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Reflective Essay
 by Maria Panfili Roberts
RESEARCHING AND WRITING TO A SINGLE FOCUS

For my essay I will discuss fictionalising the truth in ‘Shamed’ written as historical fiction based on true events, set in 1958. The inspiration for ‘Shamed’ and the primary source, came from Mercia, my mother, who told me her story over a length of time at our kitchen table over a cup of tea, and sometimes a bowl of spaghetti. This work is the first chapter of a larger novel, and I will explore the challenges I faced to create authenticity while using limited third person narrative point of view, where I will focus on the main character only, through her thoughts and actions. With research and writing through a single focus in mind, I will explain the methodologies of research I have used to merge fiction with truth by filling in the gaps. I read memoirs, and diary entries of women who suffered similar experiences, I found photos and information on the historical forum, Rootschat.com, for an idea of what the mother and baby home, The Quarry, looked like, and I will include my personal memory and conversations with Mercia and use this information with the intention of creating an authentic story. To show what I did and how I revised my challenges I will discuss tutor feedback which highlighted points for improvement.
Mercia’s story made me question how unmarried mothers coped with forced adoption which led me to explore this in more depth. The plot follows Mercia to a mother and baby home, for unmarried mothers. During her twenty-week ordeal, she witnesses the trauma of her friend’s traumatic loss through forced adoption, and knowing she is destined for the same agonising fate. I chose to begin ‘In Medias res’ and use dialogue with Mercia calling, ‘My baby’ as she wakes from a disturbed sleep, and I continue to describe her physical state, ‘Her nightdress damp and clinging to her skin – she held her full round bump.’ The purpose is to immerse the reader directly into Mercia’s situation and keeping them engaged. Linda Anderson, in her work Writing Fiction, explains, ‘The reader gets the impression they are walking in on a pre-existing world. This can […] mean beginning with … dialogue.’[footnoteRef:1] Anderson emphasises my choice, In Medias res,’ to create the effect of intrigue and drama for the reader and to become immersed in a prior crisis, to encourage the reader to want to read more. [1:  Linda Anderson, Writing Fiction, 1st edition (Routledge, 2008), p. 167.] 

Fictionalising the truth, presented challenges, which I will explore. I was curious to know how Mercia had been sent to a mother and baby home, and I wanted to keep the narrative faithful to Mercia’s lived experience, but there were gaps in the narrative. My mother was a private person, who showed only the surface of her story and avoided emotional details. The challenge I faced was how to build a full picture of events to include the emotional aspects. Alison R Owens explains the ‘Narrative Inquiry requires open-ended and semi structured interviews that allow stories to unfold. The research should involve: ...mutual and sincere collaboration … that is established over time for full participation in the storytelling, retelling and reliving of firsthand experiences… and giving the narrator full voice…it permits both voices to be heard.’ (Marshall & Rossman 2011, 153)[footnoteRef:2] Owens has explained how it was when I listened patiently to Mercia. It was because of our close bond that over time, and in bursts, Mercia did talk eventually. [2:  Alison R Owens, ‘The Curious Task of Fictionalizing the ’Truth’: A Narrative Inquiry for Historical Fiction,’ in Minding the Gap: Writing Across Thresholds and Fault Lines, ed. by T Conroy and G Pittaway (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015), pp. 1–18.] 

I also researched other primary sources to give me a better understanding of the procedures of the homes. Angela Patrick’s The Baby Laundry for Unmarried Mothers is a memoir of social history in the 1960s and provided this information. Angela Patrick writes, ‘The business of having my baby adopted had been settled a full six months earlier…when I’d signed on with the local GP’s practice.’[footnoteRef:3] Reading this urged me to include a scene where the doctor hands Mercia a letter. ‘Give this to the Matron when you arrive at the home,’ p3, I wanted to show the process for these admissions during the 1950s, and to indicate that it was pre-decided according to the mothers’ marital status. To create this scene, I used my mother’s story as a patient, then, I filled the gaps; by reading the true account of Angela’s Patrick experience, I adapted the details to what may have been a similar scenario for Mercia, sticking to the truth of the matter as best as is possible to recreate an authentic narrative.   [3:  Angela Patrick, The Baby Laundry for Unmarried Mothers (Simon &Schuster UK Ltd, 2012), p. 113.] 

