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Introduction


She had knelt next to the grave of one of these abbots. There, in the afternoon sunshine, the certainty that she need never worry again came to her.


Love was eternal and everything was good. ‘Oh, God,’ she prayed, ‘let me always remember this.’


But her faith was so weak that she wept that night in his arms.


From ‘Pilgrims’ by Jane Ann Jones


There haven’t been many subjects more universal than love, since people began telling stories. Yet ‘love stories’ has become a tarnished phrase, implying easy solutions and improbably wealthy boys-next-door. Some authors who kindly contributed stories for this collection were initially uncomfortable with having their work described as a ‘love story’. But love as a subject inspires writing, as you’ll see here, from all sides of life – intense, gentle, funny and cynical. As it always has, the theme of love provokes writers to dig into fallible secret hearts and desires. The title, My Heart on My Sleeve, comes from my belief that all these stories are about people at their most vulnerable. There are no easy solutions here…


In some ways, the collection started for a simple, personal reason – I wanted to read ‘Pererinion’ by Jane Ann Jones, written in 1941, which Honno had published as part of a collection of her stories in its Welsh Classics series, but my Welsh wasn’t good enough to do it justice. I was struck by the Welsh language committee’s clear enthusiasm for the story, and by how it came to be written: Jane Ann Jones gave her one paper copy to her ex-lover to read, and when he burnt it she wrote it all again. The writing shines with that determination, that sense that this is a story the writer needed to tell. I am very grateful to Cathryn Charnell-White for her beautiful translations of ‘Pererinion’ (or ‘Pilgrims’) and the gentle, bittersweet ‘The Foolish Maid’ by Dilys Cadwaladr, and delighted to see both stories available in English for the first time.


I am equally grateful to the twelve contemporary authors who have contributed stories to this collection. It was a joy to receive each one. There are ten new stories and two much loved ones, from Siân James and Catherine Merriman, published in previous Honno books. Together they form a rich, diverse collection. As well as their intelligent human insights into relationships, these are also stories that wear their love of Wales and of language on their sleeves.


The stories are grouped from younger to older experience, beginning with the disappointments of a teenage relationship, working through first love, marriage, divorce and affairs, missed opportunities and declarations never made, to end with a range of views of love in later life, love in conflict with the beat of time. I have kept tightly to the theme of romantic love, not including stories that are primarily about the love we have for family and friends. But Patricia Dunker’s story, one of her brilliant current series featuring representations of the Virgin Mary, hints at a wider, stranger world influencing and yet beyond all our human relationships.


Whatever all our happiness and failures mean, I want to end with this simple but beautiful idea from Sarah Jackman,


‘But you know what, love?’ Gina’s voice is soft, as if it’s travelled a long way to reach me. ‘It was an odd and beautiful thing, whatever it was. And I’m glad we saw it.’


Janet Thomas, January 2013




Luminous and Forlorn


Siân James


‘You can come to my place tonight,’ Neville whispered to me before school on Monday. ‘My parents are having a night out. What do you say? We can have some wine and some beans on toast and we’ll dance after. What do you say?’


‘Oh Neville, I don’t know. I’ve got my Milton essay to finish and you know I’m only allowed out on Saturday.’


His eyes hold mine. ‘Make some excuse. Say there’s something on. Something educational. Come on. We’ll have a great time.’


He squeezes my hand before I rush off to my prefect duties. Neville is incredibly handsome. He looks like a young Cary Grant. Everyone says so. Eyes brown as toffee and the same cleft in the chin. All the same, I know I won’t be able to persuade my mother to let me go out with him on a Monday.


She’s never met Neville, but even so, she’s dead set against him, her lips becoming thin as little whips whenever I mention his name.


His family is English, which is bad enough, and they keep a licensed restaurant – which is worse. ‘Pubs are one thing,’ my mother says. ‘Pubs are the known enemy. But when cafés, which have always been decent places where decent people can go, start to offer alcoholic drinks, well, it’s the thin end of the wedge and a trap to the unwary.’


The way my mother brings out ‘alcoholic drinks’ you know it’s no use trying to break it to her that Neville is your boyfriend.


