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Rebecca’s Sisters.
The setting sun peeks out defiantly through the cracks in the passing blackened clouds, colouring the derelict grassland with deep russet hues. Ioan swigs back the last mouthful of tea from his flask as he watches the dusk draw in. This is his favourite time of the day; the work has been done and he can be still with his thoughts, momentarily, before returning to the everyday demands of home. He watches the crows flying back to their roosts, cawing loudly as they bid goodnight to the land. The intrusive chiming of his phone jerks him back from his ruminations. He takes it from his pocket and reads the text. Unhurriedly, makes his way back to his truck.
[bookmark: _Int_V5KhTG5G]‘Dinner’s in the oven.’ Rhiannon calls from upstairs as she hears the door being slammed. ‘You’re just in time to do bedtime with Davey.’ Ioan kicks his boots off while throwing his keys on the kitchen table. He rubs his neck as he heads up the stairs. ‘And when are you going to fix that door?’
‘It’s the weather that’s all, swells the wood all this rain.’ He gives Rhiannon the obligatory peck on the cheek as she holds the toddler out to him. ‘C’mon then Davey, what book are we choosing tonight?’
He sits at the kitchen table as his dinner is put before him. He removes the foil covering, a burst of steam clears to reveal sausage, mash, and mushy peas. ‘I’ll make you some gravy?’ He nods, a mouthful of potato halting his words. Kettle boiled, she pours the water over the granules, stirs, and sets the mug on the table. ‘Thanks.’ He responds. Rhiannon sits opposite him, cradling her mug of tea with both hands, ‘Gwilym called round earlier, says there’s a meeting later, usual place.’ He looks at the clock, 7:30pm, time enough to finish dinner and have a quick wash before he leaves. 
The barn door is opened, Gwilym looks around the perimeters furtively before ushering Ioan in. Many of the local farmers have gathered, talking in hushed voices as they study the maps that have been spread out along the makeshift table.
[bookmark: _Int_jeOC1WXb][bookmark: _Int_q44CViQq]‘This one here’s going to hit them hard.’ Gareth marks the road with red ink. ‘We can meet at the top by here,’ he points at the landmark highlighted with an ‘X’, ‘then move in convoy ‘till we get to Pontarddulais.’
[bookmark: _Int_HMnswqRz]‘The old toll house?’ Ioan queries.
[bookmark: _Int_kUmZD09T][bookmark: _Int_oL4k83s1][bookmark: _Int_uaRkiPof][bookmark: _Int_voKuP62N]‘Seems fitting right?’ Gareth snorts as he lets out a gruff laugh. ‘We’ve got to show these bastards we mean business, think they can fuck us over more than they have already while they sit pretty in their luxury homes, dining on the finest delicacies, charging their bonuses and expenses to us? And here we are, barely earning enough already to feed our families. Robbed, fucking robbed. Time to show we’re not taking it anymore, the fuckers.’ He bangs his hand on the crates, knocking the pen to the floor. The barn reverberates with sounds of agreement from the assembled pack. Ioan can’t help but feel a sense of unease.
‘Peaceful protest, right?’ 
‘Of course,’ Gwilym pats his shoulder, ‘Just a gentle reminder that without having us farmers here, toiling all God’s hours, they’ll soon find themselves with a bigger social uprising on their hands.’
As the evening progressed and beer was drunk in quantity, the atmosphere became more charged. ‘So, it’s decided?’ Gareth stands, as self-designated leader, ‘Monday morning, 7:30am. Just as the poncey bastards are heading off on their commute. See how they take to having their work life fucked up.’
[bookmark: _Int_YvZ2emM2]Ioan walks back home, taking the track across the fields. A fox crosses the path in front of him. It stops briefly to consider the man out walking so late, then darts beneath the hedgerow. The moon is full, reflected within the muddy puddles worn into the earth by the tractors that work tirelessly. His mind is full of the evening’s plans, action, and anger. He pulls the collar of his jacket up as the chill of the night air crawls up and around his neck. ‘Peaceful protest.’ He voices the words aloud, as though trying to convince himself, his moral code, that everything will be fine. But still, he couldn’t shake this slight tinge of anxiety and apprehension that stirred deep within his gut.
[bookmark: _Int_eFmVLv8o]‘You’re wearing what?’ Rhiannon laughed out loud as Ioan recounted the events of last night.