Writing the narrative time that Mercia spent at the home proved difficult and for this information I researched the accounts of mother and baby homes from this period, and the details varied between different counties and homes, also, according to complications of births. Eirlys Ogwen Ellis’s Changing Times: Welsh Women Writing on the 1950s and 1960s, recounts her experience writing, ‘young women … some of them had their babies adopted at six weeks old…’[footnoteRef:4] while, Angela Patrick’s baby was eight weeks. ‘…son Paul…At eight weeks he was taken … and forcibly put up for adoption.’[footnoteRef:5] Due to the varying information I decided Mercia’s stay would be twelve weeks before birth and eight weeks until the exchange date. I used my imagination for Mercia’s circumstances being a total of twenty weeks. My point was to keep the narrative time-line simple for myself and the reader, and to avoid confusion. I included this sentence to support the narrative. ‘The twenty-week or so slog would be the roughest road of their lives.’ Alison R Owens explains in, The Curious Task of Fictionalizing the ‘Truth’: A Narrative Inquiry for Historical Fiction, ‘The personal experience stories of … family and archival, private and public records combine as powerful resources for historical fiction that ‘could almost be true.’[footnoteRef:6] finding that the researched information was diverse, I felt that I was able to craft, using my own judgement, an authentic scene, that could almost be a true account using the information available to recreate a realistic time scale which I feel reflects Owens’ observation. [4:  Deirdre Beddoe, Changing Times: Welsh Women Writing on the 1950s and 1960s (Honno, 2003), p. 203.]  [5:  Patrick, The Baby Laundry for Unmarried Mothers.]  [6:  Alison R Owens, ‘The Curious Task of Fictionalizing the ’Truth’: A Narrative Inquiry for Historical Fiction,’ in Minding the Gap: Writing Across Thresholds and Fault Lines, ed. by T and G (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015), pp. 1–18.] 

Next, I needed to combine what I had discovered about my mother’s true-life account and combine this with my factual research on social history of the era; diary accounts, and my choice of historical fiction, and how they have approached this genre. I chose Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River, and her research account Searching for The Secret River because these books related to what I want for my own work.
 	Grenville’s writing journey began with her mother who, ‘had a feeling about family history’.[footnoteRef:7] Grenville, years later, ventured to London, Three Cranes Walk, her reasons were to investigate her ancestry, she writes, ‘Just a bit of family history…A family connection.’[footnoteRef:8]  She goes on to describe where her ancestor lived and breathed, ‘London was once a wild estuary, gulls crying overhead…marshy shrubs on the shore…’[footnoteRef:9] she would later use her descriptions, research and her imaginative skills to write the life her ancestors lived in London, Three Cranes Walk. Grenville’s descriptions of London helped her to connect, and to understand her ancestor’s living environment, and the way of the river. Grenville describes in, ‘The Secret River,’ ‘change of the river’s voice that meant slack water had arrived, … the tide about to turn…and felt the flood tide carrying it up stream.’[footnoteRef:10] Grenville’s methods  prompted my own memories of when I am sat with my mother, at our kitchen table and, where the sweetest tomato sauce was bubbling, and the kettle whistling for attention. ‘It’s time for tea.’ I recalled vividly, her hand searching inside her handbag and amongst the buzz, is Mercia, become this staring figure - fixed in her chair; transported back forty years. She is nineteen years old, her baby - gone, disappeared into a black and white polaroid. This is my connection.  [7:  Kate Grenville, Searching for the Secret River (Canongate Books, 2007), p. 4.]  [8:  Grenville, Searching for the Secret River, p. 52.]  [9:  Grenville, Searching for the Secret River, p. 54.]  [10:  Kate Grenville, The Secret River (Canongate Books, 2006), p. 57.] 

Grenville’s methods inspired the idea to write my mother’s story which came from a black and white Polaroid of a dark-haired baby. ‘Your other sister.’ Mam said, and her voice cracked. I had written then in my diary, ‘1998. It’s not that I have a secret sister. It’s mam. She can’t speak about it.’ I am still fascinated that Mercia’s experience was so painful that she was dumbstruck, probably traumatised and it took her a long time to talk of her experience.
I wanted to capture what had happened. I was not able to visit the mother and baby home, The Quarry, so I improvised and found pictures of this imposing building and descriptions on, Rootschat.com, a historical forum site. One post described it, ‘The Quarry was a large stone house of three floors and attic rooms above, set in its own grounds…built for Robert Swan …1872.’[footnoteRef:11] These details helped me create an image in my mind where I could imagine Mercia being, and for the reader to glimpse into her physical world.  The Quarry is the actual, mother and baby home, where Mercia stayed, and this detail contributes to the story’s authenticity. Leys explains, ‘philosophers, scientists, writers of history and writers of historical fiction are essentially establishing truth via ‘imaginative leaps’... the historian and the novelist both must invent the truth.’[footnoteRef:12] I had to invent, what I thought Mercia may say, with my memory of Mercia in mind, as she faces her new reality. I wrote, ‘She stared up at the towering brick building as she thought to herself. ‘So, this is it, the Quarry.’ I took ‘imaginative leaps’ in this way to fill in the gaps between truth and fiction in ‘Shamed’. [11:  ‘Quarry Maternity Home,’ RootsChat.com, 2024 <https://www.rootschat.com/forum/index.php?topic=394356.45> [accessed 30 September 2024].]  [12:  Simon Leys, ‘Lies That Tell the Truth: The Paradox of Art and Creative Writing’, The Monthly, 2007, pp. 40–46 (p. 43).] 

