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To Ron
Alison, Jessica and Owen
With my deepest love

Foreword



This book can be read for sheer fun, it is a description of one woman’s life, lived in many countries, and lived through its joys and sorrows. You can ignore or skip over the questions and thoughts at the end of each Chapter.

***

It can also be used at a deeper level, either individually, or as part of a group; making use of the points and question sections in the book. They may be used for discussions of the emotional or spiritual issues raised, or as part of a personal retreat, or just to spend a quiet moment reflecting.

***

Some of Life’s Lessons Learned - Enjoy!

Preface



I am an editor.
	I do not mean that profession of being in a publishing house, although I once worked for Cambridge University Press.
	I mean that I have edited my life. In some parts I have put in the definite, absolute, unchangeable full stops. I have drawn the large, black line, under a marriage of thirty-two years. I have put the question marks after the issues of a tested faith, I have opened and closed chapters with different alphabets - as I have survived - and indeed developed, in the different countries in which I have lived.
	Is this now, that classic phrase, ‘the full unexpurgated version’?  I smile at such an epithet as one for whom, ‘doing cleavage’ has been a late discovery. ‘Collar to Cleavage’ – was not an easy move, of which I will have more to say later. 
	My thirty plus journals spanning three decades, crammed into my shrine of a cupboard, have been freed.
	The shorthand code, the illegible writing, the poring of one’s soul ‘for the author’s eyes only’, has finally made it into as honest an account of this exotically Welsh life that I can now write.


Chapter One

Developing Welsh
	

	
	“Exotically Welsh” is how my daughter describes herself. I like that phrase. I have spent the main part of my life outside the principality, lived in eight countries and have visited over seventy more. All those years of meticulously saving National Geographics are at last rewarded. 
	How can I, who have spent seventeen years in the States, still say ‘lov-er-ly’ as if I had just come down from the mountains to water the sheep? How come, when visiting the Welsh community in Patagonia, I am faced with the fact that they can speak Welsh (God’s own language) and I can’t! 
	It is a life full of incongruities. I am Welsh, one hundred per cent, blessed with a ‘Land of the Rising Sun’, Japanese daughter named Alison, followed by two other ‘Gemkins’, Jessica, born in San Francisco, and a son, Owen, born in New Zealand. None of the three have ever lived in Britain! 
	How many like Alison have been dressed faithfully in Welsh costume on March 1st – St. David’s Day, the patron saint of Wales? What, if I had called her something like ‘Angharad Bronwen Thomas’? That would have sparked some interest on graduation day when my beautiful Tokyo Rose walked down the steps to receive her diploma.
	Alison, the eight-day-old Japanese citizen, a diplomatic precedent who came into my life with a day’s notice, adopted in Tokyo against all odds, by a British couple. 
	My life has certainly not been dull. 
	Three children; one with black hair, one blonde, – and a flaming Titian redhead. All born in different countries – to the one they termed, ‘psycho-mum!’
	Here I am, a woman of a certain ‘Simone de Beauvoir’ age. Sixty – going on sixteen. One who has finally discovered real love? Somewhere in the past I must have turned over two pages! 
	Something major was missing. I have now morphed from being a full time priest in the good old C of E, transmuted to being an energized ‘suspender wearing – risqué, lingerie-donning, freed troglodyte.’ Now I am a “Collar to Cleavage” - wife of Ron. 
	I have gone from being an industrial chaplain in a chicken factory in New Zealand, ministering on a wing and a prayer, to one who now cooks these feathered friends in a meal for my Action Man. Hollywood could not have written it better. 
	From a life of academia – interspersed – with many ‘Oh Worship the Project’ corporate entertaining nights, to ideas of “Where shall we go next?”
	I have gone ‘sporty’ and have learned to kayak. I, who had never swum in the sea – because I feared my feet would not touch the bottom, have now abandoned all reason and plunged into the wild blue yonder – to snorkel in the Red Sea, to flap my flippers in Hawaii! 
	I now spend Tuesday afternoons having swimming lessons for the over sixties!!
	I write that I have gone from a ‘from’ to a ‘to’ situation, but it is more than that. I have been ‘metaphysically morphed,’ but more so. It is ‘incorporation’ in the fullest sense of the word. 
	My spirituality has deepened, broadened, my ministry extended. Retired, but with a license renewed to embrace all that this new found life offers. 
	Now I am able and have time to write, to use my experiences and those of others, to write and lecture and give seminars for women. 
	The seminars have titles like “How to Swim in the Goldfish Bowl of Life without Drowning” and others more close to my heart, “Fit For Purpose” and “Nourishing the Spirit in Today’s Crazy World.”
	Why write? I could not do otherwise. “You should write a book”. I have heard it said to me so many times over the years. It bothered me, it nagged at me. The time was right. Whether I was holding on to the rail of an airport bus, or whether I was pouring out my life – in interminable company happy hours, mingling and mangling, I have heard that mantra “Write.”
	How and where do I begin?
	What arrogance has caused me to think that anyone in their right mind would want to read or indeed hear, about such an oddball life? 
	The sheer conceit of it all.

