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One

Brave White Bird

The street was empty. The boys were late, and that child Theo had been gone for God knew how long. Rose Clare Maichin closed the kitchen door with a click and went to stand by the window. The boys were not yet home, so she must not have overslept. That was something.

She pulled the curtain till it was back tight behind its hook and rubbed the washday steam off the glass pane with her hand. Then she touched her tired lids with a wet finger. Her poor head was still stinging with the shock of waking up from daytime dreaming sleep and finding the fire nearly out.

She bustled now to draw the coals into a delicate pile in an effort to nurture the heat in the dying fire before she could use it for the dinner. A tall gawky woman, with strong wrists and swollen fingers, she moved with speed and economy round the little kitchen.

Of course, her daughter was nowhere to be seen. That child! She was growing wilder by the day, more creature of the sea than helpful daughter. Beating, confinement in the coal hole, nothing would bring her into line. The child would be late for a meal; she got whipped; then she was late again, as though the hard punishment were no more than the mark of a finger on water. In the end Rose Clare had been driven to allow her son Edward to take his belt to his sister. The boy was keen to do this, saying he must take his father’s place, meet his father’s obligation.

The portly image of her husband Ellis rose before Rose Clare. She usually tried not to think of him, but, still recovering from the befuddlement of her afternoon doze, she found him sitting in her head like a resident frog.

She glanced at his likeness which loomed up on the wall beside the fire. Ellis was small, compact, barely coming to her shoulder. But his head was large and you always thought of him as a bigger man. Thick black curly hair. Rose Clare wondered if it were turning grey now. Nearly eight years since she had seen him, since he had gone to America to make their fortunes.

Well, sure, he hadn’t made any fortune but he was still there in America, staying now and then with her sisters in New York. Every two months he sent her a long letter wrapped round a money order. No fortune, this, but small amounts which told her he was still there, still hers. And before the boys started work at the colliery, these small sums had kept the whole house going.

Rose Clare took a cloth from the oven door and rubbed the glass on the photograph till it squeaked. Ellis’s eyes were fractionally too close together, it was true. He had this habit of looking closely into a person’s face, a trick which could be engaging, even mesmerising. It had certainly mesmerised her into marriage eighteen years ago, just a week after she had served him porter for the first time in her brother’s inn on the road to Dublin port.

In those days Ellis was quite the ‘big’ fellow himself, with his hard hat and his black suit, all scrupulously clean even if a little threadbare. She pictured him as he was then, using his neat white hands to sketch out some new idea in the air, cutting and chopping it as though wielding a sabre.

Yes, quite the big fellow was Ellis, in those days.

The fire was roaring now and Rose Clare placed the pan of stew on the glowing coals. Then she sat at the little table by the window and started to peel extra potatoes and chop some thick ham to add to the bubbling mess.

She kept lifting the curtain to watch for the boys and for Theo. The light was fading. The fact that the boys were late had saved her from the humiliation of not having the meal on the table. But now they were very late. Oh, she would rage at them, even Edward, but it was a lucky escape for her.

Edward. She tried to think of the time she had stopped beating and started to submit to her eldest son. In the early days after Ellis left, she had taken to beating them all indiscriminately with the stick that hung behind the kitchen door. It was the only way to keep any order in this house where, without the stick, her voice was not really heard.

Was it two years ago when she stopped? Three? That time when, in the space of a month, Edward seemed to grow six inches and become a man. The boy had just started to work in the mine and was very popular there: at that time bigger than his fourteen years would admit, he was strong and hardworking. The popularity was a surprise to her. She was quite aware that in school and at the pit he had to endure insults for being ‘half a heathen’, the son of a papist. At least that had hardened him, made him a good fighter. And that fighting strength was admired in the pit.

Edward was a peculiar mixture. He had inherited his father’s intelligence and deliberate charm without his weaknesses. It was from Rose Clare that the boy had inherited the tall, rangy good looks which had the girls lifting a shoulder and flirting with him at the slightest encouragement: her brother, Liam, had that same magnetism for women. She caught her breath in a gulp, as hatred flooded through, as it always did at the thought of her brother Liam.

His grandparents worshipped the ground Edward walked on; Caspar followed his brother round like a lap dog; even the sly Rhys, the youngest of her three boys, could not get away from under Edward’s shadow. It seemed these days that they were all under Edward’s spell. Except her, that was. Except the child. Theodora. She was impervious to her brother’s looks and his charm. Her indifference pricked and pricked at him till he rose in anger. This brought her in for rough treatment. It was all so inevitable. The child had to learn.

Rose Clare’s thoughts meandered on to the day Edward had come in early from work and found her with tears coursing down her cheeks, prostrate across the table, her rosary and her mother’s crucifix in her hand. He had taken the holy things from her and put them in their box high on the press. ‘Now, Mam, this won’t do, will it? Granda wouldn’t like it.’ It was an old voice for a boy of fourteen years, a voice full of grave authority, an authority which came not from his father but from his grandfather, that raging preacher, that scourger of all heretics, that scorner of the unprofessed: the old man into whose chapel her sons fled each Sunday, to pray morning, noon and night, to chant away the disgrace of having a papist for a mother and the misfortune of having to speak English at home.

She shook the thought out of her head and got the bowls on to the table just as the clatter of boots told her the boys were coming down the yard. ‘You’re late!’ she called, listening to them in the doorway kicking off their boots. ‘How d’you think I can run this house if you—’

Edward held up a hand. ‘We’d business to see to,’ he growled. ‘To help a certain sinner to confront their wickedness.’

