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THE MOTHERS OF TOBERGELL 
CHAPTER ONE
IRELAND
1916
DUBLIN
It’s chilly on the dockside. She pulls her shawl tighter, stamps her feet, just a little. Just enough for warmth; not enough to cause a fuss, make a scene. Careful not to slip on the wet cobbles. She isn’t looking at the water. One glance had been enough, seeing the choppy grey peaks, the foam spluttering up, making her want to heave. But she feels the spray, ever so light, ever so gentle, kissing her face and her arms, slowly soaking her skirts. She doesn’t look behind her either, doesn’t move, but she knows what’s left of the building is there. She can hear the sounds of gunfire, screaming, commands – it’s in her head. She wasn’t there. 
	Men are moving, walking quickly, talking quickly in the Irish way, minds on their jobs. Rough men, but city men. Ropes pulled, cargoes heaved, banter and grunts exchanged, not slowing them down, adding a rhythm to their work. Women too, doing men’s work, only distinguishable by their head coverings. 
	They wouldn’t be here, surely! They wouldn’t travel all this way! Even if they knew. Even if Ma had told them. But – she wouldn’t. Big strapping lads they were, full of laughter in the drink, scowling in the morning. And they would defend their little sister’s honour with – if not their lives, then their fists. She smiles at the thought. Her honour indeed! She envied them sometimes, the boys, the men. Envied the camaraderie, the brotherly love, shown physically only through football. Or war.
	And it’s almost time now. The boat is chugging up the Liffey, ready to take her away.


THE POST OFFICE
The clash and clang of ripped metal, the remorseless firing of cannons, the crunch of masonry as it crumbled beneath the barrage of shot – the noise alone was agonising. And then – the screams of men as they fell, limbs torn apart, heads with gaping wounds, as they swore, or cried for their mothers and Jesus. Bare-footed children crept under the eyes of the soldiers to raid anything they could from the shops. Dancing slippers and fur stoles, decanters and wooden platters, it was all fair game, all part of the fun, to be enjoyed before shouts and rifles shooed them away again. Flames shot into the air as fires took hold around the rebel’s headquarters.
	Private Alfred John Hughes, Fred to his friends, seventeen, watched as men, or boys just like him, fell. And he could not move. Couldn’t shoot, couldn’t walk, couldn’t run. But no-one seemed to notice. Trucks moved behind the ranks of soldiers, His Majesty’s soldiers, drivers shouting to the firing mob as the last of the rebels came out, hands and heads held high, waving a torn shirt that had been white, signalling that, once again, they were on the losing side.
	And still he didn’t move. 
	A bullet spat into his leg. He looked down at it in wonder. The shooter stopped. Fred saw a boy’s face, white with its own fear as he turned and ran. 
	Prisoners were marched away from the smashed Palladian building by the constabulary, bodies were loaded onto stretchers, the injured dragged to waiting trucks. Civilians too, in workaday clothes, carrying bags or baskets, were sprawled on the ground. Two horses lay on the street where they’d been shot five days ago.
	Fred fell to the ground. His leg was bleeding, would no longer hold him, but he couldn’t just stay here. There were rebel snipers on the roof, some only children. Fred dragged himself to the side of the road. Rows of huge rubber tyres formed a barricade, gave him the cover he sought. Then, one by one, the engines growled into life, shambled forward in a battered green convoy, till just one was left. Silent and still. Was it an army truck? Just a van? Fred didn’t care. He tried to climb into the empty rear of the vehicle. All strength gone, arms as weak as saplings. Then hands, clammy and hot but welcome nevertheless, hands pushing him, pulling him up, covering him with an old tarpaulin. The truck rumbled through the countryside. The bullet was working its way like a knife, damaging the tissue that lay in its path, until stopped by bone. If he could have seen it, Fred would have noticed the red puffy ring forming around the entry wound in his hot flesh, the blackening at the edges. But he couldn’t see it. The fabric of a soldier’s uniform is tough. Not quite tough enough to stop a bullet, but thick enough to cover its damage. 
	Fred gagged at the stench of rubber, fetid oil and animal faeces. And as he felt the vibrations beneath him, heard the sudden noise of the engine, his world went black.
	 
TOBERGELL
	‘They say it was terrible bad down there Eugene! Blood and guts and ...’
	‘We’ll have none of that language thank you Aidan! Help your brother to clean the truck instead of making silly remarks!’
	‘Okay so, Ma. I’ll go and ...’
	‘Eugene – did you sell the lot?’
	‘Yes Ma, no trouble at all. They’re terrible keen on our lambs!’
	‘Well, fighting or no fighting, they need to eat. They ...’
	‘Ma! Ma! Eugene! Holy mother of God!’
	‘Aidan! What the devil are you shouting about now? And you can stop that papist talk soon as you like!’
	Blanche Cockin picked up her booted feet and strode across the yard, swept clean that very morning, and marched to the muddy gateway where her eldest son had drawn up the van, and where her youngest now stood, hollering. As wide as she was tall, Blanche held herself like a six-footer. Her patched skirt and her husband’s ticking shirt did nothing to take away her authority. And while Aidan blathered and babbled at her side before the open van doors, she said not a word. 
	A full minute passed. 
	‘Get him out, you two.’ Blanche’s voice was calm. ‘Get him out, and let’s have a look at him.’
	A boy. Sweating and shivering like the ague. Muttering and mumbling. He lay, curled like a baby, sticky on the matting of wheat bags and spilled animal feed, lying against the rubber sheeting at the back. Blood covered his hands.
	‘Take him to the barn. Put him on some clean straw.’
	Eugene laid him across his shoulders. It was easy. Hadn’t he done it a hundred times with one brother or another, in jest or in drunkenness? A twisted leg never hindered him. So he carried the boy, laid him down as gently as he would a lamb. 
	
	‘Sorry Ma, time ran away!’
	Daisy panted, pulled off her shawl, grabbed her pinny. 
	‘How many tonight?’
	She caught back her long hair and twisted it into a copper knot, holding the grips between her teeth until they were needed. She held her hands under the trickle from the brass tap over the bosh.
	‘Rain trough’s drying up again, Mammy!’ she called.
	‘How many d’you think, girl? How many are we? Honest to God!’
	Daisy took five heavy earthenware platters from the dresser shelf, piling them into the crook of her arm.
	‘I mean - the man? Is he not to have any supper?’
	Blanche raised her head, quick as a pigeon.
	‘Your nose will get you in trouble one day, my girl!’
	The plates laid out on the huge rough table, spaced just right, Daisy went to the dresser once more. She opened the right-hand drawer where the wearing cutlery was stored.
	‘But - is he not? Can I not take him a wee bite? Mebbe after supper?’
	Blanche sighed.
	‘There’ll be no coming with him, Daise. He hasn’t long.’
	The girl set about finishing the laying of the sturdy table, made as a wedding gift by her father, as if to demonstrate the large family he expected his wife to produce. And she hadn’t disappointed. 
	Daisy loved this room, with its sweet smell of burning earth and baking bread, the warmth of the fire even in the coldest of winters, and the feel of the cool stone beneath her thin soles. Above the vast stone hearth the chimney breast was blackened by generations of fires. No longer any need for the spit now, or the crane’s arm fixed to hold the pots and the kettles. Blanche Cockin was the proud owner of an iron cooking range. No need now to bend over the smoking peat-bog turf. But still the fire in the hearth burned, as the sides of bacon cured in the smoke that curled to meet them, hanging from the lethal ceiling hooks. 
	The boys came in, boots heavy on the flagstones, voices raucous, patting her head or ruffling her hair, the little sister, the baby, the wee one. But the noise stopped as they sat, heads bowed, prayers muttered, before they stretched for the bread to dip, the beakers to drink. Rich food they may have had all around them, but that was for trading, for making a living, not for wasting at the table. So they tucked into the cabbage and potato stew as they fished around for the occasional morsel of mutton, careful of their manners under their mother’s watchful eye. 
	‘Is Da no in for supper, Ma?’
	Daisy felt Aidan’s boot against her shin. She shot him a scowl. 
	‘He’s busy with Mr McIver,’ said Blanche, dishing out more stew whether they wanted it or not. Used to feeding six men, her cooking portions had stayed the same for three, eked out with water and more tatties. Or, tonight, two. The women’s helpings didn’t count.
	The meal was finished in silence, as the platters were emptied and refilled and emptied again. Blanche steered her eyes away from her husband’s waiting plate, knowing he would want only bread and cheese. If he came home. 
	Daisy opened her mouth to speak, but her mother got there first.
	‘Yes! Go on then! For all the good it’ll do him. And don’t stop long!’
	The girl didn’t need to be told twice. She jumped to her feet, dipped a chunk of bread into the juice at the bottom of the pot, and carried it, one hand under the other to catch the drips, out through the back door. 
	The man – surely no more than a boy, surely no older than she was  – lay where her brother had put him. His face was red, damp with sweat, droplets on his top lip where whiskers should be growing. She could see blood on his hands, his clothes, but couldn’t make out where it was coming from. Still, first things first.
	‘Can you hear me?’ She knelt at the side of him.
	‘Can you open your eyes a wee bit? I’ve some food here for you.’
	His eyes opened, slowly, as he tried to focus. His lips were dry, and he licked them with no spittle. The girl picked up the beaker, dipped the corner of her apron into the water, and touched his mouth with it. He gasped, then sucked greedily on the cloth. 
	‘Don’t rush it.’
	She put the soaked bread to his mouth and he sucked it, obediently slow. His eyes began to clear, and he stared at her. Daisy could feel the heat from his body. She’d seen a fever before, and she knew what to do. She stripped him of most of his clothes, such rags as they were; she lay wet straw on his temples and his wrists; she watched him shiver before she covered him loosely with a light sheet of canvas. 
	‘I’ll come back,’ she said. ‘I promise.’
	Daisy kept her promise, permission grudgingly given by her mother, who popped in now and then throughout the night, making sure there was no malarky going on. Sick or no, you had to be careful. So the girl sat by the invalid, washed his hands, fed him trickles of water and sips of cold stew, while he sweated and panted and muttered, and by the morning his fever had broken. She wiped his forehead and tucked her apron around him.
	‘What’s your name?’ 
	Nothing.
	‘C’mon, you can tell me your name. I’m Daisy.’ She smiled as she held his hand.
	‘Michael.’ His voice was hoarse. ‘Michael Byrne. Mick.’
	‘That’s better. And where are you from?’
	‘Where’s the other one?’ 
	‘What? What other one? There’s only me. You must have been dreaming!’ she laughed.
	He raised himself up now, gripping her hand, frowning, urgent.
	‘The one in the van.’
	