She doesn’t object to you having ‘friends of the opposite sex’, but she won’t have anything serious that might put you off your studies, mind. And in any case, she wouldn’t have Neville. What she’d really like is if I still went out to the pictures with Nia Gruffydd every Saturday night, because Nia Gruffydd is one of those girls who wear pleated skirts and hair bands and no trace of make-up. Oh, she’s nice enough, but I often wonder if she isn’t a bit retarded. She’s the same age as me, going on seventeen, but she looks fourteen, with a chest instead of a woman’s body, and her idea of a good time is to go to hear Cor-y-Castell rehearsing.


Anyway, my mother idolises her, because her mother writes articles in the Cymro and gives talks on the wireless.


‘If you pass your exams and go to University, you can become a WEA lecturer like Nia Gruffydd’s mother,’ she’s always saying.


Nia’s got a brother called Garmon and I’m sure my mother’s secret dream is that he’ll fall for me one day. She’s always asking after him. He’s in his second year at Bangor doing Welsh and Philosophy or something, and of course a safe, long-distance courtship by letter would suit her down to the ground.


‘Garmon’s going back at the weekend,’ Nia tells me in History, which is our first lesson. It’s funny, but she’s really fond of her brother, though he’s so fat and sweaty. Once I called for her and the sitting-room ponged of feet, which must have been him, because whatever you say about Nia, her personal habits are exemplary.


‘Would you and Garmon like to come to a party tonight?’ I ask her.


‘A party?’


Her big round eyes seem about to pop out of her head. For a moment I imagine two lumps of blue jelly landing on her history textbook.


‘A party,’ I say, trying to sound cool. ‘At Neville’s. His parents are going out. We can have sandwiches and wine. And we can dance.’


‘I can only do the quickstep,’ Nia says. ‘Don’t ask me to rock-around-the-clock, will you.’


We both smile. Sometimes I think the girl’s got the beginning of a sense of humour.


Miss Mathias comes in then and just before we settle down to the Repeal of the Corn Act 1842, I feel a cold shiver at my cunning. I’ve managed it. Got my way again. My mother would never refuse to let me go to a party with Nia and Garmon Gruffydd.





Neville doesn’t seem to mind that I’ve asked Nia and her brother to join us. ‘More the merrier,’ he says. ‘Brynmor’s coming along as well. To play the piano.’


I toss my hair back – it’s something I’ve been practising in the mirror. ‘Brynmor’s always following us around. He’s got a piano at home.’


‘I know. But his mother doesn’t like him playing dance music.’


Poor dab. Brynmor’s mother is worse than mine. Not only chapel three times every Sunday, but prayer meeting and Band of Hope as well.


All the same, I wish he didn’t follow us about everywhere, it’s inhibiting for one thing, and humiliating too.


Neville and I park ourselves in one of the little shelters on the prom for a snog, and bloody Brynmor turns up and stands about in front of us and starts talking about Yeats or Schubert or someone, as though that’s what we’re there for. I suppose it’s worse for Nev than me because he doesn’t have the slightest interest in poetry or music. God, I never mind having a natter with Brynmor at the right time and place, but when you’re sprawled out over somebody, hoping for some sort of vibrant sensual experience, it’s just not on.


‘Brynmor, go away, will you?’


And what I really can’t take is that it’s usually me, not Neville, begging him to take the long walk on the short pier.


When you come to think of it, Neville is pretty half-hearted as a lover. His kisses, for instance, are so long and gentle that I could honestly plan out my homework while they’re going on and sometimes do. On and on, never changing gear, never reaching any next step.


He never even tries to stroke my breasts, doesn’t even try to locate them.


Perhaps I’m lacking in something. Everyone whistles at me, but when I’m in a clinch with someone, they don’t half get apathetic.


Islwyn Ellis, the boy I went out with before Neville, at least he used to get a bit excited when he started fiddling with the buttons of my blouse. Only when he’s managed to get them undone, he always started grunting, and in the dark I used to imagine he’d turned into a little pig and used to push him away. At least Neville is handsome and six foot tall and at least he doesn’t grunt.





My mother is one of those people who’s always full of jolly little precepts like, ‘It’s up to the girl to say no.’


My God, chance would be a fine thing.


‘How would you feel on your wedding night,’ my mother asks me, ‘if you’d already given away your greatest treasure?’


My God, no one’s ever made any serious bid for my greatest treasure. It’ll be really great having to admit that on my wedding night.