Caspar giggled and Edward kicked him with his socked foot.

Rose Clare had to wait a good half-hour while the boys stripped to the waist and scoured themselves in the scullery. Then she had to stand to the side as they sat down and ate their basins of heavy stew in silence. When they had finished she gathered up their bowls, saying, ‘Our Theodora has been missing for the best part of the day.’

‘She has, has she?’ said Edward. Caspar coughed and Rhys shuffled his feet.

Here is the water, lapping and splashing through the salt marsh, surging down a million crazes and cracks in my direction. Above me the curlews scratch their last marks on the evening sky, then swoop and settle among their favourite marsh-edged reeds for the night; the distant fishermen stack their last box, stretch their stick-like arms above their heads, and wander, in twos and threes, towards Fisherman’s Row. Their growling words of parting hop on the knife-edged breeze towards this place where I am tethered to a stake on the marsh.

I shiver. My teeth are chattering.

The deserted marsh, usually my refuge and retreat, is becoming too dark and too quiet; I start again to pull and push at the hempen rope, but I can’t get free. The sky above me turns to gunmetal, sealing its light away, saving it up for tomorrow. The ancient staithes planted around me are sucking in the shadows, taking on the shapes of black dragons, their armoured tails swishing towards me.

Now that the tidal water, lapping forward inch by inch, is over my knees, I lift my foot and kick against the post – to give some purchase while I pull even harder against my tether. I try to lift my other foot out of the water but the river silt, fine and gluey, sucks it back into the quicksand.

The water is about my waist. My teeth are chattering with the effort to hold down the fear which, as much as the rope tethers round my waist, could defeat me. I will not let Edward, wherever he is, have the satisfaction. I will not cry. I will not cry.

Think of other things.

I twist round to peer towards the deserted quay and the town behind it: streets snaking away from the mass of the castle; here and there the glow-worm light of a lantern betrays the route of a single traveller in the growing dark. From time to time the blackened sky flares with the tonguing fire of the ironworks, its crimson glow reflected in the front windows of the ironworkers’ cottages close by.

My own father was born in one of those houses. And now! His voice trickles into my head. Cariad look, the house with two windows at the end, see? Two bay windows because your granda was a ‘big’ man at the works. The old man worked in that inferno, day in, day out, see? Pouring iron, white as stars, hot as hell, see?

I feel a little warmer now, my hand seems to lie firmly in my dada’s. His singing voice is whispering in my ear. ‘No job for a human being, look you, working in those ironworks. But didn’t the whole thing give great weight to my da’s sermons on a Sunday? It gave him the words, the ways to describe the precise nature of the burning, the suffering of the damned, those despised fallers by the wayside.’

My father was thrown out of the chapel, you know, for marrying the papist. My mother – she was the papist. The problem is all about beads and crosses and bowing to an altar. And incense. Swinging incense, the intoxication of scent. Maybe I get that from her: I love the smell of things. Poor Mammy. It seems marrying a papist is worse than marrying the devil himself.

But, thrown out or not, my father can sing all the hymns and quote all of the verses of the Bible when it suits him, winning many an argument with holier-than-thou brethren. Like me, he remembers everything.

I know all these things about him because, in her softer moments, my mother has told me so. The flesh of him is in her voice. The soul of him is in the long, long letters which come to our house every second month.

Suddenly I feel his hand on my cold face. ‘My hand is soft, see? I don’t do the work of beasts. No more will you. Isn’t that why you read and write like an angel?’ Then just as suddenly his voice recedes and his hand disappears, and I am alone again. And so very cold. Of course, they will say I made all this up, my father talking to me and all. This ‘making up’ is one reason the boys torment me and call me lunatic. The reason they turn my mother from me and she sometimes stops me having my supper. So I go to bed hungry on many days. That Edward . . .

I’m not a lunatic. I do know that I really only meet my father in the letters he has sent to us since I was small. I invent his voice and his presence from the tales I hear from my mother. She is especially good at this when the drink makes her sentimental, before she starts on the raging sorrow which comes before sleep. In her voice I can hear the very echoes of his: the cold clean lines of his Welsh coming through my mother’s curly Irish tones. It’s not difficult for me to conjure him up and make him live inside my . . .

A few drops of water splash on to my head and I put up my face to greet the rain, that soft sister to the sea. I close my eyes and let the rain mingle with my salt tears. Then I gulp and start to sing a song under my breath, a song I’ve heard my mother sing, many times.

‘A sorrow for you changing

Your life, cold your christening

Brave white bird in rough waters . . .’

Rose Clare peered through the window at the darkening street. ‘I suppose I’ll have to go and seek her,’ she sighed. ‘The little devil.’

Edward picked up the prayer book on the windowsill. ‘I’ve a special piece to learn for the meeting tonight. Give me half an hour and if Theo doesn’t come we’ll go and seek the little devil. Right, boys?’

‘Edward . . .’ said Rhys, frowning.

‘Hear what I say, Rhys! Half an hour!’

Rhys subsided, put his feet up on the fender and watched his thick socks steaming. He had to wait forty-seven minutes before Edward came out of the front room.

I swallow my song as a heavy flesh-and-blood hand grasps my shoulder. I scream and squirm against the hard grasp, retching at the acrid smell of rotting seaweed.