‘They reckon its symbolic, or something like that.’
‘Women’s clothing, you’re all dressing as women?’ Davey opens his mouth like a baby bird waiting to be fed as she pushes another spoonful of porridge towards him. He bangs his toy car noisily on the tabletop. ‘So, you’ll be wanting my best frock then?’ she sniggers, ‘and undies?’
[bookmark: _Int_dzDYqau9]‘No need for that,’ smiling sheepishly into his coffee mug, ‘Gareth’s missus is already sewing the costumes. We’re naming ourselves Rebecca’s sisters.’
[bookmark: _Int_PaFYuuGS][bookmark: _Int_UPNcb2FZ][bookmark: _Int_4M0nD4Cy]‘Jesus, I’m all for speaking up and getting stuff done, but seriously, that Gareth is a head case.’ Another spoonful of porridge to Davey’s waiting mouth, ‘Is it even going to make a difference?’ Ioan shrugs, ‘Who knows, probably not, but we can’t sit back and do nothing can we? We can barely cover the bills again this month. They promised us guaranteed prices for our produce, they’ve let us down on that one and now they want to take our bloody land off us.’ 
‘Yeah well, I’m all for having our voices heard, but promise me, any kind of trouble and you get out of there.’
‘There won’t be trouble, we’re doing a slow convoy on the main roads that’s all.’
‘Promise me.’ she looks directly into his eyes.
‘I promise.’
Monday morning, 4:30am. Ioan has barely slept. He slips out of the bed, careful not to wake Rhiannon, and treads expertly to avoid the creaking floorboards as he makes his way out of the room.
‘I’ll have a cuppa.’ Rhiannon stirs from under the blanket. 
‘Did I wake you?’ he freezes in the doorway, like a startled deer.
[bookmark: _Int_dS50PgZm][bookmark: _Int_FliHolsS][bookmark: _Int_y2UO3wbe]‘I was awake. What with you tossing and sighing all night I’m surprised you didn’t wake Y Gwyllgi.’[footnoteRef:2] she raises herself to rest on her elbow and yawns widely. ‘What time is it?’ she doesn’t wait for him to reply but looks at the clock on the bedside table, lets out a groan and falls back against the pillow. [2:  A black dog, similar to a mastiff with fiery red eyes that stalked the country roads of Wales. The beast’s howling could be heard through the night. An apparition so terrifying that whoever caught its gaze would be paralysed and drop-down dead. <https://www.spookyisles.com/welsh-mythical-creatures/>
] 

[bookmark: _Int_c9cuyZFo]Ioan puts two mugs on the kitchen table, hearing Rhiannon coming out from the bathroom and moving slowly down the stairs. ‘Thanks.’ She acknowledges the steaming tea that awaits her. ‘So, what’s the plan of action this morning?’ a pointless question that she already knows the answer to, having talked about little else for the past week. Ioan details the itinerary once again, timings, route, and the final destination point.
[bookmark: _Int_9pzwjDQ6]‘That’s where everyone is going to be headed for, going to be blocking some major routes with all us farmers out on a slow go.’ He lets out a noise, similar to a laugh but with a noticeable edge of nerviness to it. ‘What can go wrong?’ 
6:15am. Ioan steers into the show ground and sees the line-up of tractors before him. Gwilym flamboyantly gesticulates him into position, a broad smile creasing his face as he models in the traditional Welsh costume. ‘For you,’ he winks, holding out a carrier bag. 
[bookmark: _Int_3X9uLGfI][bookmark: _Int_t0Pl8KVY]‘Does my arse look big in this?’ Gareth stands before the crowd, ‘Cos I have to say, your arses look fucking huge.’ The air filled with laughter and wolf whistles as the farmers paraded in their dress. ‘Seriously though, we’re all here to make a stand, a stand for our rights, for our land, for our family’s future. We represent this small corner of Wales; other areas are on the road already to meet us so let’s show the bastard politicians we will not lie down and be fucked from behind like fucking dogs.’ His face reddens as he addresses his audience with fervour, fist punching the sky while his skirt tails swish dramatically in the wind.
