century Welsh Poetry) published in 1987, the year of our launch. Of the 170 poets included in this collection only six were women (a situation rectified by Honno in 2003 with the publication of the bilingual anthology, Welsh Women’s Poetry 1460–2001, containing around 250 poems, with sixty-eight poets writing in English and thirty-three in Welsh).


Honno’s first meeting was held in April 1985 in a flat in Newport Road, Cardiff, attended by a group of women from different parts of Wales known to each other merely through a variety of grapevines, but with a mutual interest in the promotion of female writers. Proof of a general and growing awareness of this need for more published works by women in Wales was the positive attitude of the 250 female supporters who responded to the letters we circulated around Wales and beyond early in 1986, by buying shares, at £5 each, which gave us a total of £4000 in a space of twelve months.


Confident that we were embarking upon a much-needed venture, the name Honno was suggested by Rosanne for our Welsh Women’s Press, and Penni Bestic was asked to create our logo – the tree of knowledge, with Blodeuwedd the owl surveying the scene from the top branch. On 3 June 1986, following many months of heated but fruitful discussions, the constitution which sealed the deal was finally signed by Kathryn Curtis, Anne Howells, Luned Meredith, Althea Osmond, Sheleagh Llewellyn (secretary), Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan and Rosanne Reeves. We were now an official, legal, bi-lingual Welsh Women’s Community Co-operative. In 1987 our hard work was rewarded with the launch of our first two titles, an event sponsored by HTV. These were Buwch ar y Lein, Hafina Clwyd’s account of her days as a young teacher in London, and An Autobiography of Elizabeth Davies, Betsy Cadwaladyr (A Balaclava Nurse), our first English language classic, the life story of the indomitable Betsy, from Bala, in North Wales, originally transcribed by the historian Jane Williams (Ysgafell) in 1857.


Those early days were hard; we were on a learning curve. Executive and design decisions, administration, communication, advertising, transporting and storing was done by a few individuals from their own homes in order to keep overheads to a minimum. Looking back, our successes during those first few years were quite remarkable. In 1988 we won the annual Pandora Women in Publishing Award for the most impressive new women’s venture, organised by the London-based Women in Publishing (WIP). The following year On My Life: women’s writing from Wales, ed. Leigh Verrill-Rhys, one of our founder members, won the Raymond Williams Community Publishing Award (an achievement repeated in 1995 with our first collection of short stories Luminous and Forlorn, ed. Elin ap Hywel). In 1989 we published our first bestseller, Morphine and Dolly Mixtures, by Carol-Ann Courtney; we took a risk, without a publishing grant, to print 6000 copies, with stacks piled high in a member’s house in Penarth. This title won the Arts Council of Wales Book of the Year Award in 1990; it was included in the Feminist Book Fortnight’s top twenty titles for that year, and was subsequently made into a television film by Karl Francis. When a Penguin imprint bought the paperback rights we thought we had arrived. (A full list of Honno awards can be accessed on our website).


The time was ripe for development and now our hard work was recognised and rewarded when Honno, in 1993, applied for, and received, a grant offered by the then Literature Committee of the Welsh Arts Council, towards employing an editor/manager – a significant milestone which transmuted our amateur status overnight when Elin ap Hywel, well-known published writer and poet, became our first paid professional worker. Since then Honno has gone from strength to strength, a number of talented editors, managers, administrators, accountants and marketing experts having ensured our ongoing development, helped by a team of volunteers. A scan of our website under the title ‘Authors’ shows a list of over 450 female writers; a majority of whom would not have seen their names in print without the help and encouragement of Honno.


It’s a sobering thought that as founder members we are now ‘history’, but satisfying to realise, looking back to the 1980s, that we played our part in a decade of transformation in the lives and attitudes of the women of Wales – academics, campaigners and activists from all walks of life. We wish Honno a bright and successful future and live in the hope that we’ll still be around, along with our constant companion and colleague Eurwen Booth, who joined Honno soon after its launch, for future long-term celebrations!




 





Rosanne Reeves and Luned Meredith






















introduction





It’s hard to believe, Honno Welsh Women’s Press is twenty-five years old and still going strong. That deserves a celebration don’t you think?


Today Honno is one of a very few independent women’s presses still in existence; not bad when you consider how little cash is available, how much voluntary commitment it takes to run and, having now published more than a hundred titles, just how far we’ve come.


Set up in 1986, Honno started out as a small group of women who met once a month in each other’s houses and refused to let the lack of an office, equipment, or indeed money, deter them from their commitment to promoting women’s writing from Wales. They published one title every year, one in English, the next in Welsh. It was a struggle and, let’s not fool ourselves, it still is.


Even so Honno has continued to grow, giving hundreds of Welsh women writers a chance to find their voices and tell their stories, finding ever more readers, and achieving success in terms of prizes, awards and funding.