It is a deep, man’s voice. ‘Hush now, child. Who was it did this to you?’

It’s the man from the tar-paper hut.

Halfway between this place and the harbour, a black rock looms over the marsh: on it stands the tar-paper hut, bent slightly skew-whiff by years of persistent offshore wind. The old man lives in the hut: he is very ancient, I think, but it’s hard to tell. He smells of the sea, has a big beard, wears three hats and covers himself with a ragged mountain of sodden coats.

I’ve learned not to worry about the tar-paper man as he strides right past me, enveloped in the stench of rotting seaweed, muttering away and occasionally flinching from some unseen terror over his shoulder.

Apart from this tar-paper man I’m usually left in peace up at this end of the salt marsh. Until today, that is, when the boys came. I fought them hard, but they held me over their heads, my arms flapping like the wings of a captured bird. Then they kicked out my driftwood fire, and stamped on my flowers. How much it roused Edward’s fury. He told the others my little stone pantry shelf was an altar. And the fire! That was the worst thing. I love to light fires but our mother forbids it and has whipped me many a time for lighting little fires in the lane by our house.

But today the tar-paper man comes to frustrate Edward’s schemes. He pulls at the hairy sea-rope that they tied me with, but to no avail. Then, from a deep pocket, he pulls out a sharp gutting knife. I flinch away. He cuts the rope clean through. I almost fall from the post and he gathers me in his sodden arms. I think I’ll choke from the smell.

‘Who did this?’ My hair, thick and curling as the snakes of Medusa, lashes across his face in the wind. ‘Who did this, child? The sea would have taken you sure as Old Harry. Who tied you, cruel, to this post?’

Peering into the distance over his many-coated shoulder, I can see the silhouette of my brothers standing to one side of the castle tower. My oldest brother, Edward, waves his arm at me, then draws his finger across his throat.

I shake my head at the old man. ‘I don’t remember. I don’t remember what happened.’ I point my trembling finger. ‘Look. There are my brothers. They’re looking for me.’

Puffing and blowing as he makes his way, the old man carries me up to the castle, where my brothers are waiting.

‘Where’ve you been, Theo?’ says Caspar innocently, his beady eyes sparkling. ‘Our mam sent us to look for you.’ He turns to the old man, his nose wrinkling at the smell. ‘Missing all day, she’s been, sir. We’ve looked everywhere for her.’

The tar-paper man sets me down and keeps me against him as I sway; my cold feet and legs are without feeling. ‘Children’s games. This child was tied to one of the old staithes. Good and tight. How old are you, child?’

I am watching Edward. ‘Thirteen,’ I say.

‘That’s a lie,’ says Edward. ‘My sister’s a terrible liar, sir. Makes up stories all the time.’

‘I am thirteen on my next birthday,’ I say. ‘In my thirteenth year. Mammy says so.’

The old man thrusts me into Edward’s arms. ‘You need to carry her, young man. There’s no use in her legs. First time I saw that white face I thought she was a seagull, a bird bobbing on the tide.’

Edward’s hands dig into my shoulders. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he says smoothly. ‘Though you must have the strength of Samson to carry her. She’s a heavy lump. We’ll get her home somehow. Thank you for your good deed.’

The old man nods and pulls up the collar of his third coat. ‘In for a bad night. You get her home fast.’ He turns and starts to trudge back towards the tar-paper hut.

Edward releases me and I stagger, then steady myself. ‘You’re in trouble, girl,’ he says pleasantly. ‘Our Mam is stotting. And now, getting on with that lunatic! She’ll have you.’ He turns, nods at his brothers, then sets off round the dry castle moat towards the town. Caspar, always the slave, grins at me and follows him.

It’s my youngest brother, Rhys, who hesitates, then goes down on one knee. ‘Here, jump on my back, Theo. You’ll slow us all down and then Mam’ll lam the lot of us. We were already late from work earlier, delayed by you and your dratted fire, and she wasn’t best pleased.’

Fires. They burned my mother’s father’s house around her during the big hunger in Ireland, when the landlords took the roofs and pulled all the houses down. My mother was left unscarred except for a mark of a strange sort in her mind. That was before she went to Dublin and met my father.

When Rhys finally tips me on to the long wooden seat by Mother’s fire, my teeth are chattering and my legs are mottled blue. My bare feet are still caked with mud from the salt marsh.

‘What is it?’ says my mother, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Is it a drowned rat?’

‘It’s your daughter,’ says Rhys. ‘Playing the goat out there on the marsh with her friends. Lighting fires. You know how she is about fires. She got herself trapped, tied up and these others, they ran away. That old lunatic, the one in the hut on the beach, delivered her to us like a parcel of fish.’

‘The madman?’ My mother kneels beside me and I flinch away. ‘Still, child, still.’ She puts a bony hand on my brow. ‘Friends? She has no friends. There never was such a child for being on her own.’ Now she leans across to pick up a cloth from the table and starts to mop the muddy floor. ‘How did this happen, you silly girl,’ she says grimly.

I lift my head and stare at Rhys.

‘They were playing crucifixions,’ he says. ‘And they tied her to a post and left her. Now they’re waiting for her to rise again.’

My mother clutches the place where her crucifix should have been and looks behind Rhys for Edward. My oldest brother’s very hot on the Lord’s name being taken in vain. ‘You want to watch it, Rhys,’ she says. ‘Your brother will not have you saying such things. Holier than your grandfather, he’s turning out to be. Where is Edward now?’