Neville rings me every single evening, hangs about me every lunchtime, writes me long, boring letters with terrible spelling when he thinks I’m in a bad mood, but as for his love-making, it’s nothing short of pathetic. Do I really want to go on going out with him? Sometimes his five-minute kisses make me feel I could be doing something else. Like running a mile for instance.





Why do people force you into telling lies? I feel really depressed at having to give my mother all that stuff about Nia and Garmon. ‘Garmon is very keen that I go with them. He’s going back to college next week.’ I can imagine her planning her announcement to Mrs Williams next door. ‘Yes, she’s got engaged, Mrs Williams fach. To Garmon Gruffydd. Yes. Delia Gruffydd’s son. Her that’s on the wireless every Sunday night in ‘Wedi’r Oedfa’. Yes, her only son. Oh yes, Mrs Williams, Welsh to the fingertips. No, Baptist actually, but as long as it’s chapel, Morris and I don’t mind.’


Why do people make it so difficult for other people, when all they want is to be truthful and decent?





I take ages getting ready. It’s not that I want to look particularly terrific or anything like that. It’s just that everything is suddenly a bit of a drag. I’ve made some notes for my Lycidas essay and I wouldn’t really mind staying in and being able to get to grips with it.


I hope to God I’m not going to turn into one of these intellectual types. Someone in a Welsh tapestry two-piece who’s into cyd-adrodd. Anyway, I don’t look like one. Not yet. As a matter of fact I look more like a photographer’s model tonight, my breasts pulled up high in front of me in my new Lovable bra. I could be in the running for Miss Cambrian Coast next year, only of course my mother wouldn’t hear of me going in for it. So common.


‘Yes Mam, I’ll be back by eleven. Don’t worry, will you. Yes, I’ll be all right.’


Of course I bloody will. Same as ever.





I dawdle along the prom.


It’s September and the town is ours again; the two chip shops and the milk bar almost empty.


The tide is out and the seaweed smells green and rich. Usually I only like staring out to sea when I’ve got an ice cream to lick; the cold sweet taste of ice cream goes really well with the tangy smell of the sea. (I love smelling, and eating; all the vulgar pleasures.)


Tonight the sea is calm, its colour almost all drained away. Whitish sky and pale grey sea. But with light in it. Luminous is a brilliant word. I often use it in essays.


I nearly drowned by those rocks when I was about thirteen.


I was allowed to swim from the first of May, and that year, even though the weather turned cold and stormy, I couldn’t make myself wait any longer.


No one else was stupid enough to join me.


God, I must have been mad. After only a few seconds I knew I was in danger. The waves were so high that I couldn’t go on swimming. The sea kept sucking me up and throwing me down again and after four or five times, I remember the realisation seeping through me that there was absolutely nothing for it but to give up.


But the very next wave threw me against those rocks and I was able to scramble to my feet and stand there, gulping and gasping like a fish in a bucket.


Even wading back was difficult. It was as though the sea was having seconds thoughts about letting me go.


When I got to the beach, there was a man standing there; in a brown tweed overcoat. I remember, ‘You bloody fool,’ he said. That’s all. ‘You bloody fool.’


I pulled my towel round me and was sick, almost at his feet. I remember the sand steaming as I covered it up.


I remember my cotton vest scratching like emery paper as I pulled it on.


Even my face was bruised by the pebbles the sea had flung at me.


I told my mother I’d had a fall.


Tonight, there’s only the faintest breeze ruffling the luminous water.





‘The Bay Restaurant. Licensed to sell alcoholic beverages.’ Neville’s house is the last on the prom; tall and grey with flashy red paint. A notice in the window. Closed.


Even from across the road I can hear Brynmor Roberts playing away. That old one, ‘Begin the Beguine’. For a moment I stand listening. It sounds restless and forlorn with the seagulls mewing in the background. Forlorn is another of my favourite words.


Brynmor is a bit of a joke at school because he composes oratorios which we have to sing in Assembly. But he can certainly play Cole Porter. He can play proper music too for that matter, Beethoven and that lot. He improvises a little fanfare when I go in.


Garmon Gruffydd is sitting at one of the tables with a half-full bottle of red wine in front of him. ‘Come to join me,’ he says, his voice full and fruity like Mr Issacs, the minister.