Twenty-five years of a good thing is worth a party, isn’t it?




 





But hang on a minute, what exactly are we celebrating? The fact that twenty-five years ago Welsh women felt so desperately under-represented that they urgently needed to create a place where their experiences could be put on the page? Or that now, in 2012, there is still such a desire for a dedicated space for writing by women from Wales. Wouldn’t Honno’s greatest achievement have been to contribute to a culture in which it was no longer needed? Yet Honno’s origins and existence attest to a deeply felt and continuing need for such a platform. That in excess of four hundred women came forward to buy shares in the newly formed company is ample evidence of this.


What does this say about Welsh culture? When Honno was founded, a story that concerned Wales tended to be set in a world of coal and rugby, where most women were ‘mam’ figures, bordered by domestic settings. Rightly or wrongly, the founders of the press thought that male-dominated publishing houses discriminated against women writers and were not interested in what they had to say. One example of this is given by Jane Aaron, in her introduction to the first Honno anthology, Luminous and Forlorn (1994), which provides a telling snapshot of the history of women’s short-story writing in Wales. It’s an account that would be funny if it weren’t so infuriating and, artistically, such a disaster for excellent writers struggling for the recognition they deserved, and for the readers deprived of their work.


Jane recalls how the first Welsh short-story collection, published by Faber in 1937, included a phalanx of male names that regularly reappeared in subsequent anthologies, becoming part of a team of ‘classics’. By contrast names such as Margiad Evans, Hilda Vaughan or Dorothy Edwards ‘bobbed up and down like corks on the contents sheets’ making any sustained tradition invisible.


This sort of ‘now you see it, now you don’t’ selection continued until, writes Jane: ‘The 1970 anthology, edited by Sam Evans and Roland Mathias, solved the problem by ignoring the women altogether and opting for an all-male line up …’


It’s fair to say that since 1986 Wales has seen massive social and political changes in the personal and professional roles of women, whose lives and stories have moved from the margins ever closer to a shared centre stage. Despite, or perhaps because of, such change, Honno continues to flourish, through devolution, reorganisations and rounds of funding cuts: still representing Welsh women’s views of the world, a landscape that is both specific and subsidiary in terms of English language publishing. Without promotion and generous funding by the Welsh Books Council, much of our culture would remain undiscovered and well-nigh invisible. Instead, Honno has inspired the kind of joy that Janet Thomas expresses in her article ‘So Many Stories’, after discovering a story written by Siân James and set in Janet’s home town of Aberystwyth.


‘Short stories happened in London,’ she wrote, ‘maybe Cardiff, but never here.’


For twenty-five years, in the words of one of Honno’s founding members Luned Meredith, the aim has been ‘to promote creative writing by women with a connection to Wales, past and present, in Welsh and English’. To make absolutely sure that, whatever else is happening in the world of literature:


Now you see it …




 





All Shall Be Well is a celebration of a vision that has thrived for the past twenty-five years.




 





When the idea for this anthology was first mooted there was a heady rush of excitement. Twenty-five pieces to celebrate our twenty-five years. Then reality set in: how to choose? How could we hope to represent so much, and such a variety of work, from the classics to the contemporary in both languages, from beautiful poetry to passionate prose. How to represent the novels – such as the hugely popular crime stories by Lindsay Ashford – or the long autobiographies such as Ann Pettitt’s Walking to Greenham.


In the end we decided to concentrate exclusively on the twenty-eight or so anthologies, both fiction and non-fiction, published in the period between 1987 and 2012, which often gave writers the first chance to see their work in print. Many of these volumes were themed, meaning that the editors at Honno were often the gatekeepers for what women wrote about – motherhood, sexuality, infidelity, power, the place of gardens in our hearts or our place in the landscape. Some included authors who never submitted again, others have rich and rewarding volumes to their name. Still faced with a wealth of work to select from, we know this anthology can only ever reflect part of the vast and ever-expanding universe that women are currently writing in Wales, a small contribution to the celebration. In the end All Shall be Well is a very subjective selection, purely and simply the editors’ choice. Ultimately it is our selection, and one we are extremely proud to put before you.


What it is not is an attempt to create a canon of great women writers, neither does it address the question of whether we want, or need, such a roll of honour. We do feel however that all the pieces here are characterised by skill, be that a skill in storytelling, or dexterity in language, rhetorical or aesthetic, a talent for drawing the reader into an experience, or an ability to create a sense of time or place. Much of the non-fiction represents moments of personal or international history, both dark and bright, with all the punch of first-hand experience. The process of selection also gave us a chance to look back and acknowledge that the past twenty-five years have been an amazing time for women’s writing from Wales.