‘He told you, Mam,’ says Rhys impatiently. ‘They had Bible class. He and Caspar peeled off, not to be too late for that.’

‘After you found your sister?’

‘Oh yes, Mam.’ Aghast, he was, to find her like that, in the keeping of the old man

He is lying, of course. The truth is Edward sent him home with me, with orders to make sure I kept my mouth shut. Caspar, who’s always at Edward’s coat tails, went off with him. Rhys takes pride in the fact that he is the least holy of all of them, that pair of hypocrites: rhagrithwyr, he calls them. Unlike them he is no hypocrite. Even so he only defies Edward in sly ways, when it costs little in pain. He will not risk Edward’s wrath.

Rhys looks down at me, his ragged fringe of thick hair casting a shadow on his eyes. ‘You should see to Theo, Mam. She’s wilting there like a dead flower.’

My eyes are sore and heavy and my teeth are chattering. My whole body is shuddering and jerking. And I am looking into a furry blackness. And then I see a ship with sails casting off from the stone harbour.

Rose Clare put a hand on her daughter’s cheek. ‘You go and get the blanket from my bed, Rhys, and then go off to your Bible class or whatever. Take some money from the box on the shelf.’ She lifted Theo’s sodden collar away from her daughter’s soft white neck and started to undo her buttons.

Rhys obeyed with alacrity. Rose Clare knew her third son well. Pennies from her box would furnish him with a pint or two at the Fettler’s Arms; in her opinion this was better sustenance by far than the ravings of Isaiah or sanctimonious readings from the Bible Dictionary.

In his unspoken way, in mirroring her own weakness, Rhys was Rose Clare’s ally. Rhys’s forbidden preferences, like hers, were known, but not mentioned in the family. Edward did not deign to recognise them, even when his youngest brother rolled into bed beside him exhaling the smell of tobacco and stale hops, and muttering about the heroism of Peredur.

Rose Clare pulled her daughter towards her and, while she flopped backwards and forwards in her arms like a rag doll, she stripped her of her clothes, right down to her little grey-white shift. ‘Whaw! Child, you have about you the stink of the sea,’ she muttered. ‘What’s that? What do you say?’

Her daughter muttered something about an old man, then broke into a piping song about a seagull.

‘Shh. Shh,’ said Rose Clare. ‘What a girl you are, getting wet like this.’

But Rose Clare’s voice did not carry the accusing, rough tone she usually saved for her daughter. She could tolerate the child when, as at this moment, she was unconscious. In this state she did not display that spark of rebellion which made her mother so angry, so guilty.

She rubbed the sandy curls with a towel, and wondered for a second why she loved this one so much less than she did her sons. Sometimes she thought it was because Theodora was a girl and would be forced to suffer as much as she herself had suffered. Love was wasted on such a doomed creature.

The chill in Theodora’s body reached Rose Clare and she started to rub the child’s arms and legs with the towel, warming herself with the vigorous action.

Other times she knew it was not that, really. Not that Theodora was a girl. Had she been a boy it would be the same. The problem with this child was the way she came into the world, at the very first.

Theodora’s had been a terrible birth: too early, and accompanied by horror. Tucked in behind Theodora like a spoon, slipping out just after her, was an unexpected twin, frighteningly disfigured and thankfully dead. Thankfully dead. So said the old woman who had attended Rose Clare, thrusting the horror away from the young mother’s eyes.

After that birth Rose Clare had turned her back on Ellis; the physical passion which had bound them was no longer worth the price. Eight children, four dead. The three who had lived only a short while at least had had names: Rhodri, Glyn and Ellen. They had been baptised by the minister, and had marking stones in the graveyard. But the little one who came with Theo, it was as though she had not been. She had no name and whirled even now in limbo, giving out mewling cries, haunting Rose Clare’s dreams.

So Rose Clare had turned her back on Ellis. No more. No more. Not like the women in the pit streets here and in the low cabins back home in Ballyhiegue. Rose Clare lived with the daily certainty of purgatory, anyway, because she had married outside her church; the sin of denying her husband his God-given rights was just another sin to be weighted in the one-sided balance. Her own mother had been scolded for this particular sin by the priest and had gone on to have a twelfth and a thirteenth child before she died. Of course, she was a good woman and had died in a state of grace, her weeping children all round her.

Ellis did not ‘force’ Rose Clare to his needs, as her own father, with the help of the priest, had forced Rose Clare’s mother. For a while Ellis tried his charm and his wiles on her: he sang merry music hall songs and praised Rose Clare for her great beauty. But when she resisted him, his eye wandered to other women, easy women about whom she did not ask and for whom he did not care.

Then came the trouble at the coal company. Lies about money and misplaced orders. Rose Clare closed her mind to this. She knew Ellis was light-fingered. He had stolen from her brother Liam to get the money for her wedding ring. There had seemed to her no harm in that. Liam owed her more than he could ever repay. He had used her more than once as collateral in card games, contriving at her humiliation as no brother should.

So in the end Ellis had turned to America, that great enticing whore of a place, that easy woman who promised not only pleasure but riches, if only you responded to her, danced her tune. Rose Clare was left in Wales with the little girl and the troublesome boys. She was left without Ellis, her great love, the one for whom she had sacrificed her immortal soul.