***

Having four degree diplomas on my wall, three in Theology, and having spent an eternity with a first husband who, if I had dropped dead on the floor, would have stepped over me and carried on without a blink, these events have signified to me that my life has not been dull!
	My previous attempts at writing were the ‘without pain’ version, the ‘dry’ version, without the emotion and the wet pillow of crying oneself to sleep. 
	It had little to say to the hundreds of women that I have met, those who have brought their stories to speech, those who have shared their journeys with me on ground, so holy, that I wanted to take off my shoes. 
	Writing it all down before, was writing the book that should never leave the store, this time it’s different.
	

QUESTIONS:
	
The author speaks of a ‘metamorphosis.’ She writes of a ‘from’ and ‘to’ change.
	
What have been the times in your life when you have felt you have become a different person?
	
Were there any major situations that marked this change?
	
What life lessons would you say you had finally discovered? 

Chapter Two

The Book Inside
	
	

I have heard it said that everyone has a book inside them. People share their stories with me, stories to make your hair curl, stories to make your guts turn over, stories of degradation, stories of joys beyond measure, stories of the ordinariness, stories of the routine of love and life, I have heard them all. 
	In and out of ministry, they have been the mild and abrasive stories which have brightened my soul. Sparkled and surged my spirit. 
	To be with some thirty people at the time of their deaths, to be a hospital chaplain – as I was at Robert Wood Johnson Hospital, New Brunswick – confronts the great universal truths, we are mortal and life is so very short, fragile.
	‘Seize the day’ has been writ large on my forehead. Like that Everest woman climber, I prefer the ‘live one day as a tiger, than a thousand days as a sheep.’ How do we seize life with both hands? 
	Here I sit looking out on a tributary, (a bit of a canal really in Oxford). I sit and write this chapter. The room looks as if it is a minor gallery of the British Museum. 
	The rug on the floor – bought in Aceh Province, Indonesia, from a bankrupt sea captain who, in turn, had brought it from Iran in the days when you could. 
	Here is a plethora of Japanese art and china. There is crystal from Prague when it was in the Eastern Bloc. There is a jungle blow-pipe above a book case and numerous baskets from Jakarta that I cannot bear to throw out. 
	I cannot bear to discard the memories. 
	In a gesture, which for me was second only to the feeling of abandoning a child, I have this week taken twenty boxes of my books to a bookshop and received nearly four hundred pounds ‘Judas money’ – that I shall use to visit the three chicks from my nest, who now live in the U.S. 
	I have, in that wonderful word ‘downsized my life’ but expanded wonderfully, enlarged my spirit and gone from ‘Collar to Cleavage.’ 
	

QUESTIONS:
	
Do you feel, like the author, that you have a book inside you to be written? 
	
If so, what kind of book would it be? What would be some of the chapter headings?

In what ways do your surroundings remind you of your past journey?
	
The author writes of ‘downsizing her life’. How would you cope with ‘downsizing’ your life at this moment in time?

Chapter Three

Starting To Reflect
	
	