7:30am. Smoke billowing from the exhaust stacks. Like a steel army ready to charge into battle, revving with determination. In convoy, they fall in line behind each other in rehearsed synchronicity and proceed to pull onto the A40. The traffic is already building as the regular nine to fivers make their way to their artificially illuminated cages. Brakes screech and horns blare as irate drivers find the carriageway slowed to a frustrating 10mph with no way of overtaking. Gareth leads the procession from the front, the banner tied to his machine proudly rippling in rhythm with the growl of the engine. ‘Rebecca’s Sisters.’
[bookmark: _Int_6mqXKJSf][bookmark: _Int_klqG4kX0]9:00am. The A48 is moving slowly in both directions as the farmers take control of the roads. Police sirens can be heard screaming for attention as the flashing lights of their motorcycles snake up the hard shoulder. Horns continue to be blasted, some in outraged irritation, others in support. Ioan smiles, this isn’t as bad as he was expecting. He allows himself to relax any feelings of anxiety he had been harbouring. He spots the local news report helicopter flying overhead and waves cheerfully. The CB radio crackles as messages are passed back and forth between the cabs. ‘Another hour I reckon,’ Gareth’s recognisable gruff voice, ‘The opening’s still going ahead, eyes on the ground reckon security’s over the fucking top.’ 
Rhiannon sits at the kitchen table watching the scene as it is broadcast live. Davey sits in his highchair, crayon in one hand, biscuit in the other. ‘Look Davey bach, there’s daddy.’ Davey takes no notice as she points at the screen. ‘What the fuck does he look like with that stupid hat on.’ 
10:00am. In perfect formation the tractors encircle the perimeter of the town, blockading entry in and out. At least a hundred farmers, dressed in black, dismount their steely steeds and march in procession. Banners held high, voices loud as chants are sung with furious energy and fired up emotion. Ioan follows behind Gwilym and Gareth, his voice merging with the others. Then he sees it. A sleight of hand between the two, passing an object that gleams in the light before being concealed again within the skirt folds. 
10:30am. The political suits are standing there, synthetic smiles on their polished faces. At their sides, a team of imposing men with unflinching stares and fingers on the trigger. ‘Thank you all for joining us today as we gather to unveil this plaque, remembering the fallen victim on this exact spot in 1843.’ A round of applause from the public gathering. ‘Ahh, I see we have company, paying homage to history it seems.’ A nervous twitch afflicts his left eye as he sees the march of burly ‘women’ approaching.
‘Now!’ Gareth cries out. Ioan is forcibly swept along within the heaving tide as they rush forwards. He trips, and as he falls to the ground, he sees Gwilym pull a steely blade from beneath his flowing skirt.
‘No!’ he manages to scream. Too late to be heard. Too insignificant to be taken notice of.
Screams, gunshot, frenzied panic all around as he lay frozen on the ground. He shields himself with his arms while observing all in slow motion, a surreal disconnection from the reality surrounding him. He manages to turn his face and catches a glimpse of a shrouded woman kneeling beside the freshly installed memorial. As she looks around at the carnage before her, a tear tracks down her veiled cheek. Her eyes connect with Ioan’s, and in that instant, he intuitively feels her pain, her loss, her death. ‘Sarah?’ he calls. With a nod, she fades into the ether.





Fran.
[bookmark: _Int_xz5gOpJR]I wake up with my winceyette pyjamas sticking to my back. Warm, damp. I carefully lift the blankets to creep out of the divan, hoping not to wake the sleeping figures in the bed across the room. The acrid smell of ammonia fills the air, hitting the back of my nose, and throat. I peel the clothing off and fold them, hiding them under my pillow. I pull the blankets up over the bed too, hoping it will go unnoticed. I find another pair of pyjamas in the pile of clothes on the chair, laundry that hasn’t been put away, laundry that hasn’t got a space to be hung. We all share the chair, a communal wardrobe. The bottoms I’ve pulled from the pile must be Marina’s; too baggy around my waist, too long for my stubby five-year-old legs. I creep in beside Luca, hoping my mother won’t feel an extra body in the already cramped space. Luca shifts uncomfortably, her elbow jutting into my side, then resumes her deep, nasal breathing. I lie there, unable to return to sleep as contorted, monstrous, figures emerge from the shadows in the room.