This one was a soldier, that much was clear. Hidden from sight by the heavy tarpaulin and the empty sacks, he lay still as a corpse. Young; nothing of him, light as a colt if it weren’t for his uniform. Skinny or not, it took both brothers to carry him into the barn and lay him down next to the first. Out cold, he was. And no wonder, with the blood matting the khaki wool from groin to ankle; a festering bullet wound, a livid hole in an unholy cushion of pus, with blood dried and clotted, all too clear when Eugene cut away the cloth. He hadn’t a hope.
	They left him as comfortable as they could, hung their heads, walked away, back to the kitchen and the fields and the cowsheds, back to their lives.

	‘Mr McIver!’
	Daisy had waited till her father had stumped away, angry as always, leaving the vet in the vegetable garden. She knew her father would never agree, would shout and rant and tell her to know her place. So she had waited.
	‘What is it, Daisy?’ The vet, with the build of a stallion and the hands of a pianist, looked down at her, surprised and amused.
	He listened to her. He didn’t laugh, but he smiled.
	‘I’m a vetinarian, Daisy. Not a doctor. Not a surgeon. What you’re asking is impossible.’
	‘He’ll die anyway. He will, won’t he? You could try, couldn’t you? You’d do it if our horse was shot. Or the dog.’
	‘He was left there too long, lass,’ he said gently. 
	‘I know you can do it. Those books you gave me ... please!’
	The fact that he was quiet for a moment raised her hopes.
	‘I’d need my instruments. And I’d need help.’ 
	‘I can help you! I want to!’
	And now he laughed.
	‘You’re a child, Daisy. There are things you shouldn’t see.’
	‘Mr McIver, I live on a farm. With animals and five brothers. A wee bodeen on a poor bleeding soldier won’t be frightening me away, will it now?’

It wasn’t something to be kept secret for long. When Ambrose appeared in the kitchen at last, he beat the wooden table till the plates rattled, he bellowed and blasphemed, but Daisy stood her ground.
	‘So, what would you have us do then, Da?’
	‘Us?’ her father roared. ‘Us? That’s the last time McIver sets foot on my land! The last time he puts ideas ... The last time ...’
	‘I asked him to do it!’ She was shouting now, loud enough to be heard.  ‘It was my idea and I asked him! So don’t be so stupid as to send away the one person around here you seem to talk to!’
	Too much, too much. And she knew it. His hand swung across her face and sent her to the stone floor. Her cheek was blazing, her lip bleeding, as she staggered to her feet. Her mother pushed her way between them, stood flat-footed, her head tilted back as she looked up at her husband. She seemed to swell to twice her size. Her voice was so quiet that all around was hushed, to make out the words she spat.
	‘You’re no man, Ambrose Cockin. No man. You wonder why the army won’t take you? Watching your sons march off? Treating us all like the enemy? Well – no more.’ 
	He said nothing. 


CHAPTER TWO
1888
BALLYBAILE
Blanche Allen was just right for him. Everyone said so. And if not everyone thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world, Blanche knew that he did. He loved her dark brown hair that she wore twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck. He didn’t think she was too short, or lacked child-bearing hips. She promised him many sons. It wasn’t one of the promises she made in the fine Irish Church of Ballybaile as her family looked on, nodding as if to say, ‘That’s another one off our hands!’, but a vow sacred to her, even at eighteen.
	Ambrose Cockin. Just three years older. Farmer. Well, son of a farmer, but he’d have his own place one day. And in the meantime, the young couple would live with his parents, have their own bedroom, and share everything else, including the work: he on the land, and she in the house. Their nights alone were what Blanche lived for. He was tender, loving, if vigorous in their bed. She would lay awake while he slept, drained by their lovemaking, and she would stroke his too-long hair, red as a shepherd’s delight, silky as new milk. The days were to be endured, but that was no surprise. Ambrose’s father was a man of few words, preferring the company of his livestock, although not unkind to Blanche. But his mother Agnes was a dour woman, jealous of her domain and of her son. She spoke little, frowned much, and seemed to shake her head in disbelief or sorrow at everything Blanche did. When the younger woman offered to make Ambrose’s supper, her mother-in-law glowered. 
	‘You’ll do no such thing.’

True to her promise, Blanche was pregnant within three months. Ambrose looked forward to the day his son would be born – of course, it had to be a son – and he left the rest to his young wife. Agnes lost no opportunity to criticise his wife, silently or otherwise, but Ambrose remained blissfully unaware. As her belly swelled, as her movements slowed, Blanche found herself apologising, tripping, making mistakes, as if confirming her mother-in-law’s assumptions. Blanche didn’t grumble. She endured it. She fetched and carried, swept and scrubbed, peeled and mashed, without a word of complaint. Never a word. Even when the pains started, not a word. But when the cushioning liquid trickled onto the floor, she knew it was close. So she told Agnes.
	‘Be about your business then,’ was all her mother-in-law said.
	‘But – my ma? And ... and ... Ambrose?’
	‘This is no place for menfolk! Get to your bed. I’ll get cloths and water. The rest is up to you.’
	When Ambrose ambled into the house for his supper, there was no Blanche to greet him. His mother said nothing till he was sitting at her table, eating her food. 
	‘Your wain is on the way. You’ll hear it soon enough.’

Animal sounds escaping Blanche’s dry mouth, she writhed in agony for hours before her mother Deirdre arrived. Ambrose ran the two miles to fetch her and a dogcart carried them back. Deidre hurried up the creaking stairs, ignoring her hostess. Her daughter lay in a pile of soiled and bloodied sheets, spasms seizing her body; a bloodless face, a rasping breath. A tiny leg, unmoving, blue, was visible between her thighs.
	‘Ambrose! The midwife! Be quick now!’
	The child would be dead of course. Deirdre had to do what she could. She felt around the foot, around the leg, put her fingers inside to loosen the swollen flesh that held it. She pushed her fingers up, up, till she felt the tiny buttocks; found the matching leg, folded back. So near to birth, so close to life. Tears mingling with her daughter’s blood, she pulled. She pulled the little mite until she thought it would snap, until Blanche’s screams pierced her. And still she pulled. And there was this helpless bloody creature lying on the stained linen, its leg horribly twisted, yelling its little head off. 
	Eugene, they called him. 
	The fact that she was able to give birth again, after the mauling her body had received, was remarkable, and in the years following, more sons came.  Bertie, Charlie, Des, and little Aidan. 

TOBERGELL
Blanche had kept her promise, and at last Ambrose kept his. They moved into their rented stone cottage with its apron of land in the hamlet of Tobergell, when Bertie was in nappies and Charlie still at the breast. Eugene, with the knotted shillelagh his father had cut to size, hobbled along, never complaining. Baby number four was on the way, and Blanche could not get away from Agnes quickly enough. She’d done her penance, over and above, and now she had her own kitchen, her own garden, and Ambrose had two acres to graze his solitary cow and his tiny flock of sheep, to grow his cereals and his vegetables. 
	And then, just three years after Aidan’s surprise arrival, a daughter. Margaret, known as Daisy.

Five sons. Strong healthy sons, even the one with a twisted leg. They would work the farm, Blanche thought. Build it up, help their Da. But she always knew the time would come when they would look ahead, look to their own futures. When they’d see that little acreage split into five. Six, while their Da was alive. And it wouldn’t sustain them. 
	Des was the first to go. At sixteen, he found work with the big Belfast shipbuilders, building the finest liner that ever floated. With every rivet he set, he knew. He liked handing a pay-packet to his mother each week, the only son that did so. And he liked the jingle of coins in his pocket when he joined the lads in the pub at the end of Saturday’s shift. But it was the dream he was helping to build. A rivet here, another there, holding the huge steel structure together. He watched it grow, deck on top of deck, greater than any building he’d seen, until it was ready to be launched, to be towed to the fitting-out berth where the engines and funnels and interior would be put in place: the mahogany furnishings, the Turkish baths, the grand staircase. 
	Des, now eighteen, watched as soap and tallow were spread on the slipway to allow the Titanic easy passage into the river Lagan. And he knew he would follow her.
	Blanche had tried to keep him home, God knows. All that year, while he saved and dreamed, she begged him, but it was no use, and she knew it. So when the great ship set sail from Queenstown in the south, Des was on board. Steerage. He might have survived, Blanche insisted. 
	Two years later, she said goodbye to another two sons. Not for the money or the comradeship this time, although they would have both. Britain was at war, and Irishmen were being urged to join the fight, vanquish the foe, the commanders in London using every persuasive device to appeal to poetic souls. Bertie and Charlie signed up.
	‘We have to fight, Ma.’ Bertie was gentle, kind, mindful of his mother’s feeling, but resolved. ‘We’re British, aren’t we? It’s our duty.’
	‘Yeah, we’re not like those traitorous scum in the south!’ railed Charlie. ‘Sorry, Ma, but so they are!’
	 So they went, full of the romance of a noble cause. Blanche watched. Thank God Eugene had no hope of being accepted. Aidan champed at the bit to join his brothers, wear the uniform, but at sixteen he was too young. Small mercies. And the most bitter pill for Ambrose to swallow – at forty-seven he was too old. 
	So Blanche made her stew for three men, not her half-dozen, and knew why Ambrose never joined them.


CHAPTER THREE
1916
Mick Byrne had watched as the soldier was carried in. He’d wanted to look away but could not. The limp body and the drenched khaki drew his eyes, in horror at what he had done, and hatred at what that uniform stood for. It had all seemed so clear, so right. When he and the other lads of Na Fíanna Éireann had listened to the words of Pádraig Pearse, he saw that gentle Gaelic scholar transformed into an angry man, outraged by injustice. And Mick had taken on his mantle, worn it with pride, the vision pure and true. But now, the reality was sordid and messy. This wasn’t the glorious reckoning he’d marched for.
	So he crept to the furthest corner of the barn, and he watched, his eyes darting to the door, his untried muscles tensing each time someone entered. Mick ate the broth, drank the water that was brought him, and he said nothing. Daisy comforted the boy as best she could; she held him, she lay down with him. She was kind to the poor lad. But her efforts were concentrated on tending to Fred.
	Mick knew he must go. Soon, before the other boy recognised him. He planned his exit well. He waited till night time, pulled on the jacket he’d seen hanging on a nail, been eyeing for days, and stuffed his supper bread into a pocket. He walked on the soft straw to the door, stopped and looked down at his fellow traveller, sick because of him, hurt because of him. Maybe dying because of him. Just another boy, like him, like his Fianna compatriots on the Dublin streets, all with mothers at home, waiting.  But this one was here, safe and cared for, because of him too. 