Many of these pieces respond to changes that have taken place over the past century and a half. Honno has mapped an undoubted realignment of emphasis in what we choose to write about. The sense of lives half-lived has receded, powerlessness and poverty has diminished. Our lives have changed beyond the recognition of our grandmothers, but though much has altered, much is still the same. Our experiences advise us to question the conjecture that All Shall Be Well, but we appear no longer to be governed by an impression that all social, religious and political odds have been stacked against us. Our experience is ours for good or bad, it is not being stolen from us by a wastage of female potential in a maelstrom of disenfranchisement.


Honno is here and needs to be here. The historical lack of education and neglect of women’s writing cannot be unwritten. However confident women authors may have become, there is more yet to say, more to enjoy by readers within and, importantly too, beyond the borders of Wales. Twenty-five years may just be the beginning.


Rosanne Reeves, a founding member, recalls how, ‘We decided to call our company, Honno, and many who do not speak Welsh ask what this means. It has no equivalent. There are three ways of referring to ‘her’ in Welsh: ‘hon’ means ‘this one here’; ‘honna’, ‘that one over there’ and ‘honno’: ‘that one (feminine) who is elsewhere’.’ There are many who are elsewhere, authors as yet un-recovered, writers yet to be found, much that remains to be done. For what Honno has achieved, hats off, it has without doubt established a tradition of Welsh women writing in English. Because of this we can look at what still needs doing with some optimism – and who knows, all may yet be well.




 





Happy Birthday, Honno.




 





Stephanie Tillotson and Penny Anne Thomas



















how to murder your mother


Patricia Duncker


Safe World Gone 2007


theme: the turning point fiction anthology








 




 





Nobody takes any notice of white-haired women in their mid sixties, especially if they are wearing flat shoes and carrying unfashionable handbags. But these two are desperate lovers, hiding out in a chic, slick café, on the watch for Maman, who might, at any moment, come rampaging down the boulevards, dark glasses lowered, the prize bull at the corrida, entering the ring, late in the afternoon. One of the women crouches near the window on the first floor level of the café, keeping her glass of unsweetened tea close to her face for protection.


‘You must involve the clinic now, ma chère,’ she hissed. ‘If she does commit suicide it will all fall on you.’


Maman had thrown a dramatic fit that morning at breakfast, armed with a large bottle of whisky and sixty paracetamol, spread out on the tablecloth in symmetrical rows. She had even yelled, ‘When I’m dead, you’ll be sorry!’ The elderly lovers remained divided.


‘She’d sick the lot up. She can’t bear whisky. It’s all theatre.’


‘Don’t be so sure. She’s working up to something. I know it.’


The lovers lived two houses and one cul-de-sac away from each other. At first, when Maman still possessed most of her marbles, this had been extremely convenient. What could be more natural than close neighbours becoming closer friends? In and out of each other’s houses, watering plants and feeding cats, putting out dustbins and sharing builders, even perusing the January sales, first through the catalogues then ransacking the shops. But now the problem was Maman. The old lady, eighty-four, sporting a cluster of white hairs on her jutting chin, looked small, thin and frail. Poor dear, sighed the district nurse, not long for this world. But Maman’s duplicitous physique disguised a lithe and wiry energy; she simmered with bottled-up aggression. The early stages of Alzheimer’s glittered in her milky eyes. Her mother and her mother’s mother had both been carried off by the disease, at first forgetting to eat and to wash, and eventually forgetting how to breathe. But both these women had first passed through a lengthy stage of murderous venom, when their native selfishness, egotism and savagery knew no limits. At last, the end of respectability and good manners. I can do what I like, say what I like, mangle everything within reach. For who shall fathom the depths of a woman’s anger? Who will contain her ingenuity? For every calm old biddy rocking her ancient wisdom to her wizened chest, there are ten, no, dozens of frustrated, ageing witches, who glimpse their diminishing territory and fading powers, and who decide to explode, one last time, in a Catherine wheel of malice and hatred, conducted with volcanic intensity. My daughter is my victim, mine to denigrate and criticise, mine to persecute and destroy. Before I dwindle into darkness I will wreck your life too, and if I can I shall take you with me.


The doctor who suggested that Maman should eat more fruit and vegetables and drink two litres of water every day, decided that the old girl was not yet mad enough to be sectioned. He rationalised the situation. The daughter could hold on for a few more years. The old lady was still in good health and nippy on her pins. She might make it to ninety before being banged up in one of the locked wards. But this cruel diagnosis took no account of that successful hell on earth that two women, living in domestic proximity, can create for one another, especially when their family history is one of silent animosity and undercover guerrilla tactics.