They’ve got a bit of a dance floor in the middle of the room, and what do you know, Neville is there cheek-to-cheek with my little pal Nia Gruffydd. And gosh, Nia is looking almost pretty. She’s washed her long straight hair and it’s yellow as Madeira cake and she’s wearing it in a loose pageboy instead of tied back like a kid. She’s got a pale blue angora wool sweater on and, so help me, she’s even got little pointy breasts under there.


I’m usually in a tearing fury if any girl so much as glances as Neville, but tonight I feel tolerant, even good-humoured. The thing is, they look really happy together. He seems much more relaxed with her than he does with me and she’s gazing up at him as though she’s Cinderella and it’s two minutes to twelve. When the music stops, they start walking over towards me but I raise my glass and smile at them and Brynmor launches into something else and they go on dancing and staring at each other.


I take a swig of the wine Garmon’s poured out for me. It doesn’t seem all it’s cracked up to be in poetry; that wine and roses stuff. In fact it tastes a bit like Gee’s Linctus. I suppose it’s about as romantic as cocoa if you think of it as alcoholic beverage. I drink about half a glassful and then Garmon asks me to dance.


I get to my feet, neither eager nor reluctant. Garmon is certainly not the most desirable partner in the world, but what choice have I got?


He dances quite well, but I wish I didn’t keep thinking about his podgy little hands on my back. He does some fancy turns and breathes down my neck. How much of the alcoholic beverage has he drunk, I wonder? And his mother the champion of total abstinence. I feel quite sorry for Mrs Gruffydd, her son on the red stuff and her daughter in the arms of Neville Cooper of no fixed religion, whose one ambition in life is to get his O-level Maths so that he can join the Marines.


It becomes clear that I’m going to have to dance with Garmon all evening. Well, it would be unfair to expect Nia to dance with her brother I suppose. Especially when she’s looking so many fathoms deep in love with my bloody Neville. But does ghastly Garmon have to press me so tight? Yes, I know about holding your partner close, but this is suffocation. And when I draw in a deep breath, expanding my chest, the nasty little slug gets the idea I’m being provocative.


‘I bet you’re hot stuff,’ he says, nibbling my ear.


‘And I bet you’re never going to find out,’ I say, breaking away from him and pushing him backwards into a chair.


‘I’m going home,’ I tell Brynmor.


‘I’ll get Nev.’


I look over where he and Nia are sitting close together, drinking lemonade.


‘No, leave him be. He’s happy.’


‘I’ll come with you then.’


‘OK. Neville won’t notice.’





We let ourselves out into the silent town. ‘I didn’t know you were nice as well,’ Brynmor says.


Why should I bother to flirt with Brynmor? ‘As well as what?’ Why should I say it? I know that I’m competently put together and prettily coloured-in too; brown hair, brown freckles, blue eyes, pink nipples.


When we get to the pier, we stand listening to the sea dribbing onto the pebbles. ‘Do you know the Sea Symphony,’ he asks me, ‘by Vaughan Williams?’ His head moves in time to some forlorn music.


‘“For Lycides is dead”,’ I say, ‘“dead ere his prime.”’ Tears sting my eyes. I want to live for ever.


‘Debussy,’ Brynmor says, ‘Franz Mahler, César Franck.’ He sounds like someone praying.


‘“Who would not sing for Lycidas? He knew himself to sing and build the lofty rhyme. He must not float upon his watery bier unwept and … something in the parching winds”.’


‘Welter,’ Brynmor says.


‘Yes. “He must not float upon his watery bier unwept and welter in the passing winds”.’


‘I might set that to music,’ Brynmor says. ‘Cello and a lot of percussion. Milton’s Lycidas in E minor.’


‘I nearly got drowned once,’ I tell him. ‘Out by those rocks … of course I shouldn’t have gone in. It was very stormy.’


A moment’s silence. ‘Anyone can make a mistake,’ he says then.





We turn towards the town. Terrace Road, Bath Street. Past the chapel where he plays the organ. He tells me I can come to listen to him practising. Anytime.





Our shadows go before us. Brynmor used to be a midget, but now he’s nearly as tall as I am. Curly-haired and eagle nosed. ‘It was a good party,’ he says after a while, ‘but I don’t think I’m going to come all the way up Penglais with you.’


‘That’s OK,’ I say. ‘It’s no distance from here.’


For a moment we lean against the wall of a house in Maesderw Road and watch the moon come out from behind a cloud and the sky lighten. ‘Farewell sweet prince,’ I say then, and start to run up the hill. I can still hear sea music in my head, and I’m alive, alive.