The bullet was out but still Fred lay, fever-ridden now, sweating and shivering, his face an unhealthy rosy glow. Daisy had found his papers, knew his name, his age, where he was from, and she knew he was a soldier, but there were questions she wanted to ask. Why was he over  here when he should have been in France, or Persia?  Da didn’t speak of the war, but Ma couldn’t help but follow every report. She knew the British army was desperate. Eugene had driven the van all the way back from Dublin; she knew there was fighting down there, but surely the army would prevail over a rabble of rebels? So every day she bathed Fred, and wiped him, dripped liquid into his mouth, and waited for him to recover. 
	When he mumbled and clung to her, when he blinked his half-open eyes at her, she smiled. When his temperature raged, she stripped him. When he shivered and tried to pull the sacking up over his chest, she climbed up next to him, held him, warmed him, soothed him. And as he recovered, she continued to lay with him. He talked to her, about his home and his brothers and the hills that took all the breath out of them, about the bay and the ships and the pier and the Mumbles railway. 
	‘But I wanted to see more,’ he told her, still feverish, anguished. ‘I didn’t ... I never ...’ 
	When he wept, she kissed him; and when she felt his hardness, she knew what to do. She helped him, and it was the most natural thing in the world.

	‘I’m carrying, Ma.’
	How else was she to say it? 
	Blanche sat heavily on the kitchen chair, put her head in her hands. 
	Daisy had expected the fury and the fire, not the fear and the tears she saw. Her mother wept quietly, then stopped abruptly, wiped her eyes with her apron, and stood, upright again.
	‘You cannot tell your Da. You cannot. He’d kill the boy. Nobody to put a ring on your finger then! And you, sent to the Sisters of Mercy? No, you cannot tell your Da.’
	Blanche was pacing now, rubbing her hands down her apron, muttering her thoughts as they simmered and bubbled.
	‘He’s on the mend then, the boy. So – you’ll go away, get married, not a word. Your cousin in Fermanagh, she’ll take you, you can marry there. Then ...’
	‘Ma, we can’t.’
	Blanche looked blank.
	‘He’s going back, Ma. He’s going back home. To Wales. To the army, I suppose.’
	Silence. Then, 
	‘Fine lad you’ve got there, Margaret!’ 
	There was the fire, the fury.
	‘Leave you to the shame, would he? Well, mebbe we should tell your Da! Mebbe he’ll get his shotgun out! Mebbe ...’
	‘Mammy! Stop! He wants me to go with him! To marry him! He ... he loves me, Ma.’

DUBLIN 
Daisy pulled her shawl across her, stamped her feet for warmth on the cool September morning. She had waved her mother off in the dim light of daybreak, watched the van as it lurched away. 
	‘You’ll be over the water before they know you’ve gone. They won’t argue with me. If they knew ...dear Lord, if they knew! And your Da ... I’ll handle him. I’ll be saying no word of the babby though.’
	The early morning drive had been a long one, a noisy one too, with crunching gears and whining engine as Blanche bumped along, unused to handling the vehicle since Eugene had taken over. Daisy turned in the passenger seat. She’d never been further than the village before, and here she was, going miles. The road wound its way through the countryside, past fields and farms, grass and gorse, then rows of cottages, villages, towns. The houses grew bigger, the roads wider; cars, lorries, carts and carriages, and bicycles, so many bicycles.
	As they stood on the dockside, Blanche at last pulled the girl to her. 
	‘My wee girl,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll be the mother now. God speed.’ And she was gone.


CHAPTER FOUR
WALES
SWANSEA
This homecoming was no celebration. Mary Ann wept when she saw her eldest son, the soldier, the fighter, as he looked this way, that way, wary, picking at a thread in his ill-fitting army-issue civilian suit. She looked at his brother George, and she was torn between relief at Bill’s return and resentment that he should be the one to suffer. And what of Fred? It had been so long since she’d seen her youngest. Where was he now?
	George was safe. He never had to enlist, never minded being classified as medically unfit. What’s a burst eardrum compared with the shelling and the dirt and the water that Bill had lived through? Mary Ann saw George now, with his good looks, his disarming smile, his cocky air, a charmer with the ladies. For a moment, her love for each split her in two.  
	Bill was not the man who’d gone off to fight for his country two years ago, waving to her and his brothers, marching with his fellow volunteers, tall and handsome as any of them. The sights he’d seen, limbs torn from comrades as he watched, secretly praying it wouldn’t be him next and suffering the guilt, all lived behind his shifting eyes. Now, he was a shadow. A ghost. No wounds to be seen, but scarred.

Mary Anne sat on the upright wooden chair next to the sink as she read the letter once more. She drew a breath.
	‘He’s been hurt but he’s coming home. I’ll box his ears mind, running off to fight like that! Just a boy!’ She dabbed her eyes as she read the letter again. ‘Home for a bit at least.’
	A proper homecoming this time, so soon after the last. Fred stood at the door, kit bag strap across his body, puttees spiralling neatly from ankle to knee. Surely he’d grown six inches since he left! Mary Ann silently thanked God for his grin and his wholesomeness, as she pulled him inside. 
	‘Bill! Bill! Look who it is! It’s our Freddie, come home to us!’
	The cautious sideways glance was not what Fred had expected. Nor the emaciated figure, a parody of the big brother he remembered. Fred glanced at his mother, and she gave the slightest shake of her head.
	‘Bill! It’s good to see you boyo! I bet you’ve got some stories ...’ 
	Fred stopped. His mother shook her head again.
	‘Well, I’ve got some stories – and some news!’
	He stood in the centre of the back-kitchen, bracing himself. 
	‘I’m getting married!’
	
When Fred told his mother that Daisy had saved his life, had nursed him and wouldn’t give up on him, Mary Ann thawed a little. But inside she grieved for the boy he was.
	Fred omitted some details of course. One step at a time.

He knew her immediately. Wilted and pale, she stumbled off the Heather Rose as it pitched and dipped on its mooring. Khaki-clad lads swarmed past her, eager to greet families and bid their farewells, glad to be on home turf no matter how briefly, grateful for the brief respite the unscheduled stop allowed them, and anxious to reach shore before the ship sailed on to Bristol.
	‘Miss Daisy Cockin?’ George was nothing if not polite.
	Her face, already drawn and sickly, showed her disappointment. More than that. Confusion. Fear maybe. 
	‘Freddie asked me to meet you. He couldn’t get leave.’ George was taking her bag as he spoke, gentle with her, leading her carefully towards a motor car. God, there’s nothing of her! he thought. But – well here’s a turn up ... 
	‘I’m George, by the way.’ He helped her into the passenger seat, tucked the blanket over her knees. ‘Fred’s brother. Your brother too, pretty soon!’ He smiled his charming smile. 
	George kept up his chatter as he drove out of the dockyards towards the city. He nodded towards the small mound under her shawl.
	‘Fred knows about it, then?’
	‘Of course he does!’ She found her voice, thin and dry, but indignant.
	George chuckled.
	‘Sorry love. Of course he does. And my Mam?’
	Daisy’s face flushed. Had he told his mother? What would they be expecting?
	‘So, never been to Swansea?’ George recognised the confusion and continued his easy chat. ‘It’s a friendly enough place. Getting bigger all the time, thanks to copper. Copper-town we’re called these days!’ He laughed. ‘Mam’s pretty strict, but she’s soft as butter underneath. Just got to know how to handle her. And Bill – well, Bill’s had it rough. Fought in the Somme. He’s not the same, poor bugger. Fred’ll be home later.’ 
	The Humber shuddered to a stop outside a short row of brick-built terraced houses. The ground around was rough, as if waiting for a continuation of homes at either end. George hopped out and ran to open the passenger door. He helped Daisy down, bowed with a flourish, and said, ‘Welcome to Crispin Row!’
	Daisy stepped carefully over the kerb, then saw there was another. Perhaps this was the way in Wales. She followed George as he flung open the front door, and shouted, ‘Mam! Mam! We’re here!’
	No sign of the Mam. Or of Fred. Only Bill’s shuffling footsteps.
	‘Bill, my boy!’ George put his arm around his brother’s slender shoulders. 
	‘Come and meet Freddie’s girl! Daisy, she’s called, remember? Lovely, isn’t she?’
	Bill gave a nod, turned, shuffled away again. 
	Even in the dark, she knew this house was larger than the cottage she was used to; stairs to the right, leading up to more darkness, and a closed door to the left. Daisy put her hand out, touched the wooden dado rail that ran the length of the hall, separating the embossed, wood-stained paper below from the floral one above. She was glad of it. Her legs would not hold her much longer. The effects of the sea voyage, the nausea, the retching were still with her. 
	George led her into a kitchen, but unlike her Ma’s at home. A high wooden fireplace, surrounding a black polished range, dominated the room. A fire burned in a central grate – though not turf by the smell. What looked like oven doors either side, a hotplate above them, and above that a brass pole spanned the whole contraption. On the high mantelpiece a Napoleon Hat clock, flanked by a pair of ceramic spaniels, ticked, loud in the quiet room. 
	  Daisy sat, uninvited, on the wooden settle that faced the fire. George brought her a glass of water.
	‘You look a bit peaky, love,’ he said.
	Mary Ann walked in.

Just a matter of weeks, and it was all settled. Mary Ann had absorbed some shocks in her time – the early death of her husband, becoming the breadwinner of her family, one of her sons returned from war only half the man he was - and she absorbed this. Set against what might have happened to her youngest, the fact that he’d brought home a slip of a girl he’d got in trouble was as nothing. The wedding was arranged, quickly, while Daisy’s condition could still be covered up with a few layers of strategically placed clothing. In place of a birth certificate, Daisy produced a letter signed by both her parents, swearing she was sixteen, giving permission for her to marry Alfred Hughes. Sixteen was a respectable age to marry. Yes, it was lawful for a girl to marry much younger, but sixteen was respectable, and that was important. Mary Ann looked at it.. She could see that the two signatures were identical. She shrugged. She couldn’t read it, but she looked at it
	So the young couple made their vows in Gendros English Congregational Church, a handful of curious neighbours in attendance. It was done. No fuss, no celebration, no fancy clothes. Home, then, to Crispin Row, to the kettle on the hob and the cawl in the pot, to the new ways a young bride must learn. A young bride in someone else’s house. 
	Mary Ann was kind, but blunt. 
	‘I’m the mother in this household, bach. Remember that and we’ll get on alright.’

The house itself was a fine one. The parlour was used only to entertain the minister or other locally eminent visitors, standing ready to hold a wake when needed. Here was the best furniture: beautiful dining chairs with backs shaped into ovals, and tapestry on the seats; a glass-fronted china cabinet housing a complete set of what Daisy discovered was Swansea china; and in pride of place, a gramophone. Three bedrooms each contained an enormous double bed, high enough to need a step, and quilted coverlets of varying quality. Each room boasted a cabinet or dressing table with a jug and ewer, and a chamber pot, discreetly placed under the bed. 
	The yard was accessed through what the family called the back kitchen, itself a large and homely room full of comforting smells of mutton and cabbage, and a monster of a mangle. A long tin bath hung on the back door. Outside, a tiny square of concrete topped a steep flight of steps, leading down to an open area fringed by narrow borders of hardy violas and pansies. The space was dominated by a small wooden building that housed the lavatory. Inside, a wooden bench, scrubbed white and spotless, covered the metal pail just visible through the large hole cut in the wood. Much the same as Daisy was used to. A gate at the end of the yard led into a back lane, then, further down, into a garden, where vegetables grew alongside flowers and weeds. 
	It was a very fine house. 