Rose Clare had found it hard to care for this little girl who cried, was fed, slept and cried again. And cried. Once she had picked up a pillow to smother the child, to send her into limbo with her little unnamed sister. But then those pale blue eyes, as ancient as the mountain, had opened and looked up at her mother, and forbidden her to do it.

From that day Rose Clare took more proper care of Theodora and she thrived. From that day, even so, the mother blamed this small creature with its pale face and its shock of sandy hair, blamed her for the yawning space, the black hole in her life where Ellis should have been.

Now, in her arms, the twelve-year-old Theodora coughed and spat, then whimpered again. Absently Rose Clare tucked the blanket round her and lay her back on the wooden bench. She poked the fire till it blazed high up the chimney, then removed a loose brick at the back of the boiler and took out a fresh bottle.

Two hours later, when the boys returned to the house together, Rose Clare was dead drunk, face down on the kitchen table. Theodora was on the floor, the blanket to one side, her body exposed. Her eyes were rolling into the back of her head and she was retching and rattling for breath.

Rhys looked up at his elder brother, trying – but failing – to keep the dark fury, the blame, from seeping out of his eyes.


Two

On the Edge

There is a weight on my chest. I struggle against heavy bedclothes. The smell of cloves and rosemary, which my grandmother carries round her like a cloak, tickles my nose. The dark wraps itself round me, beaming like a black light. It dissolves and I am on the marsh again. I love to play on these flat stretches of land at the edge of the estuary. Twice daily the incoming sea slakes the salty thirst of these broad marshes. The tide creeps up as far as the fishing boats and makes them rock and spin: it licks away at the top of the sea-wall which cups the old harbour in its stony grasp. On stormy days the salt water even sprays the windows of the fishermen’s cottages, which stand like a row of dollies’ houses, separated from the town by the shining margin of the brand new railway tracks. From where I play the tiny figures of the fishermen and their families are like the stick people I draw with charcoal in the margins of my mother’s newspaper.

All my life my heart has delighted in the jingling rattle of the boats as they lurch together at anchor, and the slop of horses’ hooves as they make their steady way across the flat reaches of the estuary, hauling light cargo for the boats.

Now I am struggling again, struggling in Edward’s grasp. Then Edward is gone and I am tranquil. This sometimes happens when you’re in violent reverie. I settle down to have a good think, bringing my powerful dreams into play, and turn myself into a princess tied to the rock before being rescued by Prince Perseus. It’s quiet enough for dreaming, out here on the marsh, away from the harassment in the house and the busy streets of the town, which crouches under the looming castle like a sick dog.

Getting away from the house has been even more difficult lately. My mother is forever telling me that now I’m twelve I’m big enough to do the proper chores: to stir the washing, to wind the mangle, to beat the mats on the line, to get my hands black cleaning the range.

But each day the murmuring ripple of the outgoing tide draws me like a magnet, enticing me to slip away from the teeming house and my mother’s sullen sleeping face.

That’s why I pray for my mother to drink some of that stuff in the afternoons, and wait for her to slide into her heavy afternoon slumber. Then I make my way down here. A blissful escape!

Today, before my game was so rudely spoiled, I had this lovely time on my knees on the salty sand. I like to make patterns, see? Patterns and patterns and patterns. Shapes with seaweed and pebbles, designs with shells and fragments of bleached wood on the coal-spotted sand.

Today, my patterns completed, I build myself a wood fire and put the flowers before it for the fire god. Then I sit back and watch the sky, mottled silver-grey like the belly of a leaping fish, arching over me in a wide sweep. Sometimes I think of this sky as the very helmet on the world. Then the boys come, it seems for the fiftieth time in this dream, and kick out my driftwood fire and stamp on my flowers.

That was before. Now the white light of the hidden sun pulses away its life behind the dense veil of grey cloud. Tethered here, I watch as the waves pursue their leisurely quest up the long estuary, leaping up at the light. The busy sea destroys my patterns of shell and stone.

Across the marsh I can see the oyster catchers poking about among the reeds; they ignore the fussy curlew making dazzling sorties above them. In the distance on the far side of the river the land sits on the marsh like a curl of black smoke.

I dream now about that distant shore where I have never been. It’s as foreign to me as America, where my own father is in these days. Through his eyes I see this bright country where the people teem as plentiful as the fish in the swollen nets hauled in here in the early morning. I see the buildings in New York numerous as the honey pockets in a marsh honeycomb. I see him in the tall thin house in New York with my mother’s sisters Dreena and Roisin.

Often, it seems to me that my father and grandfather remember everything. Every incident. Every word. I too remember everything I have read, or been told. I remember and, often as not, I write it down. This writing down seems to rouse their anger. The boys. I’ve had many a belting from my mother, and lately Edward, for wasting my time in this way. Most of my scraps of scribbled paper get burnt.

‘No. No,’ I protest against the burning, and then struggle against the straps that seem to bind me.

‘Hush, child.’ I can feel my grandmother’s cool hand on my brow.

The only time I was whipped by my grandfather was when I asked him whether Zeus and Hera and their Olympians weren’t much the same as God and the Holy Spirit. That was when my book of Greek stories – a present through the post from my father – burned merrily in my grandmother’s hearth. Like it or not I have set up some heat in that cold house.

I am so tired. So pleased to see the comforting dark invading the edge of my eyes, feel its hand on my brow.

‘It’s our fault,’ said Rhys for the sixth time. ‘She could die.’