My mother is always angry. She says she doesn’t have time for our stress. I don’t understand what she means. We get our own breakfast. When I say we, I mean me and my sisters. I’m the fourth of six, the two younger ones are always attached to my mother in some way. The three older ones are always angry too. I must sit and wait for them to fill their bowls with cornflakes, or whatever we have in the cupboard before I’m allowed to fill mine. The milk is watery. 
I’m sitting on the floor with Luca and my colouring book. The door is shut but I can hear my mother and father upstairs. He’s shouting again, she’s crying. Heavy stomping on the wooden stairs before the door is flung open. He grabs me by my wrist and drags me back up the stairs. I bang my head on the doorframe as he pulls me into the bedroom and throws me beside my bed. The blankets have been pulled back.
‘Are you an animal?’ His eyes rage, sputum gathers at the corners of his mouth. He pushes my face into the wet sheet, the weight of his left-hand gripping against the back of my head. I can’t breathe, the pungent smell stings my eyes. I gasp for air as he pulls my hair back and flinch as his right-hand lands upon my cheek. I’m released from his clench like a rag doll, tossed onto the floor. My mother stands in the doorway, her eyes are red, but she doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t save me. My father pushes past her. ‘I’m going out.’ He snarls, going into his room. I see him get something from his drawer, concealing it in his jacket pocket. He smooths his hair in the mirror, straightens his tie, and as though nothing had just happened, he saunters down the stairs and goes out the front door.
‘Fran, why did you wet the bed? For Christ’s sake girl, why?’ I can’t answer. I don’t know why, but I do know that I need be more tactful in hiding it. My face stings, my head hurts. ‘You’ll have to stay home today,’ she rolls her eyes, ‘like I haven’t got enough to deal with.’ I try not to cry as she leaves me sitting there on the floor, I’ve learnt not to cry.
My seventh birthday. Mother stands by the back door, her cigarette smoke suspended in the crisp air. There’s a brightly wrapped parcel on the table. ‘Happy birthday.’ I flinch as she gives me an awkward hug; it feels uncomfortable. Luca has drawn me a picture, a family of seven stick figures with wonky smiles. We used to be a family of eight, but Marina has gone now. We don’t mention her name anymore, it makes my mother cry. I open my present; coloured pencils and dot-to-dot book. My mother looks up at the ceiling at the sound of my father getting up. ‘Better get off to school.’ she says.
I walk on my own, my big sisters go to a different school and wouldn’t want to walk with me anyway. Through the alley then across The Square, a patch of deserted tarmac blemished with the rusty scars of what was once a playground. Underfoot is crunchy with displaced dry leaves and discarded rubbish. I hold the small box in my pocket, my fingers fold over the rough side. It can wait until after school. The excitement builds in my belly.
I can’t tell you when the fascination with fire started. Perhaps it was it after the accident? I was in awe of its strength, its heat, smell, and the danger. It should have been my father in the fire that scorched the house, not my baby sister. Poor Dol. It should have been my father.
As I got bigger, so too did the thrill of risk. Mother never noticed me slipping out, maybe she didn’t care. But with bigger fires came the bigger beatings from father. I would always get snitched on by one of the neighbours, no matter how careful I was of not being seen. It didn’t hurt anymore, or maybe I was used to it. I stored up the pain and used it as touch paper.
The police are knocking on the door. I hide upstairs and try to make out the low murmurings that carry up through the floorboards. My mother starts her sobbing, my father isn’t home. ‘Wait till he gets back; you’ll be in for it then.’ Rose sneers as she looks down at me crouched in the space between my bed and the wall. In the distance the sound of fire engines attending the scene of my crime. Rose was right. He was wild with rage; I was sure he was going to kill me, and maybe he would have if my mother hadn’t stopped him. For the first time, my mother stepped in to stop him. She bore the brunt of his anger.
The next day a woman comes to the house. My mother is sitting with her at the kitchen table, I sit between them. The woman smells nice, her hair is stiff with lacquer, and she wears bright red lipstick. She smiles at me as she talks, I can’t help but notice the stark contrast between her and my mother. ‘Mary,’ her voice sickly-sweet, ‘I really need you to sign the paperwork.’ My mother stares at the consent form on the table, she doesn’t speak. ‘This is for the best; you understand there really is no other option.’ Mary, my mother, turns to me, tears welling up in her reddened eyes, ‘Why couldn’t you just be a good girl?’ I can’t answer. I don’t know the answer. With a scrawl of ink on the paper it’s decided, I’m going to stay at a new home, a bus ride away. My big sisters taunt me as I pack my small case. ‘That’s where all the murderers and nutters go. You won’t last long in that place piss pants.’