CHAPTER FIVE
1940
Heads turned as he walked in. Was there a gasp? Certainly some whispers, some nudges. Nothing special to look at, unremarkable, except for what he wore. A charcoal grey suit, pin-striped, double breasted, proper turn-ups. Jess watched him in the huge cafeteria mirror as she sat at the counter with her cup of tea. Not many men in civvies these days. So what was he? Injured? A conchie? A spy? She smiled at the thought.
	He was walking towards her.
	He sat on the high stool next to hers. And he smiled too.
	‘I couldn’t help looking at your hair,’ he said to her. ‘Can I buy you another drink? Name’s Evan, by the way.’

	‘He’s just a man, Mam! A man I met in Woolies caff!’
	‘Well, that says it all!’ Daisy tidied perfectly tidy cushions and banged the kettle on the hob. ‘That’s not the way you’ve been brought up, my girl!’
	Bill sat in the corner at the side of the hearth, head down, staring into the flames, as much a part of the furniture as any table or chair. Jess stood on tiptoe, admiring herself in the glass over the mantlepiece. 
	‘You know nothing about him! Where’s he from? Why isn’t he in the army? Or the navy? What ...’
	‘Alright!’ Jess sighed as she turned to face her mother. ‘He’s not in the army because he works in a restricted occupation. Yes, that’s what it’s called. He told me. I don’t know what he does, but I think it’s something to do with making bombs. He lives in Caereithin, with his mother and father. He’s quite good looking, looks a bit foreign, Chinese perhaps.’
	‘Jess!’
	‘But he’s not!’ she laughed. ‘I asked him! No, he’s got those – you know – high cheekbones. Just a bit.’ And Jess danced around her mother, teasing her, daring her to be shocked. 
	Daisy smiled despite herself. Such a girl! Nothing she said swayed Jess, who, at twenty-three, was well able to choose her own friends. And her boyfriends. She’d lived in London on her own, for heaven’s sake! Well, in the nurses’ home, but same thing. She had looked forward to becoming a proper nurse, a qualified one – but all that ended with the war. She’d argued with her mother, said they would need her in the hospital, but once the bombing started, once she saw bodies being carried out of buildings whose walls were blasted off, once she’d seen inside bedrooms, wallpaper intact, open to the elements, grotesque half-built structures where people had once lived, her pleading was half-hearted. She was grateful to her mother for insisting she return home, although she would not admit it. Almost November now, and the nightly bombing still went on in the capital. Jess thought of the people going about their lives as she had, routinely walking into underground tunnels at the sound of sirens, taking it in their stride. Except they didn’t. These were people with families, jobs, loves and heartaches. 
	Daisy was only too glad to give her daughter the excuse she needed to come home.  She thought of her brother Charlie, dead on the Somme at twenty-four, though his mother hadn’t known it ... and Bertie, who might as well have been. That had been called the war to end all wars. Except it wasn’t.
	‘So where’s Meg tonight, Mam?’ Jess pursed her lips, closing them over a fold in her handkerchief. She wouldn’t smudge anyone’s shirt now. She admired the crimson kiss on the white starched linen, before she turned to check that her stocking seams were straight.
	‘My last pair,’ she said, more to herself than her mother. ‘It’ll be gravy browning and eyebrow pencil next – unless I find a handsome American!’ She laughed.
	‘Margaret’s out.’ Daisy expressed her disapproval in those two words.
	‘Come on Mam! Nothing wrong with that!’ Jess said, pulling on her jacket.
	‘Much too old for her. Best part of ten years.’
	‘I won’t be late – say ’bye to Pops when he comes reeling in from the Marquis!’ Jess laughed as she stooped to kiss her mother on the cheek. ‘Bye, Uncle Bill. And don’t worry about Meg,’ she added to her mother. ‘She’ll be grand.’

But worry Daisy did, of course. Each time her daughters left the house, each time Fred went to work on the buses, she worried. All the mothers did. Only the children weren’t frightened by the bombs - all their games were war games, as they collected souvenirs from the shrapnel. After all, they were the good guys weren’t they?  Magazines were full of articles and cartoons saying so. 
	An anti-aircraft station sat above Penfilia now, by the racecourse, she’d heard. Round brick-built emergency water stations were all over Swansea. There was one on St Johns Road,  another on Brondeg. People were cutting and cleaning oil drums to store water outside their houses. There was an ARP station by the  Railmen’s’ Institute, and a first aid post was altering masks ready for the new gas. Good guys? It didn’t matter. The bombing was indiscriminate. This was no game.

Margaret was the quiet one. The sensible one. Named for her mother, maybe the favourite one too. Well, in Jess’s wake – bawling Jess, lively Jess – Margaret was a blessed relief. It was Bill who had started calling her Meg. Daisy hadn’t argued, just pleased to see him showing some life.
	Meg knew he would leave her. She knew he must go back to the fight, after his arm mended. Soon, all too soon. He’d come back, she knew. But she was under no illusions about any future with him. Graham Thomas was well and truly married. He would come home alright, but not to her. She never pressed him. She simply loved him. Her love was all-embracing, all-consuming, a fever of despair when he wasn’t with her and passion when he was. Nothing and nobody else mattered; he was the only thing she cared about, more than she cared about herself.
	‘I’ve got a surprise for you, sweetheart!’ he said now. 
	She looked up at him, smiled. Hugged his arm a little closer as they walked, making the most of the seclusion the lane’s hedges and trees offered. 
	‘Don’t you want to know?’
	‘Oh, yes, of course I do!’ 
	‘I’ve found us somewhere. A place for us.’
	She didn’t dare look at him. 
	‘For us?’ she said quietly. ‘To live?’
	‘Well ... for us to meet. Perhaps you could live there though, Meg!’
	She would not show him that tiny flicker of hope, or her disappointment when it was nipped out. 
	‘That’s wonderful, Gray!’ she said. ‘Where? Can I see it?’
	He pulled her close. He stroked her hair, as the afternoon sun made it glow gold and copper. He kissed the tip of her nose and she closed her eyes. He touched her lips with his, felt her quiver, heard the familiar, involuntary gasp, then he dropped his arms.
	‘Not here, love. Not here.’
	The town was still reeling from the three days of sustained bombing that had turned houses and thoroughfares to rubble. Stretchers covered in blood sat outside an ARP hut and were being hosed down. People had slept under their stairs or in Anderson shelters, waking to see men digging in the wreckage, carrying out bodies, some alive. Many of the Swansea landmarks had disappeared. But Dogs Lane had survived.   
	The walk there wasn’t long, but it was rough cobbles all the way. This was a part of the town Meg didn’t know. It had what her mother would call ‘a reputation’, but she saw no ladies of the night leaning on gateposts or calling from upper floors. In fact, there were no gateposts. Narrow lanes barely separated rows of back-to-back terraces, front doors opening onto gravel and dirt. Washing lines hung between houses, limp laundry forming a series of sabre arches, mocking their union. The odour from the sewerage pipes, their contents not quite reaching the outfall into the bay, was everywhere. Children, some small, all grubby, peeped from behind bins or stared brazenly from the gutters, as the couple walked, Graham with his head down, Meg sometimes tripping, holding tight to his arm. From a pub at the end of the lane they could hear bawling music, mournful longings for an old Ireland the crooners had never seen. 
	‘Here Meg, it’s up here,’ Graham said.
	They turned into an opening, a tarnished metal Jacob’s ladder forming a zigzag up the wall of the building to their left. This, she supposed, would lead to their heaven.

Fred took her shoulders and held her away from him.
	‘Well, don’t you look a picture!’
	Jess’s smile lit up her pretty face.
	‘Thank you Pops!’ she said. ‘Come on, not far to walk. Think you can make it?’
	The little street gave a good showing, with neighbours from end to end turning out to wish her well. Children waved and cheered as she walked, arm in arm with her father, down to the church and through the lych gate. Her borrowed fur wrap and the refurbished straw hat cocked a snook at clothes rationing. She felt a million dollars. Evan was waiting, strictly formal, his fair hair Brylcreemed and slicked back, and she knew she was doing the right thing.

Their courtship had been a swift and quirky one. Following their first date, she hadn’t expected to see him again. Hadn’t really wanted to. Soldiers were in town, with their swagger and their loudness, their generosity and fun. But Evan had persisted. He wrote her letters – short ones, just keeping in touch, he said; not declaring undying love, nothing romantic. Nothing to make a girl swoon. He popped into the jewellers where she worked, smiled, asked her how she was. Never pestering for a second date, never staying too long. Once, he called at the house. Jess wasn’t in, and her mother took pity on him as he stood at the door, rain dripping from the brim of his trilby. Daisy asked him in, made him a cup of tea, chatted for a while – then he was gone. 
	Within a fortnight, his doggedness had paid off; her curiosity had been piqued, and Jess agreed to meet him.
	‘He’s a funny one, Meg!’ she’d confided to her sister, who sat watching Jess prepare herself for the date. ‘He’s so serious! But he’s clever, and he’s very nice to me. And quite handsome in his way. Smart too. Wears lovely clothes ...’ She dabbed powder onto her cheeks as she peered into her dressing table mirror. ‘Too much rouge, d’you think?’ she said.
	‘But do you like him, Jess? Really like him, I mean? Does he make your heart beat fast?’
	‘Come on Meg! You’ve been watching too many romance films! I’m no Vivien Leigh, and he certainly isn’t Clark Gable!’ Jess laughed, but she could see Meg thought differently. She put down the puff and turned in her seat.
	‘Oh no, not that Graham fellow? What would Mam think of you, carrying on with a married man?’
	‘She doesn’t know him, Jess. None of you do. He’s ... he’s lovely. He’s romantic and funny. He makes me laugh. He makes me feel ... I don’t know. Like nothing else matters. Like – I don’t care about anything else.’ Meg looked up. ‘I love him.’