The three brothers were walking towards the pit in the sulphurous dark of the early morning. On their far right was the estuary and beyond that, where the colour changed from seal to chalk-grey, the sea.

It was said that one of the colliery seams went right under the sea. Some old men could tell the difference when they were underground, could hear the roar of water above their heads. But Rhys insisted that it was all simply a deep dark undifferentiated hole. Edward tried, once, to show Rhys how it was all possible, drawing the land and the sea in chalk on the vertical coal face. But still, Rhys, normally so quick and clever, pretended he could not work it out.

‘She’ll be all right,’ said Edward now. ‘Indestructible, that one. That’s the trouble with her. You’ll see.’

‘Still. It’s not right. Mam thinks it’s her fault. And it isn’t. She should know how it happened.’

Edward put out a hand and swung Rhys round to face him. ‘Now here’s old Rhys, slyboots himself, coming over all honest. I tell you, boy, you keep your mouth shut, see? It was just a bit of fun. And anyway if Mam had looked after her proper, kept her by her, she wouldn’t be like that. That right, Caspar?’

Caspar, just behind Edward’s shoulder, grunted. ‘That’s right, Ed. A bit of fun. And Mam not up to the mark.’

‘I feel bad about it,’ said Rhys. ‘Whichever way you look at it, it was—’ Rhys’s head rang as Edward’s fist exploded on the point of his cheekbone. He fell against a tangled hedge that separated the path from a field with three goats in it. ‘Hey, stop it will you?’ he grumbled. ‘I was only trying to say—’ Edward’s fist rammed the same place again and this time Rhys really did see stars.

Other miners, yawning in the dark morning as they made their own way down the narrow road to the pit, eyed the altercation without curiosity. Fights were not unknown between the men, and these boys were brothers. Best not to interfere.

Edward was standing away from Rhys, brushing his gloved hands one against the other, as though he had touched tar. ‘You say one thing to anyone, boyo, and you’ll get a worse duckin’ yourself. I don’t want it known. Do you want me off the list?’

The blessed list. Even at seventeen, Edward’s passion and oratory were winning him a bit of a name down the chapel as a preacher. There’d been standing room only that day he gave his piece about the Commandments and the Tablets of Stone. He’d spoken for ninety minutes without pause and had the old ones shouting Hallelujah! by the time he had finished. The local committee had put forward a proposal to enter his name on the regular list for the chapel circuit. The word among the wise was that, like his grandfather, Edward Maichin would be one of the great preachers of his generation.

‘No need to get churned up,’ muttered Rhys, scrambling out of the hedge. ‘No need to talk, if you feel that strong about it.’

‘I feel that strong. Theo deserved a lesson. And she got it. How were we to know about the freak tide?’ said Edward. Then he turned and stomped away down the road, Caspar at his side.

Rhys watched his brothers plod on without moving. He waited for old Owen Charles, who was walking ten yards behind. He liked the old man from whom he was learning the trade of pit joiner. Pit joinery was rough. Any job a pit joiner tackled had to have strength and stamina rather than beauty and elegance. ‘Close enough for pit work’ was the derisory description for any job which held firm but did not delight.

Owen, the master of such work, trudged towards Rhys. He removed his clay pipe from his mouth and waved it towards Edward and Caspar’s receding backs. ‘Difference with the brother, is it?’

‘So it is.’

‘Brothers sometimes make the worst of bedmates, boy. I tell you that, no matter what is talked about blood being thicker than water. Brothers falling out is as old as time, look you. Consider Cain and Abel.’

My dream of the marsh comes to an end. The second crow of the cockerel cuts like a razor into my head. I rub my ear hard to extract the painful sound. My chest is encased in a corset of lead making it almost impossible to breathe. And I am hot. Too hot. The blankets are scratchy against my fingers. This alien hand presses mine, pulling the blanket back into place. A voice mutters and murmurs above my head but the words bumble together. I rub my ear again. That cockerel seems to have done a lot of damage in there.

My eyes are sealed shut; the messages to open the lids are not getting through. I bang my head this way and that on the pillow trying to jerk my eyelids open. A cool dry hand rubs away at my brow. A voice is saying, ‘Ssh, cariad, sh!’

That cool hand has done the trick. The bedroom is becoming visible through the long bars of my lashes. Through those bars I can see a man wearing a pale red garment draped across him like a cloak. His eyes, too big for his face, are a piercing blue; his hair ripples down on to his shoulders like golden syrup.

I blink hard and finally manage to open my eyes wide. The hand moves from my brow and pats my shoulder. ‘Now then, Theo, back in the land of the living, are we?’

The smooth pale face of my Grandmother Maichin, my nain, is looking down at me. I blink at her, then across to the man in red, who, I now realise, is framed in heavy mahogany fingered up with gold. The man is holding a long slim hand out towards a group of people, disproportionately small, in the crowd below him.

I sit up dizzily and look around my nain’s back bedroom. ‘What am I doing here, Nain?’

She plumps up the white pillow behind me and smooths the hand-quilted coverlet. ‘Bless you, cariad, your brother Rhys came for me, didn’t he now? And you were that bad I got your granda to get old Lew Richards with the gig to come and we brought you here covered in blankets, bumping up the hill. Those ruts are dreadful. I am always saying it.’

Bethany Maichin did not mention the havoc caused by her papist daughter-in-law when they made the decision to bring the child away to the house of her grandfather. She could not say how the woman had made her retch with the stink of berry wine as she held tight onto her daughter. She did not tell Theo how young Edward had to hold his mother by her arms to stop her chasing after the gig. Of course, Edward was a bright creature of the Lord if there was one, and knew what was right.

