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GLOSSARY
The pronunciation of Welsh words is roughly as follows:

Car
lyon

Penderyn: Pen
derr
in

Bryntarian: Brin
Tarr
ian

Bryn Cledd: Brin Clathe

Trinnant:
Trin
nant

Pentre Trist: Pentray Trist

Dai Jones: Dye (David) Jones

Ych-y-fi: Uch-a-vee

Duw, duw!: Dew, dew (Lord, Lord!)

Bach: “dear little,”
i.e.
“Dai bach,” “dear little David.”

CHAPTER ONE
A
T INTERVALS—A WEEK
, three days, a fortnight, as long as a month—Miss Friendly-wise would remove her elegant, high-heeled shoes from her elegant pink desk in the offices of that snappy little publication,
Girls Together
; and, softly closing her pinkly painted office door behind her, would walk down the long corridor to the pinkly painted office door of Miss Let’s-be-Lovely and, throwing it open, announce with steadily increasing drama as the intervals went by: “Another letter from Amista!”

Miss Let’s-be-Lovely would be lying on her back on the carpet, pedalling vigorously with her legs in the air; or lathering her charming round face with aromatic mud, or struggling, lace panties and all, into a highly complicated elastic belt. “
No
!” she would say with her own particular inflection of impersonal excitement and interest; and, immediately desisting in her pursuit of loveliness on behalf of the readers of
Girls Together
, would advance with hand held out for Amista’s letter. And she would perch herself, swivelling gaily, in her office chair and, black face, outsize girdle and all, give herself up to the contents of the scrawl before her. But over the signature she always said the same thing. “Oh, hell—nothing’s happened yet!” Only one thing happened to the correspondents of Miss Friendly-wise that really interested and amused Miss Let’s-be-Lovely; and Amista’s case, in that respect, was certainly one of hope deferred.

Amista had originally graduated from Miss Let’s-be-Lovely’s department. She had written for a sunburn lotion that would whiten her hands. It was a hesitant letter, in writing obviously disguised and usually illegible, and requesting a reply in the care of the Post Office, Swansea. The envelope had been sealed with a fancy red sealing-wax, flecked with gold; and across the seal had been cut her name, “Amista.”

Miss Let’s-be-Lovely had sent off the regulation reply, beginning with, “My dear—” and recommending a lotion, “easily obtainable at any good chemist’s.” Since this information always seemed a little bald, she had recently taken to adding coyly: “I hope
he
will be satisfied! I am sure there is a ‘he’!” Miss Let’s-be-Lovely’s correspondence abounded in such gay little exclamations, with lots and lots of exclamation marks.

Amista’s next letter had promoted her straight to the department of Miss Friendly-wise. She sent grateful, if illegible, thanks for invaluable advice. The sunburned hands were already responding to the easily obtainable lotion, and, “How right you were—or how wrong?—about a ‘he,’” wrote Amista. “And I think he has noticed already how nice my hands were looking, indeed I do think that he smiled on me today.” And then, bursting out with it, in timid desperation: “Your letter was so kind—and I have nobody I can talk to. I wonder if you could advise me? Do you think that a great disparity in age between a man and a woman really matters? As much as ten years? Because, you see, the man I love is over thirty—perhaps thirty-two, or three.”

Miss Let’s-be-Lovely passed the letter across the pink corridor. “Here you are, Tinka, this is your department. Some idiot girl from Welsh Wales—you can read about one word in four. And I really must give up making cute remarks about their boy friends. This is the fifth that’s whizzed back with impassioned confidences.”

Miss Friendly-wise took the letter in her stride. “… A disparity-in-age letter, Miss Brown, please. To: Amista, Care of the General Post Office, Swansea, South Wales. Got it? Er—My dear, Your letter has been passed on to my department. Of course I will do all I can to help you. For a young girl to be in love with a man ten years older than herself isn’t in the least unreasonable; but since you appear to be rather uncertain of his returning your love, don’t you think that perhaps some boy nearer your own age… And then the rest as usual.” Like Miss Let’s-be-Lovely and the easily obtainable lotions, Miss Friendly-wise had her standard letter for young ladies in love with men older than themselves—for young ladies in their teething teens in love with old, old gentlemen of over thirty. …

Miss Friendly-wise herself was an old lady of thirty—or at least very nearly thirty; an old, old lady of very nearly thirty, grown tough and cynical in the service of her profession. This year, sob sister on
Girls Together
, but last year, and the year before that and the year before
that
and for more years than she cared to remember, the slow ascent of the ladder to go-getting girl reporter for the Consolidated News Service. More go than getting, unfortunately, for after all Consolidated’s trouble in wangling an interview for their Miss Jones with the fabulous Angel Soone, Miss Jones had turned in half a column of ta-ta-ta about Angel’s new signature tune (Oh, what a minx—the Sphinx was. …), played that night for the first time, and failed to discover that it was also for the last. Angel had gone off next day on a protracted honeymoon tour and had appeared no more before her inconsolable public, and Miss Katinka Jones (plain Catherine Jones would have made little mark in the journalist world of Fleet Street!) was free to accept the solicitations of
Girls Together
that she should become their fourth—or was it their fifth?—Miss Friendly-wise. She had grown, over the long years, very cool, very unsentimental, very insouciant. She was everlastingly gay. We
must
have Tinka Jones, people said, arranging their parties; she’s always so gay. And she would arrive, trotting in in her high-heeled shoes, dressed in the height of the moment’s fashion (you had to, on
Girls Togethe
r), dark hair piled high or looped low in the latest new hair-do by the latest new hairdresser, “doing it cheap” for the advertisement; and popped on top of the hair-do would be a wild, brave hat—three yards of this year’s veiling tying next year’s trimming onto last year’s summer straw. Thank God, here’s our Katinka, the men would say, and in one of her Hats. Now the party’ll get going! All men looked upon Tinka Jones as the best, the
best
, of pals.