The Carlton cinema was showing The Four Feathers, and although Jess may have preferred to see a comedy, or one of the romances she spoke so disparagingly about, she couldn’t help but be impressed by the grandeur of the building, from its bowed front window to the richly panelled ceiling, polished marble columns, and elaborate spiral staircase.
	More dates followed.
	Evan treated her like a queen. He took her to dinner in the best restaurants in town; he sent flowers to her home, and chocolates to her work. He had a car – a Ford Prefect – and he drove them to idyllic places where he laid out picnics of pop and jam sandwiches. She’d been used to a rough-and-tumble kind of dating, with laughter and teasing and some kissing on the way home. This was different. She responded to his sincere compliments and his quiet solicitude with appreciation. His gentle humour, often hidden beneath his serious demeanour, was a new and subtle kind, and she liked it. But did he make her heart beat fast? Did she tingle with anticipation at the thought of him? She wanted to think so. 
	Jess would catch him looking at her, admiring her, and she would laugh, saying, ‘It’s just my hair you love, isn’t it? Not me!’
	And he would stroke the thick auburn waves, and smile, and tell her she was right, and she knew he loved her.
	He took her to country places, talked to her about the land and the mountains and the rocks, the sea and the rivers. One day as they sat by a little stream – a pistle, he called it – he took her hand. 
	‘Wnei di fy mhriodi i?’ he asked.
	She said yes. Afterwards, she would pretend she hadn’t understood what she was agreeing to, but of course she had. After all, she wasn’t getting any younger. It was time she settled down. 
	He took her, at last, to meet his parents. They walked up the hill to Caereithin, and Evan was quieter than usual. As they stood before the front gate, he said, ‘You may think they’re a bit different. From me, I mean. And from you. They ...’
	Jess held his hand. She felt a tenderness towards him that was new to her. 
	‘I just hope they like me!’ she said.
	A ticking of clocks greeted them as Evan opened the door. Dozens of clocks, it seemed. The hallway was lined with them, of various shapes and sizes, although the sounds seemed to come from all parts of the house.
	‘Oh, so this is the girl, is it?’ his father said abruptly, as Evan drew his fiancée into the dark, stone-flagged living room. The old man wore his vest over his large belly, trouser braces hanging down at his sides. He remained seated in the armchair at the side of the open fireplace, twirling papers, stacking them into a wooden pot on the hearth. 
	‘Hello, Mr Jones.’
	‘Spills,’ he said, not looking up.
	‘And this is my mother,’ Evan said, seeming to hold his breath, as indeed he had ever since entering the house. A short, stout woman walked in from what seemed to be the scullery, carefully carrying a cup and saucer, her hands shaking ever so slightly. Her body was enveloped in a floral wrap-around apron, her salt-and-pepper hair scraped back from her face and pulled into a bun, low on her neck. She said something that Jess didn’t understand.
	‘Siarad Saesneg, Mam!’
	‘Sori, Bach!’ She was hesitant. ‘Nice to – to see you, cariad.’
	She walked to stand in front of her husband and poured some of the tea from the cup unto the saucer. She tried to hand it to him.’
	‘Boeth, Merch! Boeth!’ he shouted at her, and she pursed her lips and blew, very gently, onto the slopping liquid, before offering it to him again.
	Jess and Evan didn’t speak of their visit. 

Jess took her time as she walked down the aisle on her father’s arm. She savoured every moment. The pews were filled with friends and family, both sets of parents having turned out in best bib and tuckers. The scent of fresh flowers was everywhere, not quite extinguishing the smell of camphor and old wood that gave the building its familiar Sunday-school character. The organ played the bridal march as she made her way to the alter, and she beamed at her mother and sister as she passed her. Meg wouldn’t be a bridesmaid. It would save them having to get a special dress for her, she had said. Graham wasn’t there.
	It was in this church that Daisy had married, twenty-four earlier. She watched her eldest daughter with pride now, and some relief. Relief that Jess was not in the family way; relief that she and Fred were settled, and could give the couple lodgings until Jess’s husband was able to give his bride a home of their own. Daisy glanced at Meg – too thin, too pale, too sad – and her happiness faded a little. Where had her bright little girl gone? Always quiet, yes, but not like this, locked in her own world, paying lip service to everything around her, while a feverish melancholy seemed to grip her. What could a mother do? Daisy knew about the man, although she pretended not to. Better that way. So Daisy lifted her eyes instead to her elder daughter as she stood with her beau, giving their responses to the vicar’s words. 
	The congregation burst into Love Divine. The couple shared a decorous and self-conscious kiss, then turned and walked back up the aisle. Guests turned as they walked past, smiled, nodded. The new Mr and Mrs Jones emerged, surrounded by laughter and confetti, and waved to the well-wishers. It will all blow over, Daisy thought to herself as she glanced once more at Meg. Least said, soonest mended. 

Meg heard the news from the men in the pub where she pulled pints. She gripped the edge of the bar, watched her knuckles grow white, felt a pounding in her ears that had nothing to do with the loud and raucous exchanges in the tap room. No-one noticed. She pulled another pint.
	It would be Graham’s wife who’d had the telegram of course, who received the tea and sympathy, was allowed to weep, with neighbours rallying round, bringing hot dinners and faces set in mourning, dusting and fussing, wanting to hear any gory details and too polite to ask. Killed in action, was it? Shot? Gassed? Or was it the dysentery that got him? ‘Here’s a nice Victoria sponge, love. No children eh? Well that’s a blessing ...’.
	Not for Meg. She had no claim over him, no rights to tears and grief. She was as nothing. As the numbness wore off and the pain replaced it, she wanted to scream, to tear at her hair, her clothes. She did none of these. She lay face-down on the meagre mattress of her bed – their bed – and sobbed, pummelling the pillow until her strength was gone. Then she looked around the room, and its very bareness was a reminder of the total obsession that had been theirs. They had seen nothing, needed nothing, but each other. They had breathed as one, their hearts beat as one. Their minds totally in tune. Hadn’t he told her so? Hadn’t he loved her beyond life? What did his wife know of that? Now she saw the hovel she lived in for what it was – no longer lit by her lover’s presence, or his promise of return. The ambrosia tasted bitter in her mouth.
	So she went home.
	
Did she want the good news or the bad news? Meg gave her mother a choice of sorts. Except there was no good news. A baby on the way - that should have been good news. But – a bastard. 
	They sat at the kitchen table, facing each other, and the room was silent. Daisy had listened as Meg whispered the scandalous news. Could she talk of the love and passion she and Graham had for each other, of their plans, his promises? No, not to her mother.  So she sat, her voice, quiet at the start, fading to a whisper before it died under her mother’s hard stare.
	It was Jess who broke the silence, running in, whipping off her scarf and shaking out her rain-soaked hair.
	‘Meg! Haven’t seen you in ages! Evan’s just ...’
	‘Not now, Jess.’
	‘But ...’
	‘I said – not now!’ Daisy shouted. Then, ‘Sit down, Jess. Did you know about this? Has she told you? Do you know what your sister’s become?’
	‘Mam, please!’ Meg begged, tearful.
	‘Will someone please tell me what’s going on?’ Jess demanded. Then, ‘Not now, Evan,’ she shouted down the hall. ‘I’ll see you upstairs, okay?’
	She sat.
	‘Well?’
	‘Go on then. Tell her.’
	Meg looked up.
	‘Jess, I ...’
	‘Don’t dilly-dally. Tell her.’
	‘I’m having ... Graham’s baby. And he’s dead. And ...’ Meg’s sobs overtook her. ‘And I want to come home!’
	Jess grabbed her sister’s hand, held it, squeezed it.
	‘Oh love! Well of course you do! Of course! It’ll be ...’
	‘No!’
	Daisy’s voice was low, firm.
	‘I’m sorry, Margaret. But - no. You can’t live here. There’s Uncle Bill, and Pops. And Jess and Evan, till their place is ready  ...’ Daisy daren’t look up. ‘But we’ll help with the rent on your place. You won’t have to go on the parish.’  She turned her back then, poked the cinders in the fireplace, steadied herself on the black surround.
	‘Mam! How could you?’ Jess was in tears. 
	‘Houl yer whisht girl!’ her mother snapped. 
	Daisy couldn’t explain if she tried. But she saw herself, sixteen, pregnant, standing before a woman she didn’t know, waiting for a man she barely knew. In this kitchen, a lifetime ago. 


CHAPTER SIX
1916
	‘So, you’re Daisy, are you?’ Mary Ann looked her up and down, her steel-grey eyes hard. 
	Daisy nodded, swallowed the bile that was rising in her throat again, pulled her shawl tighter, a vain attempt to cover the obvious.
	‘Fred didn’t say. Didn’t say a word about  ... this. To his own mother!’ Mary Ann looked into the girl’s chalk white face, eyes huge. ‘Well, what’s done is done. We’ll sort it.’
	Daisy watched Fred stand, unsure, boyish, in front of his mother, waiting for the tongue-lashing, and, timid though she was, she went and stood beside him. It was months since she’d seen him; had only known him for a few weeks. Their liaison, so innocent at first, so naïve, had wakened the woman in her, but was now so far removed that it seemed another world. And here she was, the reality, waking from that dream to stand by the stranger who would soon be her husband.
	Mary Ann wasn’t unkind, but it was clear who ruled the roost. Daisy learnt the ways of a respectable young wife reliant on the good nature of her mother-in-law. She cooked and she washed clothes, she turned the reluctant giant mangle till her hands were raw; she cleaned and she polished, much as she had done at home. She tried not to think of the farm, or of her mother, or her sullen Da. Her chest tightened when she did, her eyes burned, her throat swelled, so she tried to put them out of her mind. She had letters, just a few, telling her mainly of her brothers’ lives. What else was her mother to say? 
	
Blanche could not write well, and relied on neighbours, or Mr McIver, to put the words down. Could she pour out her anguish and her love, her worries and her heartbreak to them? She didn’t have the words. So she told Daisy of the animals and the crops in stiff, short sentences. She said that Eugene and Aidan were well. Of Bertie and Charlie she said nothing. She knew nothing, other than they were fighting in another country. Or dead. 
	She’d heard of another mother, a Mrs Pearse. Blanche had been brought up a Protestant, a British subject, and had accepted both as fact, the only way, the right way. That much was clear, and was not to take up any of her thought. Rebels were bad. Irish Republicanism was bad. Clear as day. But all such beliefs blurred now, as Blanche heard of those rebel sons, executed after the Rising along with so many others. She grieved for those boys as if they were her own. She poured all the mourning for young Des she had stored away, all the terror for her soldier sons she’d kept in abeyance, she poured it all into grief for another mother.  And still she hid it away.