Life is so very funny, poignant and cruel – and all the adjectives we have yet to discover. It is far easier to consider and direct others, than to follow that dictum ‘know thyself.’ I have spent years being interviewed by committees, endless writings of autobiographies and the interminable, putting on paper, my life objectives. 
	I have had to answer repeatedly, the soul baring question, ‘What are your weaknesses?’ – As if interviewing panels really cared. My longing was to respond with ‘eating chocolate and fantasizing over Harrison Ford’ – these could hardly be suppressed!
	‘What are your earliest memories?’ It is amazing that in life, those events which we experience early-on, bring us back later – still in the spiral – but at a higher level. 
	My father was a trained carpenter and the carpenter’s shop was where, from an early age, I wanted to spend my time. The longing was to be a girl carpenter, long before Equal Opportunity Rights was a p.c. term. I had my own little carpentry set and would carefully cut out the outline of a parrot on balsa wood. A distorted, raggedy – edged parrot, which would then be painted and a lead weight placed at the end of his tail. 
	It was perpetual motion on a perch. It was creative, I had produced something unique.
	It was in the carpenter shop that I also polished the coffins, the pitch lined coffins, for extra pocket money. 
	My brother, who was later to go into the business with my father, hated this side of the business. 
	He abhorred the laying out. Ironically, I would be the one who would lay out my Father after his death.
	It was a happy childhood. Martyn, my only sibling, was an adored brother, ten years older. He would take me, his eight-year-old sister to the cinema. This was a relationship that only existed, when he was between girlfriends. 
	In recent movies I have seen, the plot goes something like this – ‘Girl falls for Man, with child tagging along’ – the child, is inevitably the sibling or niece – or the offspring of a dead friend, to whom he has made a life-promise. The plot continues – ‘Seeing the child, the Girl is attracted to the Man’s feminine side. Girl marries man.’ 
	I am not sure this was the case with my sister-in-law, of now fifty years marriage. Was seeing me in tow, a clinching factor in her decision to marry Martyn? I like to think so. This trio existence was not without its unscripted moments.
	“Go on, check on Martyn and Lynne,” my mother would say. I was the equivalent of the Saudi religious police for this courting couple. 
I would stand outside the door of the lounge and burst in shouting, “Surprise, Surprise!” Can you imagine that I survived to age nine? 

***

This was the brother who had a string of eligible friends, eminently eligible for a younger sister – she who had a crush on Dr Kildare. 
	These young bachelors were the highlight of the NSPCC dinner dances. They were aged twenty three or four – older men, to one who struggled to walk on her first high heels. They danced with me, those substitute Dr Kildares. 
	If I had a dance card it would have been filled up. It was glorious. I was in my thirties before I found out that my mother had been liberal in giving these young Fred Astaires, an appropriate and secret reward. 
	They had been given at the beginning of the evening, handfuls of Green Shield Stamps! 
	Was there something in my personality, that saw an innocence in the face of reality, or was I just plain naïve? 

***

My summer holidays were quite unlike those of my contemporaries. I waited expectantly every year for my trip to Ile de Ré, in France; this was a magnificent small island on the west coast. It was the Charente Maritime area of France – a few miles off the coast of La Rochelle.
	I had answered an advert in a school magazine for a pen friend. I received a letter back from a ‘Janick Amelin’ whose first letter in English began, “I am a cat.” We corresponded frequently from the age of eleven (if we could call it that; how much of the other’s language we actually understood, is a mystery). 
	Then, one day, a letter arrived from Janick, asking if she could come and stay.
	My non-French-speaking mother took the train to London and met her at Paddington, where with numbered labels, families and children were matched up. She telephoned home to say all was well. Her first words were halting, the Welsh voice trembled,
	“She has pierced ears!”
	In those days in Neath, South Wales, that was the equivalent of tattoos, multiple piercing, and orange hair. 
	Fears were soon allayed. 
	Janick and I, hit it off immediately. 
	Her family was exactly like mine, only in French. Her mother shouted at her father except it was in a different language. 
	Ile de Ré, of my childhood, was not the new ‘St Tropez’ as it is today, it was old France. The donkeys wore long culottes; we picked grapes and trod on them. 
	Whatever time of day I visited the neighbours, they brought out the ubiquitous ‘Pineau’, the fortified local wine, somewhat like sherry. Each house extolling the merits, with typical French pride (or arrogance), and trying to outdo the others. 
	