“Only who the hell wants to be a pal?” said Miss Friendly-wise crossly to Miss Let’s-be-Lovely.

“You can’t have everything,” said Miss Let’s-be-Lovely.

“I don’t want everything: just a bassinet like other girls and to have to live with my mother-in-law.”

“Trouble with bassinets and mothers-in-law,” said Miss Let’s-be-Lovely, “is that you have to have a man for them. And men are so short these days.”

“I’d settle for a dwarf,” said Katinka.

“It’s the war, I suppose, darling. Yours and my chaps were killed off—I mean the ones of a reasonable age. We’ll have to live in sin with other peoples’ husbands, that’s all. I do think the haves ought to share with the sex-starved have-nots.”

“Perhaps Amista will divvy up on her Carlyon,” said Miss Friendly-wise.

“I don’t think we’d be very rich on one third of a Welshman each. They’re mostly little men to start with.”

“He may not be Welsh of course.”

“Well, she
writes
from Wales.”

Amista wrote from Wales, it was true. Carlyon, her guardian, had brought her to a house there in the stark coal-mining district of the South, a house built upon land nibbled out from the rugged mountainside in a long-abandoned search for yet more coal. Whence he had brought her, why he had taken her there and when, Amista did not say; only that it was lonely, lonely, lonely—herself and Carlyon and two servants, divided off from the little mining town across the valley by the river creeping sluggishly between. Amista wrote of it in different words, and yet in words oddly tinged with magic for Miss Friendly-wise. “There is an old quarry, cut into the side of our mountain—the Tarren Goch, we call it. Red Precipice, that means. I sat there for a long time today, looking down into the valley and thinking of Carlyon. … It is raining today again—soft, silver rain. Everything is grey and silver in the mist of the rain. Carlyon has a Siamese cat with great big slanting blue eyes. Today, the eyes of the cat and Carlyon’s own blue eyes seem the only colour in the grey world. …” And again: “Today the first spring green is fighting for its life on our grim old mountain. It’s lonely here. All day I’ve spoken to nobody but the servant, Dai Jones, and the little woman who brings the milk. Nobody else comes up our mountain path. But now that the spring is here…”

Now that the spring was here, the drains went wrong and there was quite a little excitement because a man came across the river to deal with them. “Miss Evans brought him across in her boat: that’s the milk-woman. The river is lovely today, shining silver now that its banks are green. …”

And in Katinka Jones, the Welsh blood of her father’s family rose up and painted for her mind’s eye, a scene she loved: the grey valley where the brave green struggled through the earth’s scarred surface under the soft Welsh rain: an old house, clinging to its hard-won foothold on the stony breast of the mountain; the river lying like a silver sword between a young girl and the companionship of men—of all men but Carlyon. “Yesterday Carlyon smiled at me… Today Carlyon has only frowned. …” But as the spring advanced and summer trailed her dusty green across the grey valley, Carlyon grew kind. “This morning Carlyon kissed my hand—I felt I was a queen. Today Carlyon, for the first time in all our lives, took me in his arms. But suddenly he thrust me away from him and walked quickly out of the room. …” And at last: “Oh, dear Miss Friendly-wise, Carlyon has asked me to marry him! He came up abruptly and took my hand and said: I have decided. Money, age, birth—none of these things should be allowed to count when a man loves a woman and a woman loves a man. We must be married as soon as I am free to arrange it. Not very romantic, Miss Friendly-wise, was it? But I didn’t care. I wanted to fall on the ground and kiss his feet, I felt absolutely sick with the longing to reach up and brush his hair across his forehead, out of his eyes. Carlyon has such soft, sort of spikey hair, and it’s always falling across his forehead. It makes him look like an unhappy little boy.”

“Why unhappy?” said Miss Let’s-be-Lovely, shown this effusion.

“
I
don’t know. Perhaps because he can’t get his hair to lie flat. It seems a most peculiar proposal, I must say.”

“I always said he would take advantage of her.”

“Well, he hasn’t. At least not in the way
you
meant—not to say hoped!”

“I know: it’s jolly boring,” said Miss Let’s-be-Lovely. “However, there’s time yet for Worse than Death to befall Amista. Personally, I don’t think this is a marriage at all. Probably a plot to get hold of her fortune.”

“The worst of that idea is that marrying her would be the best way
to
get hold of her fortune.”

“But why does he say so darkly, ‘
when he is free
’? You see what it is, he’s ten years older than Amista and he’s sure to be married already. It’s what we were saying the other day—all the thirties
are
. He probably keeps a mad wife in the attic, a la
Jane Eyre
. And then the reference to ‘birth.’ It’s all there, clear before our eyes. Amista is the orphaned heiress of some great nobleman, destined—but for Carlyon’s villainy—to have become the bride of a suitable young marquis.”

“On the other hand, it may be poor Carlyon who’s ‘marrying down.’”

“Well, all right, have it that way,” said Miss Let’s-be-Lovely generously. “Amista is ‘the natural daughter of Somebody,’ and Carlyon has been left in charge of her and her fortune.”

“Nobody can say he’s spending it in riotous living. They never seem to see a soul.”

“He’s been hoarding it up for Amista’s twenty-first birthday, which has probably just happened; and now that she’s free to marry—let alone making a will and all that—he wastes no time in proposing.”
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