February, 1917, and Daisy’s pains started. Mary Ann, efficient and calm as ever, stripped the double bed of all but its mattress, and laid out newspapers on it. She’d been saving them ever since her boy had come home with his little bride. Well, she couldn’t afford a new mattress, could she? Scrubbing was all very well, but the brown stains and the metallic smell never truly went away. Not after a birthing. The old sheets didn’t matter so much.
	Daisy did as she was told. She drank the sweet tea, she dressed in her late father-in-law’s voluminous nightshirt, she lay down on the bed and she waited. She stifled the groans that spilled from her at each tensing of her womb, not sure what was to come. When the midwife arrived – or so she called herself – Daisy lay, fearful, as the brusque woman pressed and prodded.
	‘A long time to go yet, Mary Ann. I’ll come back later,’ she said.
	Not a word to Daisy. Not a word of comfort or reassurance, or of forewarning. And so she left, leaving Mary Ann to explain.
	Daisy knew the mechanics of it, of course. Hadn’t she seen the cows, the ewes, the bitches give birth? But the pain - she hadn’t expected the pain. Not like this. Floods of it, building to a climax she thought must surely render her unconscious, and then – an ebbing, a slowing, allowing her to prepare for the next onslaught.
	She had not talked to Mary Ann about her own thoughts on becoming a mother. Nor to anyone. Fred? On his brief leave visits, when time was so precious, when all must be cheerfulness, with no mention of war and maiming and death? Was she to voice her worries to him then? Or to George, that man-about-town, full of joie-de-vivre, off to meet his lady-friends in his natty suit? No, certainly not George. There was no-one. Except Bill. To him, she poured out her excitement, her mental pictures of wheeling the little one through the village, wearing bonnets and matinee coats she had made herself; she told him of her growing feelings towards the tiny person, faceless as yet, she carried inside her. And she told him of her fears. Would she be enough? Would she love this child? Would she be a proper mother? Bill said not a word, but that didn’t matter.
	The midwife appeared in the doorway, carrying a large funnel and some rubber tubing. Mary Ann followed her, the jug from the washstand in her hands. 
	‘Turn onto your side, there’s a good girl.’ Gentler now.
	Daisy did as she was told. She felt the tube being forced inside, her body’s natural resistance overcome by the remorseless shoving. Then, the gushing and swilling of water, warm, soapy, as it poured into her, filling her, making her want to vomit.
	‘Hold it there, bach. Don’t open your bowels yet.’
	She was pulled from the bed, sat on the commode chair, nightdress pulled up around her waist, as the soiled liquid poured from her, splashing into the ceramic pot beneath. Twice she was told to hold it, as one pot was replaced with another. Twice she failed, as the watery contents of her bowels continued to stream onto the protective sheets placed on the floor around her. Amid the pain of her contractions, the churning of her stomach, the stinging in her rump, Daisy’s overriding emotion was one of mortification. To be seen like this! By her mother-in-law – and by a stranger! She thought she would not bear it, as she was helped, once again, up onto the bed. One leg over the midwife’s shoulder now, and no time to think – just an overwhelming urge to push her baby into the world. She groaned - low, visceral sounds -   as each pain built upon the last, until an agony like no other pushed out a tiny head, and a still greater one allowed little shoulders to escape, a small body to slither, wet and warm, onto her leg, and it was done. Daisy was a mother.
	
1919
The war ended at last and Fred was coming home. The time between the armistice in the November, and meeting him off the boat in Swansea docks, was an eternity for Daisy. She stood, once again watching the waters lap the harbour wall, but now with a struggling infant in her arms. She wouldn’t believe it till she saw him. The Battalion known as the Swansea Pals - a thousand or more men from Swansea and the surrounds - had found themselves in the deadly battle of Mametz Wood. By 1918, more than half had given their lives for King and Country. So no, Daisy wouldn’t believe it till she saw him.
	She turned to her mother-in-law.
	‘D’you think ...’ but her voice died away, as both women strained to see a speck on the horizon. 
	The older woman’s voice seemed aimed at the ripples and the swell in front of them.
	‘They’re being released bit by bit, they say. Not all at once. Makes sense, I suppose. But what’s he supposed to do? For work? He didn’t have a job before he went, for God’s sake!’
	Daisy could hear Mary Ann’s frustration bubbling to the surface again. As always, it had the effect of quelling her own.
	‘Well, there’s plenty of building work, goodness knows!’ 
	It didn’t seem strange to Daisy that she now saw the blitzed and battered town as her own, after living there for just two years. It was home now.
	‘Or the pit,’ said Mary Ann.
	‘Aye, there’s always the pit.’
	They fell into their silent reveries, while little Jess fussed and babbled. Then, ‘There it is! The boat! There!’
	It was an age. Interminable. How slowly could a ship move! Inch by inch, it seemed. Time was spinning away, while the hulk nudged closer - and now there was a floating sea of faces above it, some battered, bruised, all grinning, some weeping. And then Fred was running to them, eyes crinkled, laughing, circling his three girls with his sturdy arms, and all was well.

Motherhood came naturally to Daisy. She gave hardly a thought to the old dreams, of studying, of becoming a nurse, or a vet: those were hopes for a new generation.  Her role was laid out for her and on the whole, she was content. Her feelings for Fred had grown, from the adolescent excitement she had felt in the barn back home, to a settled and comfortable feeling of affection. And yes, love. 
	They rowed sometimes. Daisy’s temper was as rich as her mothers, and she didn’t give an inch.
	‘I’m warning you, Fred Hughes, if you come in here rolling drunk one more time, I’ll be lathering you!’
	‘Aww come on Daise!’ he’d say, stooping to give her a peck on the cheek. ‘It’s just a glass with the boys! No harm, Cariad!’
	‘I’ll give you no harm! I’ll not have the neighbours thinking ...’
	And he’d lift her up and hug her, and kiss her on the lips, and she’d laugh.
	She would laugh, too, when Fred mixed up his words as he often did, although not unkindly. Terracotta he’d say, instead of instead of terra firma. They’d laugh at his silly jokes, gleaned from his workmates, often too bawdy for his mother’s ears. And they would dance to the gramophone as they played Pretty Baby and Dixieland Blues when Ann Marie was out, Bill watching silently, little Jess gurgling with pleasure. 
But news from Tobergell was bad. Soldiers returning from the front had brought with them the dreaded Spanish ’flu. Whole families were struck down, and Ireland suffered the worst. Dublin was a city cut in two, the wealthy living on the edges of town in tiered properties with plumbing and indoor toilets, while the rest lived in slums, sometimes twelve to a room, with little food, little warmth, and no sanitation. Panicked citizens succumbed to fear and profiteering, clinging to hope of prevention or cure by camphor and onions, government approved. Special wards were set up in the large hospitals to cater specifically for pregnant women who showed symptoms, exhausted nurses doing all they could for malnourished would-be mothers and their unborn babies, many of whom would not survive. And all the while, a war raging, simmering, a centuries-long struggle for control of Ireland by the Irish, not quenched by another that tore the world apart.
	The letter from Mr McIver arrived on the day Daisy was about to tell Fred there was another baby on the way. 
	Dear Daisy
	Your dear mother is too distressed to put into words the news I must pass on to you. Your brother Aidan, having travelled to Dublin to work in the munitions factory, became ill with the gripe and was taken to the hospital. He was looked after well by the nurses, but the poor boy died on October 1st.
	A young man named Michael Byrne helps Eugene. Your Ma and Da are grateful for his help, and for another presence around a deserted table.
	I am sorry to give you such wretched news, but it is best you know the state of things here. Do not try to visit, as the flu is rife, even in the countryside. I hope you and your family are well. 
	Yours
	John McIver

	New life and a new death. How could Daisy celebrate one while grieving for the other? But distance was a buffer. Barely two years since she’d seen her brothers, her mother, father, and yet their faces were growing dim in her mind. So she told Fred about her condition, and laughed as he hugged her gently, and she popped the letter into her apron pocket. 

Daisy was a Hughes now, and not a day went by when one of the family didn’t remind her of it. She was regaled with stories of the past, ancestors she got to know as kin, their histories becoming her own. She listened to the story of how Joseph’s parents had lived in a shack in Greenhill down on the wharfs, a place known as Little Ireland, while he worked as a labouring builder and she scrubbed sheets for the gentry. 
	‘A rough place it was too, by all accounts,’ Mary Ann told her. ‘Full of women and boys and girls, breaking up the copper ore with hammers. Buckers, they were called. Filthy they were, too,’ she said, getting into her stride now. ‘No, not with their habits – though some were no better than they ought to be. No, it was the powder of the ore, greenish, yellowish. It covered their clothes, got into their skin. Filthy.’
	Five years they had lived in that shack, and Joe’s mother prayed every day that they could leave, move away from the strange women who held a pipe between their rotting teeth, who wore old coats buttoned up to the neck to protect any decent clothing, as they loaded small lumps of ore into wheelbarrows. Five years it took for Joe’s father and the other men to build the little string of terraced houses that would become Crispin Row. Five years of back-breaking work for the men, but five years of saving too. Joseph’s father was one of the lucky ones. He’d taken up the offer of down-payment on a house in exchange for a large chunk of his weekly wage, so that by the time the row was finished, he owned at least part of one of them. Joseph and his siblings grew up in that elite group of Swansea residents – they were homeowners. When Joseph married Mary Ann, they too moved in to the family home, for where else would they go?
	The couple soon welcomed three boys into their lives and the home they shared with Joe’s parents. William, clever and serious, head down, a thinker. Then George, a charmer even then, smiling his way into everyone’s hearts. Little Alfred was still a babe in arms when a knock on the door one morning signalled the end of the life the couple had planned for their family.
	Mary Ann sat by Joe’s hospital bed for six days, the boys cared for by their grandparents. She held one or other of her husband’s hands as best she could, obscured as they were with tubes. She wiped his forehead, talked to him, told him what was happening. And all that time he remained unconscious.
His workmates told Mary Ann what had happened. Joseph had been inspecting the work on a first-floor window from his ladder. He was careful, he knew what to do, had done it a hundred times or more. But not so the apprentice working above him on the roof. Someone should have seen that the coping stone was too big for him, too heavy. When it fell, it was fast and lethal. Joseph would never have seen it coming. It knocked him to the ground, pinning him there. 
The doctors did all they could, but it was hopeless. Joseph was alive, just. Both legs would need to be amputated. It was left to Mary Ann to tell him. When he woke. But he didn’t wake. 

Daisy and Mary Ann came to an accommodation, an unspoken one, but a binding one nevertheless. And when Mary Ann became ill, Daisy nursed her. 
	‘Don’t fuss, Daisy!’ Mary Ann complained, even as she allowed herself to be changed into a clean nightdress.
	‘It’s a bit of a rest I need, that’s all.’ And she slept.
	Their roles were reversed now, Daisy in charge, but she showed Fred’s mother all the care and affection she would have shown her own mother, had she been able to. Her two little girls played quietly in a corner of the bedroom, while Daisy ran between the rooms, cleaning, cooking, never leaving her charges for long. 
	Fred pounded the streets, looking for a day’s work, as a general strike took hold across the country. Food was scarce. Daisy sometimes thought of taking her family and going home. Yes, in her desperate times, Ireland was still home. But as she read the letters from Tobergell, telling of the changes in her country, she knew even that had become an impossible hope.	So Daisy nursed Mary Ann till the end, talked to her, listened to her. Heard the old stories, pretended they were new. She held the older woman’s hand, and promised that Bill would always have a home with her and Fred. 