Protected by a powerful husband, nurtured by the supreme cadences of the Old Testament and the busy virtues of various Bible commentaries, Bethany Maichin saw the complications of life with an awe-full clarity. Her house was clean and bare of ornamentation except for the collection of holy pictures which graced every wall: Jesus on the mount; Jesus raising Lazarus; Jesus washing the feet of the disciples; Moses parting the waters; Isaac in the act of sacrificing his son. It was blasphemous, but not too difficult for Bethany to transpose the face of her own beloved grandson on to all of these images.

I rub away at the top of my arms. ‘They roped me to a stake, Nain, and left me to the tide.’

‘Who did this to you, cariad? When?’

‘They did it yesterday. They did it yesterday.’ In my head I see Edward standing by the castle, drawing his finger across his throat. ‘I can’t remember who it was.’

Nain frowns. ‘You’re muddled, child. Lost track of time in your fever. Haven’t you been here in my house a week, not a day? I will tell you, child, that you touched the tip of an angel’s wing more than once in that time. We thought we’d lost you to this world, but our prayers were answered and you were saved.’ She sighs contentedly. ‘Saved in the Lord.’

I wriggle on the bed. Her voice is prim, victorious. Her tranquil face beams down at me, skin as clear as a frost-glazed pond, her hair swept up like the wing of a silver bird. Her eyes, a luminous hazel, are as innocent as a new kitten. But I do not really know her. I only know the name we call her by. Nain.

I don’t come to this house to see my nain and granda so very much. Not half as much as Edward or Caspar. But when I do come, these scary pictures on every wall make me want to flee. Sometimes when my nain is in the middle of reading a psalm in that fluting voice of hers I run away, down to the harbour or along the salt marsh trying to get the blank, pretty faces of these holy men out of my head.

For all its confusion and her own dark moods my mother’s house breathes a kind of inky life: a relief after this narrow, scrubbed place with its pictures, in pale bright colours, of dead men. This morning, even with my brain hurting with the crowing cockerel, I can sense my nain’s satisfaction at my presence here, imprisoned at last in her little back bedroom.

It’s a great bone of contention between Mam and these two old ones that she never sends me to the chapel with the boys. Occasionally, Edward has dragged me there, but of course I disgraced myself each time: once by running away during my granda’s two-hour hell-fire sermon and clashing the great chapel door behind me; once by capturing a mouse under the bench and placing it in with the pennies in the collection pouch. For this I had to endure pained reprimands from my nain, and being just about kicked all the way home by Edward.

Granda Maichin is much more of a fiery character than my nain. In the right mood he can light up a room like a bright candle. His love of the Lord is no cold thing; it is molten, like the iron he pours from the hoppers at the works. Of course, he really thinks I’m being dragged up to be a heathen, a stranger to the Welsh language; bred without prayer, eventually to writhe in purgatorial torment for being brought up not knowing the Lord. However, he’s told my nain, in my hearing, that even that was better than being brought up an actual papist. ‘I’ll give the Irishwoman that, Bethany, she does not bother herself with the Catholic Church. Mind you, three mile to walk there, three back, too lazy to make the effort, if you ask me. That’s the Irish for you,’ he says. ‘In any case, don’t we have the boys? That’s the important thing.’

‘Is my mam coming for me, Nain?’ I finally say now. My tongue struggles with the Welsh. My head aches and the flesh beneath my skin is full of tears.

Nain’s lips tighten like the string on a bow. ‘Well, cariad, your mother has not . . . made any attempt to come, as far as I can see. I have told your grandfather you’re better here with us. We can keep you here, no bother. I can take care of you till you get better and you can learn to run a decent house, calm yourself down and go to Sunday School. Your Welsh might begin to sound less like the squeaking of a cat . . .’

I can understand Nain’s words fine, but, because in our house English is spoken, Welsh doesn’t trip off my tongue so easily. My mother has never learned the Welsh: one reason why she has so few friends here. I sit up straighter. ‘My man runs a decent house, Nain.’ My face is burning with temper. ‘It’s clean, and there are colours.’ My eye charges desperately round the stark white walls of the little bedroom. ‘And she has flowers in jars and a picture of my dada by the fireplace. She’ll worry about me. She gets mad when I’m out of her sight – I should know because I’ve had many a strapping for it. You might think that’s because she doesn’t want me there, but she does it for my own good, she keeps saying that.’ Beads of sweat as big as cherries are forming in my hair and running down my face to be blotted up by the close neck of my flannel nightie.

Nain’s dry hand is on my arm. ‘Cool, cool, little one. Your mam will know how you are. Rhys will tell her. He calls here at the house every day after work. We’ve never seen so much of him. Your granda says that boy verges on the ungodly but no one could deny him a kind heart.’

The door downstairs clashes.

‘Look, this will be him.’

His footsteps clatter up the uncarpeted stairs. Nain stands up. ‘I will go and get you some broth, child. The boy will be pleased to see you awake.’

Rhys’s face is still black from the pit. Beneath his ruffled hair a ridge of white skin shows where he’s just snatched off his dusty cap. He smiles slightly to see me sitting up. ‘Now that’s better, Theo.’ It is such a relief to hear the English but I don’t smile at him. ‘Hello, Rhys.’