The descent presented itself as a gradual, uneven degeneration into muddle and gloom. Maman sometimes sat nodding peacefully at the television game shows or crouched over her table concocting crossword puzzles, which never quite worked. She even dabbled in a little embroidery. There were days when the old woman watched her daughter and the beloved neighbour leaving the house armed with shopping bags and umbrellas without uttering a murmur; no snap interdictions or threats, no emotional declarations of menace or blackmail. But as the weather improved Maman’s internal engines began to ratchet up the scale, increasing from a low growl to a gigantic roar. The beloved neighbour served as the main target.


‘Get that woman out of my sight,’ she shrieked at her daughter. ‘She wants you, to enchant you away from me. She’s trying to persuade you to put me in a home and lock me up.’


This was true.


‘Do you think she really cares about you? She hasn’t got a car and she can’t drive. Why do you think she circles round you like a buzzard? She only wants someone to drive her around and take her out shopping.’


Most of this was true too.


‘She hopes I’ll die. And that you’ll get the house. Then you’ll both be cosy and rich with all my money. And you can dig a swimming pool in my vegetable patch.’


This idea had indeed been mooted as an eventual possibility. Maman had abandoned her vegetables years ago and the browned grass waving in the patch, unsightly and abandoned, figured in vague future plans hatched by the daughter and her beloved neighbour. Maman’s cunning seemed to respect no earthly boundaries. She overheard secrets even when she was not present; she divined their thoughts like the shrivelled sibyl at Delphi. She lurked behind doorways in kitchens, thwarting their careful arrangements. She went on hunger strike until the holiday bookings for five meagre days in Spain were cancelled. She rang up her grandchildren and wept down the phone, then sat, tranquil and malicious, while her daughter fielded their legitimate anxieties.


Maman no longer allowed her only child to leave the house alone. She settled like a black widow spider on the back seat of the car and complained about the heat, the air conditioning, the journey, the shops, the obligation to walk ten yards to the chiropodist. Her paranoid accusations blossomed into colourful fantasies of conspiracies and plots, hatched by her daughter and the beloved neighbour, to whisk her into the clinic and abandon her there or to eliminate her altogether in a carefully devised accident. Her behaviour became so atrocious that at last they left her screaming on the doorstep and drove off at speed to take tea in town.


They crept home at five only to be confronted by the fire brigade, two police cars and the SAMU parked before Maman’s door, with all the neighbours gathered in the street, whispering.


‘Mon Dieu,’ breathed the daughter. ‘She’s done it. She’s killed herself.’


Their horror and relief bloomed before them, like an emergency air bag. A neighbour rattled the car window.


‘It was me,’ confessed the excited voisine. ‘I saw the smoke and called the fire brigade.’


And lo, there was Maman, bristling with courage, wrapped in a blanket, supported by two handsome men in uniform, applauded for her daring enterprise and startling strength. Stranded on the terrace stood the daughter’s favourite armchair, still smouldering gently, the springs charred and hot.


‘She must have fallen asleep with her cigarette still alight,’ explained the capitaine. ‘We found the whole place full of black smoke. It’s a wonder that she wasn’t asphyxiated. She had the presence of mind to cover her face with a damp towel and pushed the thing out onto the back terrace. The neighbours saw the smoke and called us at once.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Excusez moi, Madame, but I don’t think that you should leave a fragile old lady of eighty-five completely alone all afternoon.’


‘She’s eighty-four,’ snapped the beloved neighbour, ‘and she doesn’t smoke.’


But the daughter stood, white-faced, confronting her mother, who took a few faltering steps, tottered unsteadily, then gasped, ‘Ma fille, ma fille! Thank God! My daughter has come back to me.’




 





The smoke damage was so bad that the entire household, Maman, her daughter, two cats and one poodle were all forced to move into the beloved neighbour’s house while the painters set to work. Maman had the whole thing redecorated in vile greens and pinks; she oversaw the improvements with sinister zeal. The grandchildren drove past on their way to the rented beach villa and made a fuss of her. The old lady basked in their attentive warmth; she had forgotten all their names.


Maman took a taxi to the Inner Peace Emporium and returned armed with josticks and incense, which she lit in every room of the beloved neighbour’s house, claiming that it stank. Yet she settled in, grim and intent, despite her discomfort in the slandered slum, and consented to be waited upon, from dawn to dusk. She had her own property revalued.


‘Lovely place,’ declared the notaire’s agent, looking at the new tiling and polished wooden stairs, all paid for through a lavish insurance claim. ‘There’s enough space in that vegetable patch for a swimming pool.’


Maman hired a gardener to clear the rampant weeds. Was she enjoying a late burst of rational behaviour? Alas, when the gardener arrived bearing strimmers, forks and shears she accused him of intending to bury her in the wasted patch. Everybody heard her screaming from the terrace steps. ‘It’s the fire,’ they agreed, ‘it’s affected her brain. Poor thing. She’s still in shock.’