CHAPTER SEVEN
1942
No, Jess wouldn’t understand. Indeed, Daisy didn’t understand herself. Just a powerful feeling of maintaining the status quo, being respectable. She had built a life here, a place in local society. And welcoming though it was, society could be harsh. Woe betide those who strayed! So she refused Meg a home, and watched as the girl walked away.
	Jess was the only one to visit her sister. The girl was wretched, and barely roused herself from her bed. As the months went on, still Meg lay, weeping, mourning. Jess found it hard to understand that level of grief. Did her sister love the man so very much? Is that what love is supposed to do to you? Jess tried to compare it with her feelings for Evan. She couldn’t. And she watched with a kind of envy as she saw the belly swell, the breasts become plump, as she hid the secret she carried inside her.
	Meg’s baby was born with no fuss. Mean and meagre the area might be, but the solidarity of motherhood was strong, so a child from Dogs Lane was sent by its mother to tell Daisy of her grandchild’s arrival. Daisy was reluctant, but agreed to accompany Jess. They trudged through the slush and the sleet, heads down. And what she saw horrified her. Horror at the neglected appearance of the street and the rooming house, the drunken Noels issuing from the pub.  Then the clutter and filth on the stairs, the mounds of soiled bedlinen in the room, the unkempt state of her daughter. But the greatest horror was directed at herself, for allowing this to happen. She saw the tiny child, asleep in a chest drawer, mewling as it slept. 
	 ‘It’s time you came home, lass,’ she said gently

Jess set off the next morning with Evan in his Morris Eight, blankets piled on the back seat. She was excited. Relieved. Her sister was coming home, and her mother would care for her and her baby, and all would be well. And Meg would be home again where she belonged, and there would be a cousin for her own little one when it came. She touched her belly lightly as they drove across town. If she were right in her calculations ... Jess smiled to herself. 
	She knew something was not right. The baby’s feeble whimpering, the stench of vomit, all too clear from outside the half-open door. No need to knock. No imagination needed to know what had happened. The pill box, the empty gin bottle, the lifeless body, head hanging down, a trickle of phlegm from the gaping mouth, all made a macabre and sickly pageant.
	Jess stood in the doorway, her hands covering her mouth. She started to shake, as she retched, choked, swayed. Evan, standing behind her, dropped the armful of bedding and held her.
	‘Go outside, love,’ he said. ‘Wait for me there.’
	But Jess walked to the bed. She moved her sister’s head, gently, ever so gently, onto the pillow; she closed her lips, then her eyes, and she pulled the counterpane over Meg’s thin body. Then she bent and picked up the child, sticky in its own dirt. Evan handed her a clean blanket. She wrapped the baby, and held it to her as she wept, kissing its warm head and its matted hair, murmuring words of comfort and sorrow and love. 
	‘Don’t fret, Cariad. I’ll be your mother now.’


The Mothers of Tobergell
Reflective Essay 
This piece of work will form the first seven chapters of a novel of between 80,000 and 100,000 words in total, covering the main events of the 20th century, and one family’s involvement in them.[footnoteRef:1] It is the story of Daisy and her family, with a focus on the mothers in the family. It is set in Ireland and in Wales, and covers the period 1888 to 1999. Through their stories, I examine the perception and place of women as mothers in society, in their communities, and within their families.  [1:  A synopsis of the complete novel is attached as Appendix A] 

	My ideal reader will be a genre reader; he or she will have a good level of literary experience and education, with a reasonable grasp of the main historical events of the period, or an interest in discovering such information through engaging fiction.[footnoteRef:2]  In A Reader on Reading, Alberto Manguel provides a thought-provoking list of the qualities he identifies in the ideal reader in an abstract sense.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Such fiction, relevant to my story, includes Dublin and Ireland Awakening, by Edward Rutherfurd, and The Pull of the Stars by Emma Donoghue ]  [3:  Alberto Manguel, A Reader on Reading, (New Haven & London, Yale University Press, 2010) pps. 151-153 
] 

With a sense of what might constitute the ideal reader for my work, I have made deliberate choices: I use close third person narration, enabling me to show the various characters’ feelings through their actions, and this is the dominant narrative perspective throughout. Much of the narrative is in the ‘show’ mode, while I have chosen to use ‘tell’ when sometimes covering lengthy time or setting changes.
	As a novel, the narrative takes time to cover all elements of the story, some of which are not evident in this opening extract, and to establish the characters, their backstories, the conflicts and the timeframes. 
My novel will be a large-scale family epic; it is not sentimental, but provides human-centred, sophisticated storytelling; it could be categorised as ‘middlebrow’ rather than ‘popular’ fiction. Definitions of such terms are hard to come by and are sometimes contradictory.[footnoteRef:4]  In the simplest of terms, popular fiction can be defined as various fiction genres and types that have proved to be popular with wide audiences. Rona Randall goes further when she writes:  [4:  The term ‘middlebrow’ has variously been scorned by such eminent writers as Virginia Woolf, defended by
J.B.Priestley, and satirized by Russell Lynes in the 1949 essay “Highbrow, Lowbrow, Middlebrow” where he said that ‘... the subtle distinctions that Woolf found significant among the levels of brows were just a means of upholding an artificial cultural superiority over the popular culture consumed by the middlebrow and the lowbrow strata of society.’ https://www.jstor.org/stable/40255171 accessed March 2023] 

Popular fiction has many faces and many names ... but all ... have the same basic requirements: good characterisation, a good plot, and the author’s genuine enthusiasm for whatever genre he or she is aiming for.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Rona Randall, Writing Popular Fiction, London 2nd edn (London, A&C Black, 1997) p.16] 


My story satisfies these basic requirements, and in that sense it can be regarded as popular fiction. However, it also examines ethical concerns in an accessible manner, and can therefore be classed as middlebrow. As it involves characters and events during the twentieth century, it can also be regarded as historical fiction. Rhona Martin writes:
There is really only one valid reason for setting a story outside the present day and this is that the situation springs from the period, and could not possibly have happened at any other time. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Rhona Martin, Writing Historical Fiction, 2nd edn. (London, A&C Black, 1995) p.9] 


My story provides entertainment, while immersing itself in the ‘then and the now,’ as discussed by Jerome De Groot.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  ‘Historical fictions that engage with models of popular entertainment in their communicative strategies – that is, all of them – run the gamut of ideo-historiographical articulation, from being actively conservative ... to being actively radical ... This desire for the past suggests a way of conceptualising the then and the now, and of traversing that distinction.’ Jerome De Groot, Remaking History, (Oxford, Routledge Press 2016) pps 151-152] 

The reason I decided to write this kind of book is due to my interest in twentieth century history, and that of Ireland in particular. My novel begins there, in the character of my grandmother. She came from Ireland to live in South Wales as a young bride, and she forms the scaffolding upon which my story is built. My fictional character takes over very quickly, although other family members have also given me starting points for various characters throughout the book. The story took off as a trawl through historical events that would have affected such a family. This allows me to focus my story around significant dramatisable moments – World War I, the Easter Rising, World War II, the Troubles in Ireland, and more. I chose not to describe these events in detail, but to assume the reader would have some knowledge of them, and I dropped clues as to their existence. For example, the sinking of the Titanic is a well-known and well-worn piece of history, but I chose to refer to it almost as if in passing, concentrating on Blanche’s son Des.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  ‘Des, now eighteen, watched as soap and tallow were spread on the slipway to allow the Titanic easy passage into the river Lagan. And he knew he would follow her. Blanche had tried to keep him home, God knows. All that year, while he saved and dreamed, she begged him, but it was no use, and she knew it. So when the great ship set sail from Queenstown in the south, Des was on board. Steerage. He might have survived, Blanche insisted.’] 


Daisy’s focalised point of view is initially written in the present tense, as a device to bring an immediacy to the introduction of the story. I start her story in medias res, and I uncover the backstories in a similar narratorial style, albeit in the past tense. I have ordered the plot in a patterning device to make it interesting, to draw the reader in, and to build suspense and surprise.  For example, in the opening to Chapter 4, I intended to create an initial confusion when I originally wrote: 
The homecoming was no celebration. Mary Ann wept when she saw her son, the soldier, the fighter, as he looked this way, that way, wary, picking at a thread in his ill-fitting army-issue civilian suit. 

and later, ‘A proper homecoming this time, so soon after the last. Fred stood at the door, ...’ 
giving the reader some ‘dots’ to join as to which, and how many, sons Mary Ann was referring to. I was inspired to create such initial uncertainty in the mind of the reader by the writing of Alberto Manguel in his book A Reader on Reading.[footnoteRef:9] However, following feedback, I realised that the confusion may have gone a step too far, and I amended the chapter opening accordingly.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  ‘I heard Bioy discuss the need to plot carefully the successive episodes in a story so as to know exactly where the characters are headed, and then cover the tracks, leaving only a few clues for the reader to think that they are discovering something invisible to the writer’. Manguel, A Reader on Reading, p.14]  [10:  ‘This homecoming was no celebration. Mary Ann wept when she saw her eldest son, the soldier, the fighter, as he looked this way, that way, wary, picking at a thread in his ill-fitting army-issue civilian suit. She looked at his brother George, and she was torn between relief at Bill’s return and resentment that he should be the one to suffer. And what of Fred? It had been so long since she’d seen her youngest. Where was he now?’] 

For each element of the story, I considered the dominant narrative, the story and the plot structure, considering whether, and how, I could shuffle the ‘story’ cards. I have ensured that the text has shifts of focus and pace changes, in an action-reaction rhythm, and I move backwards and forwards in time, as the story unfolds. I had in mind not dissimilar approaches to structure in novels such as Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale.[footnoteRef:11] I did, however, decide to give some information as to the datelines and settings, in terms of the year and the town or village at the beginning of each chapter, in order to provide an element of ‘scaffolding’. This choice reflects the kind of reader I have in mind for the novel. [11:  I cite Margaret Atwood’s ‘The Handmaid's Tale’ as a comparable in one sense only – that of moving backwards and forwards in time. My story is not like the acclaimed dystopian novel by Ms Atwood.
in any other way, and I would not wish the reader to expect any other similarities. Mine is a very different book.] 