I’ve been here six months now. It’s not as bad as they said it would be. I’m not scared of the other kids, even the toughest ones. Sister Mary told me I’m allowed to go home for a weekend visit. I wet the bed that night.














Reflection.
In this reflective essay I will be discussing the two portfolio pieces I have submitted for assessment. During this module we discussed various aspects of Welsh history and their inter-relationships with literature. Having read the required texts of ‘The Hiding Place’ by Trezza Azzopardi and ‘Shifts’ by Christopher Meredith, I was keen to discover how history has been, and could be, interpreted and reimagined within the written word integrating fact and fiction to bring the past to life. 
My first piece of writing, ‘Rebecca’s Sisters,’ has been inspired by the historical events of The Rebecca Riots.[footnoteRef:3] Having lived in Carmarthenshire for many years, I have been made aware of various tales and legends associated with the historical event. These stories, which have been passed down through the oral tradition over the generations, have ensured that history has been kept alive within the local community. One such associated tale which piqued my interest, and which contributed to the inspiration behind my piece of work, is that relating to an area of open ground where the grass never greens due to the amount of blood that was spilt there during the riots. I have been unable to source specific, factual reference to this myth but through the power of folklore this is still believed to be true and widely told among the local people.                                [3:  Swansea University, The Rebecca Riots, <https://www.swansea.ac.uk/ library/richard-burton-archives/interesting-items/rebecca-riots/> [accessed 6th May 2024].] 

I have chosen to write this piece as a complete short story. Although it is a modern-day piece of fiction, it brings to light the similarities of the plight felt by farmers past and present.[footnoteRef:4] The recent protests held by farmers in Wales reminded me of the events leading to the riots between 1839 – 1843, both situations being the result of financial hardship inflicted by social and economic changes, and the control of governmental policies. I make subtle comparisons to The Rebecca Riots, such as electing for the farmers to wear traditional female Welsh dress, the location, and Pontarddulais being their specific final scene where I give a nod to Sarah (Williams), the tollhouse keeper who was shot and killed during the violent clash.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  BBC News, Carmarthen: Farmers Disrupt A48 Traffic With Go-Slow Protest, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-68320579> [accessed 6th May 2024].]  [5:  Swansea University, Riot At Pontarddulais, <https://www.swansea.ac.uk/ library/richard-burton-archives/interesting-items/rebecca-riots/> [accessed 6th May 2024].] 

I have endeavoured to engage with the reader by conveying a sense of reality into my story. I have done this by incorporating the normality of everyday homelife with the opposing darkness of what ensues and by bringing the characters to life through their pointed dialogue.
[bookmark: _Int_Im3WJ7uf]My second piece of writing, ‘Fran,’ is based upon Trezza Azzopardi’s novel ‘The Hiding Place.’[footnoteRef:6] I found this book to be full of evocative imagery, which led me to recollect my own childhood memories. By drawing upon my personal experiences, I was inspired to write from the perspective of one of the Gauci daughters. I chose Fran as my protagonist, telling her story in the first-person narrative. I was intent on telling her story as she had been portrayed as being a challenging child with a penchant for pyromania. I wanted to highlight the numerous adverse childhood experiences she endured which unquestionably led to her challenging behaviour. For example, an abusive father, poverty, a neglectful mother suffering depression, an unsupportive and dysfunctional family, a sibling being stolen away with no explanation. Fran discovered her own ways to escape from her trauma, the danger of fire gave an element of excitement and risk and a strength that she was unable to vocalise within the home. [6:  Trezza Azzopardi, The Hiding Place, (London: Picador, 2001.)] 

I have chosen not to indicate a specific period for when the story is being told as I feel the relevance of the events would be the same now as they were in, say, the 1960’s. This leaves it open for the reader’s own interpretation. I have referred to the original novel while at the same time, allowing this to be a standalone piece. I may possibly choose to continue writing Fran’s story without the reference to ‘The Hiding Place’ as I feel she is an interesting character deserving of further exploration. 
Word Count: 3940.
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