Maman commandeered the beloved neighbour’s television set to follow her game shows and soap operas. She reorganised the kitchen and the furniture. She threw out all the potted plants. The daughter found her beloved friend sitting cross-legged on the bedroom floor, staring at a Tarot pack.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Working out how to murder your mother.’




 





The date set for their removal back into the redecorated house was September 1st. Maman refused to purchase any furniture and the plush, fresh rooms stood empty, reeking of paint. Instead she took to walking the streets of their quartier with her arms and legs wrapped in bandages, a hat pulled low over her dark glasses.


‘Are you going out disguised? You look like the Invisible Man.’ Her daughter refused to let the old lady wander the streets alone and traipsed along just behind her, carrying handbags and parasols.


‘It’s the radiation,’ growled Maman. ‘The radiation levels have risen to a dreadful height, well beyond the permitted maximum. I must protect my skin.’


These Chernobyl fantasies persisted for weeks despite the heat. Maman even appeared in the post office with her face swathed in white cloths. Shoppers stared. A crowd of Arab children ran after her, begging a peak beneath the mask. The beloved neighbour seethed within her corset of self-control as the chorus of well-aimed casual insults, delivered daily by Maman, began to rise towards an evil climax.


The showdown came during the August fiesta. The streets were filled with drunken revellers dancing on the boulevards, brass bands, rock bands, a symphony of accordion players and a twirling gaggle of flamenco gypsies. Juicy smoke rose from a thousand open-air grills and the cicadas roared amidst the magic paper lanterns strung between the trees. Come on, get drunk, enjoy yourselves.


Maman forbade her daughter to go out. She turned on the neighbour.


‘Why don’t you go by yourself for once?’ she snapped at her daughter’s elderly lover. ‘Then we can have a pleasant evening without you.’


There was a dreadful pause. And then, for the first and only time, the beloved neighbour answered back.


‘This is my house. And you are a guest in my house.’ The woman’s voice gurgled forth in a ghastly whisper. Maman glared at her adversary, egging her on.


‘It’s not a house. It’s a tip. It’s full of rubbish and it stinks.’


She began chanting abuse, each barbed slur more vicious than the last, and rose up from her post at the table, pointing at the other woman’s chest. Everyone began screaming. The neighbour’s hand closed over the kitchen knife.




 





Nobody knows what happened in the kitchen, but hundreds of people saw an elderly lady, swathed in bandages, apparently leaking blood from every crevice, yet surprisingly agile and dynamic, tearing through the fiesta crowds and actually dancing before the Polynesian musicians to the tune of ‘Everybody loves Mambo!’ The old lady’s body could not be found. Her house had been sold weeks before, her accounts drained, her savings spirited away, her passport vanished. The plot was utterly clear. The daughter and her malevolent companion had cashed in and hidden all the old woman’s assets, then planned to bump her off. Both protested their innocence, but they would, wouldn’t they? Maman’s signature was there on the Compromis de Vente. You forced her, didn’t you, argued the inspector. Maman herself, covered in bandages, had removed all her savings. But she had given an appalling hint to the now tearful cashier that the bandages masked dreadful incriminating bruises, meted out at home when she had refused to eat up her lettuce. She seemed so vulnerable, pathetic, wailed the cashier, I blame myself. I didn’t report those two monsters.


No blood was ever found at home. Not even on the kitchen knife, despite all the latest forensic techniques. The daughter and her companion were remanded in custody as the circumstantial evidence against them mounted beyond reasonable doubt.


But where had they hidden the body?


Every centimetre of the neighbour’s flagstone patio and rose garden was ploughed up in the great search for final proof. The abandoned vegetable patch behind the old house became a crevasse beneath the digger’s jaws. Nothing, of course, was ever found. But the new owner was delighted and instantly created the blue-tiled swimming pool of his dreams.


Where, oh where is Maman?




 





The clinic overlooks the sea and the old French lady, perched on her sunlit balcony, surrounded by palm trees, can no longer remember her own name. She likes the island’s traditional music and whenever the nurse comes to check her blood pressure or to help her eat, she turns up the volume and sings along with her favourite band. ‘Maman loves Mambo!’






















all shall be well


Jan Fortune


Strange Days Indeed 2007


theme: motherhood non-fiction anthology








 




 





I settled into the coach, a protective hand over the life within, and closed my eyes. In three hours, Meg, you will be one of the first women priests in the Church of England, I told myself, in three weeks a mother again.


I had woken early, gone straight to the tiny octagonal chapel. The walnut altar was drenched in a kaleidoscope of light filtered through abstract stained glass. After the bishop’s address, we remained; thirty-two women waiting to make history.


‘The glorious eve of Mothering Sunday,’ one ordinand whispered.


Settled in the coach on the way to the Cathedral, I recalled my selection conference ten years before.