***
	
I was fourteen, life could not be better. What does one keep in the box of treasured moments? 
	Memories of early trips to France, the notes, the theatre tickets, the photos, the cards, the old records of singers, long dead whom no-one now recognizes. 
	There was France and there was life back in Wales.
	My early memories there are somewhat dominated by superstition and by tea leaves. My mother’s family, “the Morgans,” seemed steeped in superstition. It was pervasive.
	I never did, quite work it all out. 
	It seemed a random choice – no birds in the house. No singing before breakfast – or you will cry before the night. No shoes on the table (eminently sensible). No opening of umbrellas in the house. No major decisions on a Friday (heaven forbid) and certainly not on the thirteenth. 
	You would have to say “White Rabbits,” White Rabbits before, or on, the first of a month. Why this applied, to even December, is beyond me! 
	How decisions were made seemed muddled. My mother had seen to it that we were encouraged to go to church, but I don’t think the Almighty was consulted on anything in actuality.
	Auntie Peggy was the oracle of choice. “Ask Peggy to come around,” my father would say. My father would sit in the car reading newspapers while we were at church, so Auntie Peggy and the tarot cards did not present a conflict. 
	She would arrive, then came the drinking of endless cups of tea (this was in the pre tea-bag days). There would be much swirling of the dregs, and then there would be the turning upside down of the cups. 
	This was a serious business. Many of my family’s major decisions seemed to be made in this way. 
	It all seemed perfectly normal at the time. Life in ‘Feng Shui’ style Wales.

QUESTIONS:
	
The author writes of her ‘box’ of treasured moments.
	
If you had such a box, what would you put in it?
	
What are some of the earliest memories of your childhood?
	
Are they of your home, friends, or perhaps of something more unfamiliar? 
	
‘Reading the tea leaves’ was a ritual for this family.
	
What are some of your family rituals or superstitions?
	

Chapter Four


Learning Distortion
	
	
	
How did my feminine awareness begin, before eventual motherhood? My acquaintance with the facts of life had been a little skewed from the beginning. “You know right, you know wrong” was the mantra of my mother. 
	I will never forget that Thursday morning when I awoke to find that devastating stain on my flannelette nightdress. I was twelve, what had happened in the night? 
	If menstruation had been a topic at our heavily frog- oriented Biology classes, I was absent that day! I cannot remember the words of my mother when I show her the dreaded fabric stain. 
	An hour later, (I have by now realised that I will not bleed to death) we make a trip to the chemist. Once there, we wait ten minutes for a girl to serve us, and the deed is done. 
	I go to school with a neatly wrapped packet of what seemed like adult nappies in my school bag. What was happening to my body? 
	That is where Fifi comes in. She was to play an extraordinary role of tutelage.
	“Thank you God for Fifi.” 
	Fifi was our Miniature black poodle, the canine equivalent of Gray’s Anatomy for Medical Students. 
	Fifi was ‘in season’ and later that day after school, in a mother-daughter session, I was told I was like the dog! 
	That was the entirety of my home training on the facts of life. I was in college before I seriously realized that perhaps I was not like the dog, I didn’t have to be kept in when I had a period!
	Looking back I am amazed that smart old me, was pretty stupid when it came to some things. Street smart – I was not, not even paving stone smart. 
	How many T.V. programmes did I miss in my youth, because my mother stood right in front of the screen when something, she judged, ‘inappropriate’ was being shown? 
	I have missed the crucial parts of more films and serials than anyone I know! 

***
	
My experience of the contortions of sexual self-discovery was spending an hour standing on the seat of a Cardiff toilet trying to manoeuvre a tampon into its destination. Outside the cubicle three loyal friends shouted the biological equivalent of ‘Sat. Nav.’ instructions.
	Years, later, thirty years later in fact, I will be eternally grateful for Princeton Seminary – Sex Week.
	Glorious Sex Week! The week that filled in blanks, blanks which I didn’t even know existed. There we sat seminarians and medical students in the lecture theatre at Robert Wood Johnson Teaching Hospital in New Brunswick. 
	We sat there listening to real, in the flesh people, willing to talk about their sexuality. There were eating-breathing transvestites, homosexuals, transsexuals, sadists, masochists, hookers and un-hookers, piercers and pimps, rubber and shoe fetish addicts, cross-dressers and self-mutilators, and every continuum in between! 
	Between sips of coffee, they would tell their stories and struggles. Never more, will I be embarrassed by any situation in counselling. Now I am assured and confident. 
	Never again would I bat an eyelid. Not in any situation, in any parish, society or any of life’s revelations, or little surprises.
	I had received a crash course. I had arrived. Fifi, poodle friend, I don’t need you anymore!