Throughout my writing I encountered challenges with analepsis in my first draft, and I found it difficult to keep track of this point of view, and this contributed to the literary narrative being unclear because the story jumped about and became confusing for myself and this would also be the case for the reader. Leda Schubert writes, ‘In fiction, inconsistent POV is a very frequent problem… frequent POV shifts jerk the reader around… confusing …the story’.[footnoteRef:13] Tutor feedback highlighted this which was constructive, and I attempted to rectify this by using dates and months as a temporary marker to help me with the narrative timeline, and moving between scenes; once I felt happy, I deleted these. In, ‘Shamed’ I Redrafted the flashbacks and it took extra thought. I wrote, ‘the memory of her first day at the mother and baby home replayed in her head.’ The word ‘replayed’ prepares the reader that a flashback is coming. I describe a leather travel clock, used in the 1950s, to add a feel of reality of the era, and as a narrative anchor. John Gardner points out, [13:  Leda Schubert, ‘The Bold Choice of the Omniscient Point of View in Fiction for Young Adults,’ 2008.] 

 In any piece of fiction, the writer’s first job is to convince the reader that the events he recounts really happened, or to persuade the reader that they might have happened (given small changes in the laws of the universe), or else to engage the reader’s interest …The realistic writer’s way of making events convincing is verisimilitude.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  John Gardner, The Art of Fiction: Notes on Craft for Young Writers (Vintage Books, 1991), p. 22.] 

I wrote, ‘The neat leather-cased travel clock showed three am … She couldn’t sleep and trying was useless.’ It is meant to place Mercia in the narrative time, which is also for the reader’s benefit, so they may be placed in the narrative-now along with her. To create a sense of foreboding I used imagery to draw in the reader, ‘Dread had spread like a blot of dark ink on silk, staining the fabric of every mother’s dreams.’  
Dialogue was difficult to address. I managed to capture the Welsh Valley’s diction with Mercia in mind, ‘This is a bit tight, yer.’ I try to convey Mercia’s diction here to show the reader her mood at the time. I used, free indirect discourse, FID, which allows the narrator to use a narrative voice to identify their character. Laura Mooneyham White, writes, ‘FID always blends the speech of the narrator with that of a character… the narration seems to let characters speak or think for themselves.’[footnoteRef:15] I discovered that finding an individual voice for other characters needed thought. I had to reconsider syntax and diction, tones, and themes for the dialogue to be realistic, and to separate the characters. I removed these other characters, except for Lucy, from my first draft because I did not want Mercia’s character to be lost in the narrative. Also, I wanted to concentrate on the friendship between Mercia and Lucy. [15:  Laura Moomeyham White, ‘Discerning Voice through Austen Said: Free Indirect Discourse, Coding, and Interpretive (Un)Certainty’, 2016, p. 5 <https://jasna.org/publications-2/persuasions-online/vol37no1/white-smith/> [accessed 7 January 2025].] 

Tutor feedback alerted me to points in my draft, which was correct. I had included more characters that were needed in the scene, of Kate giving up her baby. The extra characters would dampen the impact of Lucy’s experience which in turn would lessen the impact of the story for the reader. I decided to remove these characters and re-think the scene to focus on a more personal relationship between Mercia and Lucy and to develop a better understanding of the women as individuals and to relate the injustice of the treatment they must suffer within the narrative.
In creating my story, ‘Shamed’ I realised that the work involved in fictionalising the truth within a historical fiction takes great planning and research. It involves searching through primary, secondary, and tertiary sources, interviews, journal entries, and good organisational skills help too. I learned that limited third person point of view is a challenge and necessary to get right for a story to make sense and keep the reader interested and involved. Using the correct grammar and punctuation, syntax and diction makes all the difference with the clarity of the story. Dialogue and FID is important, so the characters develop a personality and the dramatic arc with its drama and low points creates for an interesting read. Feedback was essential for highlighting areas for improvement. It was crucial to have that extra vision which gave me ideas for change and a sense of direction within my work which helped the story to have clarity, and this enabled me to improve my skills and which I will use to finish the novel.
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