‘You’re how old, dear?’ My interviewer, an elderly man with pale eyes, pale skin and a faded paper-grey cardigan, nodded to himself repeatedly.


‘Twenty-four.’ I leant forward in the threadbare armchair that dwarfed me.


‘Right… been married long?’ The head continued to nod, mesmerising me so that I had to concentrate not to do the same.


‘Six years.’ I wound a hand into long dark hair, smiled to cover my unease.


‘Ah. Well, I should have thought a nice young lady like you would be more satisfied staying at home to have babies.’ It was said with such a tranquil smile, his pale blue eyes turning liquid with the romance of his own notion. My stomach lurched, but I smiled again.


I began theological training a year later, thirty-two weeks pregnant with my first baby.


The ordination was to be a grand public spectacle, every dark shadow of the cathedral illuminated by the world’s cameras. 


‘Praise to the Lord,


the Almighty …’ 







 





We processed in, a chain of hope winding through the aisles. Thirty-two white-robed women each wearing a stole, individually embroidered pieces: rainbow thread crosses, diamanté-encrusted symbols of bread and wine flashing in the camera lights. The aisles were barely wide enough for the procession, so packed were the chairs on either side.


When we finally stood in an arc before the bishop I felt the baby leap inside me. ‘Send down the Holy Spirit upon your servant Meg for the office and work of a priest in your Church.’ The bishop’s hands rested on my head.


Our stoles, previously knotted like Miss World banners across our torsos, were untied to hang like triumphant scarves. The cathedral erupted in Peace. The congregation surged towards us in excited greeting. Amongst them I caught sight of Ben being pulled along by Lauren, fair curls escaping in wisps from her long blue ribbon. She shook hands with everyone in her path.


‘That new priest is our mummy,’ she repeated over and over. I moved towards my shy seven-year-old son and confident six-year-old daughter; elated like her. I felt the baby squirm inside me again and remembered my first pregnancy, when I was at theological college.




 





‘It’s okay, Meg. The Ministry Board just needs certain reassurances.’ My Director of Ordinands’ voice on the phone had been breathy and defensive.


I’d stood in the cavernous hallway of my new theological college, mind reeling, trying to steady my own voice. ‘Reassurances?’


‘About the pregnancy. They need to be sure that you can combine studying with being a proper mother.’ He’d spoken slowly, as though explaining to an idiot.


‘What?’ Too loud, I’d told myself. I’d glanced away from the enquiring eyes of passers by, wound my free hand into my hair, and breathed deeply. ‘How am I supposed to do that? The baby’s not even born yet. Do they ask all the men with pregnant wives to prove they can study and be fit fathers?’


‘No, of course not, it’s just a matter of thinking through how you’ll manage.’


It was an unpromising start to my theological career, but at that point I had still been confident that all would be well.




 





It had been harder with Lauren.


‘Dennis, can I have a word?’


‘Of course.’


I’d spoken quietly, craning towards my tutor, aware of the students around me in the crowded narrow common room. ‘I’m going to have another baby.’


‘What?’ Dennis started backwards, attracting interested glances. ‘You’re not serious, Meg! I don’t want to worry you, but you’ll never get a post. If I were a bishop I certainly wouldn’t take you on.’ How nearly right he had been.


‘I’ve had a conversation with a representative from the Ministry Board,’ the next phone call began tentatively. ‘They’re rather concerned that your concentration on babies must be interfering with your full participation in college life.’


‘But Rob looks after Ben, and this baby won’t be born till the last term, when college life is almost wound up.’ I’d laid a protective hand over the secret baby, winced at the note of fear in my voice and wished I wasn’t standing in the public hallway of college.


‘Be that as it may, they are concerned. These people have your best interests at heart, Meg. They do feel it very important that you get a full picture of community life and they’re also concerned for Ben’s welfare.’ He was brisk and businesslike now.


I’d closed my eyes hard. All would be well I told myself, blinking back a stray tear.


A few weeks later I was ‘released’ by my sponsoring diocese as though they were freeing me from bondage, rather than washing their hands of me. Five months pregnant, I started the search for a parish. The first rejection was tortuous, the second swift and blunt – the parish was not suitable for a ‘working mother’, the letter explained, assuring me of their concern for me. By the fourth parish I’d been ready to accept anything, or so I thought until the offer letter arrived with a copy of the parish news sheet.




St Helen’s News


I have today offered our title post to Meg. Meg, 27, is married to Rob. They have a little boy of one and Meg is expecting their second child in April. Rob stays at home with the children. The decision to offer Meg the post was a very difficult one; similar to the decision it would have taken to offer the post to a very effeminate gay male candidate, because of the perversity of her lifestyle. However, I am sure that she will make a great contribution to our life at St Helen’s.





Two weeks before Lauren was born, I found a parish.