***
	
Inter-relationships, the dynamic between a man and a woman. This brings me to that fateful meeting which was to determine the course of my life, for the next four decades, when Dorothy Judith Davies met David Michael Thomas at that B.P. Llandarcy Refinery. 
	That was the day my intuition was switched off, and Glorious Sex Week training hadn’t yet occurred. 
	It was 1968, my Honours degree in English was finished, I returned to Cardiff for a year’s postgraduate course in Personnel Management. 
	Now, I was doing a month’s holiday job at a refinery nearby. 
	He had finished his Engineering degree at Swansea and was working the industrial part of his BP Oil Company sponsorship before continuing to do an MA at Lancaster University. 
	At the refinery, there were social events to be organized for such students. I used to say I was the social event and he was the student. He was dressed in a red sweater, he had black hair. He looked so French.
	To one who was a Francophile, this alone might have skewed my judgment. He was, as we would say in Wales, a ‘tidy’ boy from a ‘tidy’ family. Like me, he had studied. I was in awe, he had graduated with a First Class Honours. He was an only child, from Carmarthen; he was respectable, eminently presentable. 
	Someone I could take home.
	There was to continue a courtship, in the loosest sense of the word, a courtship by long distance. 
	He, in Lancaster, and me in Cardiff. He, in London, and me, in my first job, at Cwmbran, Mid-Wales. We wrote letters, and we talked on the phone. The word ‘passion’ did not even come into it.
	I remember so well the nurse at the Cwmbran factory where I worked who, when I spoke of seeing him, said I should be ‘fighting him off’. It never happened. 
	Why write about such intimacies? Over the years of hearing women’s stories, I am so very aware that mine was not unique. I suppose I reflected a generational reluctance. A naïveté, which was to see thirty two years of my life take a certain direction. 
	What I took to be ‘respect’ in this courtship was nothing of the kind. 

***
	
We visited France, driving down, we booked two rooms – and we stayed in two rooms. 
	“You know right, you know wrong” this had been hammered into me, and this was a ‘tidy’ boy, one who crossed, not ever a line. 
	All this would come flooding back when a few months into our marriage, months of marriage nothingness, he saw a doctor. The only advice was “Get her to wear a black nightie and you drink a bottle of wine.”
	It seems like yesterday. Crossing the Channel on our honeymoon, where that night we slept in separate bunks, and for two weeks I remained in pristine condition. Over the years, thirty two of them in this lonely marriage, I have wondered why smart old me never had the inkling that all was not well in the kingdom.
	Then the past comes flooding back. After ten years of marriage, I still have no children. 
	The uncensored version of my Thomas life adds “Caused by a spouse who, on the honeymoon, and for weeks after touched you not.”
	I realize now, and understand now, ‘non-consummation.’ I have heard and understand now, the word ‘annulment.’ Back then, it was a private problem.
	Should this be in the ‘open to the world’ version of my life? 
	Yes, yes and yes! The heartbreak it brought screams out for my present honesty. Never to be desired. No one knew, I never said. 

***
	
Why did my mother, all powerful Queen Bee, this capable all intuitive matriarch not offer me saving advice. 
	I plaintively asked her, in a life review, some decades later. 
	“You would never have listened,” she said.
	Me, who was ninety-nine per cent on the compliant scale, me who wore the wedding dress and the hairstyle that I hated, but which my mother adored, Me?
	I don’t think so. I was all so obedient. 
	In the moments of looking back, I discover how it all unfolds, placing those vital pieces in the giant puzzle, those “aha” moments when something seems to make sense. 
	He had cried after that first French holiday. Sitting, head in hands at Paddington station, he had wept and said, “I don’t know why I am like this. I promise I will never contact you again unless I am different.”
	We finished there and then, on Platform 4.

***
	
I went off to Cambridge, to a new job. Six months later, while I am attending a Training Course in London, he appears. Maybe it was the bunch of flowers and the box of Lindt chocolates. Maybe it was his demeanour, which seemed to indicate he had the flu, maybe it was a week of pleading. 
	“Make your mind up, are we getting married, yes or no?” 
	I gave in. 
	I was the only female on that two week course. There was no other woman around, off whom, I could bounce my thoughts and reservations, no one to put it into perspective. 
	No Auntie Peggy with the tea leaves. 
	I had said ‘yes.’
	He bought the engagement ring the next day. Then he went back to London, me to Mid-Wales. A year later we were finally in one place together – at our wedding. 
	The only pre-marital counselling given to us was on how we needed our Baptism certificates and proof that we had been confirmed. When I was leaving for the church that day with my father, I felt sick inside.
	“Too late,” said Dad.
	He took my other hand in his, squeezed it and said; “If he hits you, come home.”
	Then off I went to be joined in holy matrimony.
	




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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