My approach to historical research for this piece has been a mixture of secondary reading, and my own memories and experiences and oral family history. In doing this, I was influenced by Nigel Jenkins’ autobiographical work.[footnoteRef:12] For the facts relating to the history of Ireland, I found it difficult to access textbooks that referred to ‘Ireland’ as opposed to Northern Ireland – a state not in existence at the start of my story. However, having studied Pearce and Stewart’s British Political History, I was able to interweave my fictitious family into the history of the times.[footnoteRef:13] My literary research also involved many novels set in, or about, Ireland at various points of the 20th century, particularly The Pull of the Stars by Emma Donahue, and 1916 by Morgan Llywelyn. The first of these is centred around a few days in a specialist maternity hospital in Dublin, in 1918; the second is a factual account of the events leading up to the Easter rising, written in the form of a novel. [12:  In Real Swansea, Nigel Jenkins weaves his family history into descriptions of the port of Swansea, as in ‘my grandfather, having been chairman of the pilotage authority’ 
Nigel Jenkins, Real Swansea (Wales: Seren 2008) p. 26]  [13:  M Pearce and G Stewart, British Political History 1867-2001 3rd edn (London, Routledge 2002) pp 221-222] 

	My personal history and knowledge are derived from my West-Walian parents and grandparents, and my maternal grandmother’s early years in what is now Northern Ireland. I have vivid memories of the two houses where I would visit both sets of grandparents, one of which I used to describe the house in Crispin Row, the other as Evan’s parents’ house.
	From these various sources, there was a great deal of information available, and I decided to use the ‘Bowerbird’ methodology, as described by Tess Brady:  ‘I needed to function a little like a bowerbird that picks out the blue things and leaves all the other colours.’[footnoteRef:14] I selected information from my research, leaving out the vast majority of it as it would not necessarily have moved the story forward, but the knowledge I had acquired coloured my writing of the story itself, as identified by Rona Randall.[footnoteRef:15] Some vital pieces of history I boiled down to a single phrase or paragraph, as in the reference to the Titanic above, and again, in the importance of Patrick Pearse to the 1916 rebellion: [14:  Tess Brady: extract from An Exegesis concerning the novel- Fragments of a map – Session 1, HPEN 7018.
This exegesis and its accompanying novel were submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the Faculty of Arts, Deakin University, in April 1998.]  [15:  ‘Only a small amount of your researched material may, and probably will, be needed to give conviction to your story, but that small amount must be supported by a depth of knowledge.’
Randall, Writing Popular Fiction p.118
] 

When he and the other lads of Na Fíanna Éireann had listened to the words of Pádraig Pearse, he saw that gentle Gaelic scholar transformed into an angry man, outraged by injustice.

And later:
She’d heard of another mother, a Mrs Pearse ... all such beliefs blurred now, as Blanche heard of those rebel sons, executed after the Rising along with so many others.

Similarly, I make reference to the splitting of the land, a tradition that contributed to Ireland’s economic difficulties, without spelling it out in detail:
But she always knew the time would come when they would look ahead, look to their own futures. When they’d see that little acreage split into five. Six, while their Da was alive. And it wouldn’t sustain them.

In this way, I turned my research and my own historical knowledge into fiction, and a readable story.[footnoteRef:16] I gave a sense of place – of the farmhouse in Tobergell, the house in Crispin Row – through Daisy’s perception of them. Her journey to Dublin with her mother describes her view of the changes to the number and type of dwellings, and the distance they travelled: [16:  The idea of crossing the border between fact and fiction can be a difficult one, explored by Linda Candy in her chapter ‘Evidence in practice-based research’. 
Linda Candy, The Creative Reflective Practitioner (England: Routledge, 2020) pp. 244-246
] 

The road wound its way through the countryside, past fields and farms, grass and gorse, then rows of cottages, villages, towns. The houses grew bigger, the roads wider; cars, lorries, carts and carriages, and bicycles, so many bicycles.

The bleak description of Dogs Lane, and Meg’s journey along it, is contrasted with Jess’s happy wedding day:
Washing lines hung between houses, limp laundry forming a series of sabre arches, mocking their union. .... Children, some small, all grubby, peeped from behind bins or stared brazenly from the gutters, as the couple walked, ...
and:
The little street gave a good showing, with neighbours from end to end turning out to wish her well. Children waved and cheered as she walked, arm in arm with her father, down to the church and through the lych gate....

Both descriptions bring the story to life through the sights, smells and sounds around them.

Rhona Martin suggests ‘it is not the convolutions of the plot that stick in the mind, but the people involved in it. For the story to be remembered, those characters must be as real, as alive, as convincing as it is possible to make them.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Martin, Writing Historical Fiction, p.24] 


My key characters are Blanche, Daisy and Jess, with several others linked to them in some way: husband, mother-in-law, lover, son, sister, etc. I made my story believable by creating characters that felt real, and resonated with perceptions and understanding of dress and experiences of the time, as well as with modern-day thoughts and feelings. I chose not to give detailed physical descriptions of most of my characters, but just enough for my ideal reader, being familiar with the genre and the conventions of this kind of writing.[footnoteRef:18] For example, when introducing various characters, I write: ‘As wide as she was tall, Blanche held herself like a six-footer. Her patched skirt and her husband’s ticking shirt did nothing to take away her authority’;  ‘She caught back her long hair and twisted it into a copper knot, holding the grips between her teeth until they were needed.’; ‘The vet, with the build of a stallion and the hands of a pianist’ and ‘she would stroke his too-long hair, red as a shepherd’s delight, silky as new milk.’ [18:  My choice is in line with the preferences of my assumed readership, and with other books. There are comparable examples of similar historical fiction, e.g., Shuggie Bain by Douglas Stuart, The Pull of the Stars by Emma Donahue, and Remember Me by Melvyn Bragg, all of whom tend to focus on one or very few physical characteristics, more readily using action to define their protagonists.] 

I developed the description and characterisations from people I have known, mainly within my own family. I completed the relevant parts of a personal ‘questionnaire’ of my main characters until they were real to me, even though much of that information is not used in the story – as yet. 
I considered the diction and word choices of my characters, and their dramatic monologue. For example, what would Daisy say? etc. Daisy’s voice changes as she changes. 
As a young girl, she is curious, questioning, respectful:
‘Sorry Ma, time ran away!’
‘How many tonight?’
	‘Rain trough’s drying up again, Mammy!’ she called.
‘I mean - the man? Is he not to have any supper?’
‘But - is he not? Can I not take him a wee bite? Mebbe after supper?’
	‘Is Da no in for supper, Ma?’

As a young wife and mother, Daisy is confident, playful: 
‘I’m warning you, Fred Hughes, if you come in here rolling drunk one more time, I’ll be lathering you!’

And as the mother of an adult Jess, she is stern, strict, sure of her principles:
‘Well, that says it all!’ Daisy tidied perfectly tidy cushions and banged the kettle on the hob. ‘That’s not the way you’ve been brought up, my girl!’

I have used Irish language and dialects sparingly, choosing to avoid the trap of stereotyping. Some terms have been familiar to me since childhood, such as ‘houl yer whisht’, an exhortation used all too often by my mother and my grandmother; turns of phrase such as ‘They’re terrible keen on our lambs’ give a flavour of the idiom, using everyday words such as ‘terrible’ in a way peculiar to the Irish dialect. Occasionally I have used an Irish word such as ‘shillelagh’ or ‘bodeen’, but I kept this to a minimum, as the spellings and pronunciations – even if only in the reader’s head - can be confusing. 
	On occasion, I have used Welsh phrases such as ‘Wnei di fy mhriodi i’ (will you marry me) and ‘Siarad Saesneg, Mam’ (speak English, Mam). I was aware of issues involved in crossing linguistic boundaries, and cultural ones, in writing fiction, as identified by Kirsti Bohata[footnoteRef:19]. I am not a fluent Welsh speaker, but the words I have included are understood by many non-Welsh speakers, and the context in which they are written should demonstrate their meaning. The same principle will apply to the few Irish words I have included.  [19:  Kirsti Bohata, Postcolonialism Revisited University of Wales Press. Kindle Edition (Wales: University of Wales Press, 2004) Chapter: ‘Devices of Otherness’? Code-switching, Audience and the Politics of Language


] 

	I see this book as sitting alongside others such as Shuggie Bain by Douglas Stuart, The Pull of the Stars by Emma Donahue, and Remember Me by Melvyn Bragg, all of which set a fictional story in an accurate historical setting within the twentieth century.  I believe that the timeline and the settings I have chosen are rich in dramatic action, and will result in my producing a substantial and enjoyable novel.
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Appendix A
The Mothers of Tobergell – A Synopsis 
The story continues ...
Jess is pregnant. She loses the baby, and decides to raise Meg’s child as her own; she takes the baby and sails to Ireland, to lodge with her grandmother Blanche whom she’s never met. She remains there for six months, registering the baby as her own, and naming her Elizabeth. She meets Connor Byrne, Michael’s son. 
	In 1944, WW2 has ended, and Evan is sent to work in the oil fields in Persia. Jess and Elizabeth move back with her parents. Evan is invalided home: he has a mental illness brought on by malaria.  He becomes irrational and difficult to live with. Jess runs to Ireland, is close to having an affair with Connor. When Daisy realises this, she too travels to Ireland; she meets Mick and tells him he could be Jess’s father. Mick has to tell Connor why he must leave Jess; Connor threatens Daisy that he will tell the family about Jess’s possible parenthood, unless she convinces her mother (Blanche) to include his father in her will.
	 Jess returns to Wales, not knowing why Connor has left her; she and Evan are reunited, and soon after, she is pregnant. She gives birth to a daughter, Katherine. In 1956, the Suez crisis ruins Evan’s business, and his behaviour deteriorates again.
	It’s the 1960s, and Jess takes her daughters to visit her grandmother Blanche, who is dying. Blanche has bequeathed the farm to Eugene and Michael Byrne. Katherine meets Connor and his sons, and she is drawn into the politics of the day. She remains in Ireland when her mother and sister return home, and she is involved in the ‘troubles’ there. She meets Liam, a Catholic. Pregnant with Amy, she and Liam move to Derry. In 1972 they are caught up in the Bloody Sunday massacre. They return to Wales. Meanwhile Elizabeth has married and had a daughter Lisa, who is now 8. 
	Liam finds work in a small coal mine, and the young family settle in a village outside Swansea. In 1984 Liam is caught up in the miners’ strike and Katherine joins the women of the valley in supporting the men. Life is grim for them. Elizabeth’s husband Simon is a banker, and has little sympathy for his in-laws. This causes friction between the sisters for some time, before being resolved.
	In 1998, the Good Friday agreement is signed. Daisy is nearing her 99th birthday, and dearly wants to revisit her old home, but all agree it would not be practical or safe for her, or indeed Jess who is in her 80s, to travel there. It’s decided that sisters Elizabeth and Katherine would go on the grandmother’s behalf, and relate all they see on their return. Before they leave, Jess tells Elizabeth about her birth mother. The two women travel together, with their daughters Lisa and Amy; they meet other family members, and visit places their mother and grandmother have talked about. 
	Finally, Daisy is resting, while her great-great-granddaughter Sophie (Jess’s great-granddaughter) reads to her, regaling her with stories of Culann the Irish folk hero. Daisy looks at the girl and says, ‘You have rebel blood in your veins, I’m thinking!’. Then she closes her eyes.
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