Lauren was born on Tuesday in Easter week. This caesarean section took longer than the first, the thick layer of scar tissue resisting the scalpel, but at last Lauren Elisabeth was born into a life-giving universe. Within two days I had an infection in the wound. In the second week, my breasts became hard and hot and ached with the fever of mastitis. Lauren systematically regurgitated the milk that I poured into her, painfully curling into tight knots of her own private discomfort. The young, newly qualified health visitor breezed in and out of my life, the latest Monsoon clothes draped over her neat, dry breasts and flat stomach.


I’d returned to college when Lauren was four weeks old, dragging myself through morning worship each day, visible and smiling before I collapsed into my college study to wait for the day to end.




 





‘Peace be with you,’ Lauren said solemnly, bringing me back to the present. She held out a tiny hand.


‘And also with you,’ I echoed, beaming.


‘And me,’ Rosa was at my side; her plump palm grasping my new stole. ‘And you!’ I agreed, swinging her into my arms. She was more solid than Lauren had ever been, warm and malleable as dough, her dark hair a riot of thick curls. I swung my two year old into Rob’s arms as he approached, smiling.


I had been halfway through my curacy when I announced that I was pregnant for a third time. I was six months pregnant before an ad hoc arrangement for leave was reached; a ‘maternity policy’ it was felt, would be going a little too far.


An eternity passed under the glare of hospital lights while the epidural was inserted, and another eternity before there was a cry and the glimpse of a baby being whisked away. Rosa was a beautiful baby – round-faced, eyes that were the darkest pools of clear, midnight blue, the devastating fragility and enormous strength of new life. I loved her immediately, a comfortable, well-worn love for someone I’d known for a very long time.


But there was an uneasiness in the parish after the maternity leave. Although I had nearly two years to go on my curacy, my archdeacon decided, without explanation, that it might be best if I move on and sent me on a wild goose chase of impossible parishes. The last one had a woman deacon already in post and I was grateful that I decided to defy my archdeacon to talk to her.


‘I believe you’re leaving,’ I began cautiously. Rosa was asleep on the sofa at my side, soft and dark. Outside Ben and Lauren were blowing bubbles in the garden, warmly wrapped against the chill spring air. I stroked Rosa with one finger as I talked, curling into the big red sofa that took up most of our tiny living room.


‘Certainly am, the sooner the better.’ The voice on the other end was eager to divulge.


‘Would you mind telling me a bit?’ Rosa stirred slightly and I placed a hand on her arm, nestled closer to her.


‘It’s been hell from the start. There’s this charming non-stipendiary minister – misogyny really doesn’t say it. Let’s put it this way, my vicar has promised him faithfully that any woman curate here will never be priested no matter what Synod decides.’


I gulped, I had no idea how long it might take for Synod to decide to allow women to be priested, but I wanted to be ready when the call came. ‘Sounds appalling.’ I twisted a hand into my hair anxiously.


‘You’ve heard nothing yet,’ continued Tara, grateful to pour it all out to anyone. ‘I had maternity leave last year …’


‘I’m on maternity leave at the moment.’


‘I had twins, total shock. Anyway, while I was away, the church council decided that I couldn’t possibly work full-time with two babies so I could only come back part-time. No consultation, nothing. They got the bishop’s agreement before they even sprang it on me.’


‘What?’


‘Part-time indeed! Forty hours a week for £5,000 a year! My husband had given in his notice to look after the twins, so you can imagine what it’s been like for us.’


‘It’s unbelievable!’ I sat upright, wound my hand tighter into my hair.


‘You’d better believe it or they’ll have you for breakfast too.’


‘So what are you going to do?’


‘Give up. Tom’s got a job and we’re moving out of London. Don’t mind if I never see the inside of a church or vicarage again.’


‘Oh, Tara!’


‘Just don’t come here.’


The archdeacon sounded flustered when he next rang; ‘James Lockley says he hasn’t heard from you yet,’ he began curtly.


‘No, I was going to ring you. I really don’t think St Mark’s is for me.’ I wound my hand into my hair, steadied my voice.


‘But you haven’t looked at it!’


‘I spoke to Tara,’ I felt determined. I was not going to take my babies to live in a place like that.


‘I did warn you that that wouldn’t be helpful.’


‘She was very helpful, actually. I’m not very happy about working with colleagues opposed to women’s ordination.’


‘Not James, he’d be very supportive,’ the voice was terse.


‘Tara says he’s agreed with the non-stipendiary that no woman deacon could ever be priested in that parish.’


‘Well, yes, but for practical purposes …’ the voice was smoother now, oily, but I was not going to be persuaded.


‘I’m sorry, that’s not what I call supportive. I also understand that the parish is not happy with working mothers.’


‘Oh, but Tara had twins,’ the archdeacon lost his calm again. He was defensive now.