He glances at Nain as she passes.

She cocks her head at him. ‘Oh, the child’s much better, Rhys. Woke up good and proper today. She has slept that fever right away.’ Her hand is on his arm. ‘Nearly mended, I would say.’ The door clicks behind her.

He sits in the chair where Nain was sitting before and stares at me. ‘You look better.’

‘I nearly died, didn’t I?’

He shrugs. ‘I dunno about that. Granda paid for the doctor to come twice.’

‘Nain said the angel wings had touched me.’

‘Her and her angels. Sees them more than she sees people. You’re not the only one who’s a bit of a lunatic in this family.’

I think of hearing my father’s voice when the tide was washing around my waist. I can’t tell Rhys about that. ‘Is Mam all right? She hasn’t been here to see me. Nain says she hasn’t been.’

His laugh is hollow. ‘Do you think she would dare come here? Do you think they would let her in? No. Edward kept her home.’

I press my lips together to stop myself crying. I don’t know what this is about. I never cry. ‘I want to be home. I don’t want to be here.’

‘Nain’s been very good to you, Theo. You’ve got to admit that. Watched over you day and night reading you her holy books and drippin’ milk into you with a baby’s titty bottle.’ He pauses and clears his throat. ‘To be honest, I get the sense she wants to steal you from our mam and bring you to God like you was some changeling dropped on her doorstep in the dark of night.’ His grin now is open. ‘Do you know, I sometimes think Nain’s more like some old witch than a God-fearing woman, brewing potions to make you stay, conjuring you to give up your heathenish, hoydenish ways.’

I try to laugh with him, then wince as somebody rakes a sword through my chest. ‘I don’t suppose Mam’s bothered, really. Me clear of the house, out from under her feet.’

Rhys shook his head. ‘She’s glum as an old watchman. Do you know she smashed all the bottles behind the boiler? And sits there by the fire stitching away like mad; a new apron for you, I think. It had patterns of green and red.’ He paused. ‘She has a candle in the little side window. Edward keeps putting it out and she keeps lighting it. She thinks it’s her fault that you were so poorly.’

‘You know whose fault it is, Rhys. You should tell her.’

He shakes his head. ‘Edward . . .’

‘I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her it’s not her fault.’ I bite my lip again to stop it trembling. ‘I want to be home.’ My voice is like the edge of a breeze and he has to bend his head to hear.

‘Give it a few more days, Theo. Then Nain won’t be able to stop you. Has anyone ever been able to stop you when you want to do something?’

‘What about Edward and Caspar?’ I look him in the eye. ‘Have they been here?’

As he shakes his head his greasy hair moves on to his white brow where his cap has been. ‘Not even on Sunday. They went to chapel straight from our house. I’d think our Edward said some prayers for you in that place. They were both anxious enough to know you were well. Me too, come to that.’ He laughs. ‘Guilt, look you. Nothing more nor less.’ He rubs his chin which is beginning to sprout a few manly hairs like scrubby moss on a bare bank. ‘I’ve felt bad about this, Theo. Me following our Edward’s lead when I should know better. But I’ll not do it again. He’s too big for his boots, and a fool in a way. We had a fight over this.’ He fingers his cheekbone where an old bruise is turning yellow.

‘Who won?’

‘Him, of course. So I won’t tell nobody about what happened. But I’m finished with him. I’ll watch out for you now, too.’

I wrinkle my nose at him but still I find myself smiling. ‘I can watch out for myself.’

Silence grows between us and the tick of Nain’s clock on the little mantelshelf fills the room.

‘Rhys?’

‘What is it?’

‘Do you think there’s a God?’

‘Don’t be silly, of course . . .’

‘They just tell us all that. They say it. But do you feel it, inside? Do you feel Him inside? Do you know He’s there?’

He scowls at me. ‘You do talk some rubbish, Theo.’

‘’Cause I don’t feel it. Can’t feel a thing. Feel more about the fish and the sea. I wouldn’t be surprised if Poseidon himself rose from the tide, trailing seaweed and carrying his old trident. I sometimes hear him roar on the wind . . .’

‘That reminds me. The old lunatic called.’

‘Lunatic?’

‘The man who lives in the hut, who saved you from the tide.’

The tar-paper man. I have forgotten all about him. How could I forget about him? My nose itches now as I smell again the rank seaweed and taste the salt which invaded me as he carried me off the shore. ‘I want to see him.’

‘Mam gave him milk and meat stew. Edward threw him out – sent him sprawling.’

‘Tell him I want to see him.’

The sneck on the staircase door rattles and we can hear Nain’s plodding steps on the stairs. ‘Tell Mam I want to see her, too,’ I say hurriedly to Rhys.

‘She won’t . . .’

But my head is back on the pillow; my eyes are closed. I open my eyes again to the sight of my nain coming into the room, a dish of steaming soup in her hands. ‘Now, now, boy, don’t you go tiring the child with your talk. Would you like some soup? There is a pan on the fire downstairs.’

He shakes his head. ‘No,’ he says distinctly. ‘My mam will have my dinner ready, Nain.’

She catches his tone, and red patches stain her cheeks. ‘Well, go you to your house, boy,’ she says. ‘And get your dinner.’ It’s unusual to hear that angry thread in her voice.

But there’s no anger in her face when she turns back to me. Her brow is clear and there’s a smile on her face. ‘Now, cariad, a bit of soup and you’ll be like a new woman!’
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