Pilgrims


Jane Ann Jones


translated by Cathryn Charnell-White


1.


‘Tell me, where shall we go next?


The Girl was utterly content with the little world they now inhabited. It was a magical country and far from their usual haunts.


Here, the inhabitants were neither Welsh nor English, and their more leisurely way of life had already eased their own troubles somewhat. Although each tried to conceal from the other the heart’s fears, those fears were obvious enough to them both. Last night, hadn’t the Man pretended that he was nipping out to fetch tobacco and the Girl knew that he was going to the Post Office to send a card to his Wife?


They had been planning this journey for many months, and it was the Girl who determined that they would start in Radnorshire. They had stayed in the region one October six years ago and, although they were only there for three days, the memory of those days intensified continually in the Girl’s heart. There, in the troubled months while she waited for the birth of her child, she had experienced the only contentment that she’d known during that difficult period. This time they had failed to find lodgings in the lonely riverside hotel; but they had a meal there, and the Girl had a chance to kneel on a bench and look once again through the window into the room where, that October, she had been knitting and he had been reading in the evening, exactly as though they had year after quiet year to enjoy together.


In that garden, with her hand in his, he had whispered, ‘There’s no such thing as Time, ’nghariad i.’1


Yesterday, they walked again to the far end of the garden where the river flowed.


It was her who said this time, ‘There’s no such thing as Time.’


And the pain and doubts of the last six years disappeared with the sound of his words.


As she crossed the lawn, the Girl remembered how the hotelier, while she sat on a bench, brought a piece of wood to put under her feet lest the morning hoar-frost should harm her.


‘I wonder where he is now?’ she said.


‘I’ll ask when I go to pay. I might as well go now, for that matter.’


As she waited for him in the car, the Girl imagined that this hotel was created only for them; that it had been waiting for them all these years.


He started the car.


‘Well, the poor old fellow has gone the way of all the world.’


‘What? He’s not dead?’


‘Yes, a year ago. He had cancer.’


The Girl tried to have one more look at the house and the garden. So, other dramas had been acted out here, and she was saddened as she thought about the last act in the story of the kindly hotelier.


The Man knocked his pipe.


‘You still haven’t answered my question,’ he said.


She smiled at him apologetically.


‘You know, I feel as though I want to remember every minute of these days for ever. Will you promise me that you too will always remember the bells of Kington church ringing tonight, us in Llanfair Waterdine yesterday and …’


‘Hey, hold on, you’re starting to get sentimental. Come on to bed, hen chwaer.2 I can see I’m not going to get much sense out of you tonight.’








2.


‘And here, again, is a brand new country,’ said the Girl as she looked around.


All of Ceredigion was below them, and the Teifi river ran like a silver thread through the land.


‘What did that boy say this hill was called?’ she asked.


‘Pen y Bannau, I think. Come on, we’ll rest later on.’


They both climbed arm in arm.


‘Are you happy, mêt bach?’3


‘Do you have to ask?’


‘If I live to be a hundred,’ thought the Girl, ‘I could never be happier than I am now. Is it, after all, a state of mind? And why can’t I always be like this?’


She looked at his face and gave a small sigh. Yes, her happiness relied entirely on being in his company. Oh God, she asked for so little … only to be with this man.


He heard the sigh.


‘What’s the matter with you, was?4 Tired?’


She smiled at him. Now was not the time to raise the same old problems.


‘Come on, make yourself comfortable. We can rest for at least an hour.’ And he pulled out his pipe.


The Girl looked towards the valley below.


‘Who’d have thought Strata Florida was so beautiful!’


They had come across Strata Florida completely unexpectedly.


Seeing the name Pontrhydfendigaid on a signpost had caused him to slow the car down.


‘Pontrhydfendigaid,’ he read slowly.


‘Blimey!’ he said afterwards, ‘Strata Florida must be nearby. Would you like to see the place?’


Until now, Strata Florida was to her a charming name on a map.


This minute she remembered how she had come across the name on a map in one of the school’s Welsh books.


As they both walked along the lane, he tried to remember Hedd Wyn’s lines to the place.


‘Bother! They’re on the tip of my tongue too – something about “cnwd o fwsog melfed” [a covering of velvet moss].’


But she could not help. Neither he nor she knew then Gwynn Jones’s lovely words:
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