‘And I’ve got three children aged four and under!’


‘Meg, I must urge you to see this parish and meet James. If you really don’t want to, then of course that’s your decision, but I must tell you that it may mean there is nothing else for you in this diocese.’


‘What?’ My moment of triumph evaporated, my hand reached for another twist of hair. I thought I heard Rosa stirring from a nap upstairs.


‘We can’t just go on making offers for you to turn down, Meg.’ I could hear the smug smile in his voice.


‘I hardly turned down the last one. I think …’


‘Perhaps you should consider your future, Meg.’ The conversation terminated abruptly.


Rosa began to wail.




 





All shall be well, I told myself over and over. Another parish, another diocese: March 1994 – standing in the cathedral, my children around me, another one due, ordained and offering peace.


The next morning I woke as a priest on Mothering Sunday, eager to celebrate Communion for the first time. When I arrived, the crumbling 1950s concrete church was bursting with daffodils. After two years of serving a disconsolate congregation of twenty, it was a shock to see so many people crowded into the uncomfortable pews.


As I stood to say the Prayer of Consecration over the bread and wine, the baby kicked hard, rippling my new purple chasuble. I spread my arms, a gesture of invitation and blessing. ‘On the night that he was betrayed he gave thanks …’


Thanks and betrayal – odd companions, I mused. The baby kicked again. There would be no six-month maternity leave this time, but it was not a thought to entertain in the midst of my first ‘Prayer of Thanksgiving’. I pushed the remembrance of the letter that had arrived a few weeks before ordination to the back of my mind.




Although clergy are not employed and there is therefore no compunction on the diocese to make arrangements for maternity leave or pay, we have none the less decided to adopt a generous policy and to allow …





I had passed the letter over to Rob, unable to read on.


‘You’ve been a deacon for six years and they hadn’t even mentioned that you are not employed?’ Rob held the letter like a viper and looked as white as if he had seen one. ‘And they call this generosity?’ Rob flung the letter onto the table. ‘So now what?’


‘Did you know that I can take eight weeks sick leave before I even need a doctor’s note?’


‘So?’


‘So, ten days after a caesarean section, do you think I will be fit to return to work?’


‘Ah,’ he hesitated, the light coming back into his eyes, ‘I see.’


‘Maternity leave till ten days after the birth, then sick leave and when that runs out I have all of this year’s holiday saved up to take in one block. I’m also going to trade some time from before the birth – holiday cover. That gives me just over eighteen weeks, including their generous ten days, plus a week before the birth.’


‘You’ve been thinking about this?’ Rob grinned, reached over to cup his hands over mine.


‘Endlessly.’




 





‘This is my body …’ I went on, coming back to the prayer, holding my hands cupped in consecration over the bread. In three weeks I would feed a baby with my own body and all would be well, it always was.




 





I was alone with the baby when the call came. The week-old caesarean scar ached as I walked round and round the living room in an effort to comfort Silas. I struggled to hold onto the telephone, rocking as I strained to hear the archdeacon, his tone formal, his words tumbling out fast to ensure no interruptions.


‘I’ve had a chance to have a word about your next post, Meg. I think I should warn you that there are going to be no parishes becoming vacant. I really think that you must look to your own future. The bishop will, of course, be willing to release you.’


I put the phone down and buried my face in my quieted baby; released again.




 





The final release came seven years later.


The first assault became a media circus overnight. How brave I was to go straight back to work only two days after being held at knife point while the church safe was robbed, the image of Silas seared into my inner vision throughout the attack. Surely a three year old wouldn’t even remember me if I died now?


The second attack was ignored; I should forget it like everyone else. He was only a harmless schizophrenic, after all, his promises to take us both to God couldn’t have been too terrifying and he’d only held me for half an hour while the police were called.


The third attack made me an embarrassment. I was wrong to have informed the police, the hierarchy told me; it would only lead to bad publicity for the church.


Becoming ill after a series of assaults rendered me beyond forgiveness; how would such weakness look to the outside world?


‘It is in the crucible of our own fallibility; in the patchwork of love and abuse that we somehow learn again that all will be well …’ I had sermonised on that first Mothering Sunday after being ordained a priest.




 





Seven years later, I walked out of the service for All Souls knowing that something had changed forever. The vision of motherhood and ministry, one informing and enriching the other, was shattered, but my family were still there and waiting for me in the Vicarage; four children for whom the last few years had been clouded by living with an increasingly sick and broken mother.


I walked into my youngest child’s room and held him tightly. I remembered the pristine promise of each baby, the immensity of love and hope that came with each birth. ‘This is life in all its fullness,’ I said aloud to the half-asleep child, ‘You, not them.’


No more chasing parishes in a church that seemed only to be afraid of mothers and resentful of children. The choice was made and I knew that all would be well.
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