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Foreword

After filming ends, actors may be summoned to view their scenes, and then re-voice their work where the sound is deemed inadequate. It used to be called post-syncing or dubbing. No one likes doing it (well, imagine – your face looking silly . . .).

One day O’Toole came home bruised after a day of this and, as he lowered himself into his favourite armchair, remarked, ‘I’ve realised something: hell isn’t other people, it isn’t paddling in boiling oil, it isn’t even being dined on by rats; it would be having to post-sync your entire life.’ Imagine that . . .

As I read my autobiographies for the first time in twenty years I realised, not for the first time, that he had a point. Reading what you write of your life is a bruising process. And some of it defies belief. Most of the time you find yourself questioning (you’ll see I’m sneakily including you, the reader, here). As you share my story you will, I swear, be saying ‘Why did she do that?’ ‘Why did she not explain?’ ‘Why did they do that?’ ‘How could she have said such a thing?’ You ignore the good bits: ‘Yes, yes, very nice, very nice, turn page, turn page. Aha! Here we are; another piece of folly and madness . . .’

There were moments when I hardly recognised this girl. There were moments when I foolishly wondered if ‘she’ would live to tell the tale. A great deal of the story exasperated me beyond belief as I watched her make the same mistake again. And again. But quite often I admired her optimism (largely unfounded), her cheeriness (also unfounded). I really admired her ability to gain solace in the natural world, and, in the end, I liked the small shoots of what might become a capacity for friendship.

There were more questions when I looked at my notebook and diary accounts of the next twenty years. Why call her ‘her’? She’s ‘you’. Have you learned anything during the years after Public Places, that has endured? Do you wish you could go back? Obviously, I learned something important, because I stopped making some of my more lurid mistakes, and that made for – hello! – Happiness. There’s a word. And no, I would have to be dragged back.

Life changed. I acquired friends. I learned to cook. I acquired exceptionally good acquaintances. I became a really good gardener. I spent a great deal of my time looking after and entertaining my Burmese cats, and along the way I rather lost interest in myself except to feel a new sense of entitlement; a sense that I was in ‘my’ place.

All this happened somewhat unnoticed, but one unexpected thing occurred and it couldn’t be ignored: I began to get younger! At the same time, I hasten to add, I aged in appearance in a perfectly normal manner . . . but there was no doubt about it: I was not getting older.

I’ve read of people experiencing a huge surge of energy and it wasn’t like that. Rather, I looked about me, I became curious. This manifested itself in the kind of work I did and also in how I lived, or rather where I lived. I embarked on a kind of tour of London that continues to this day. I have always had a mild urge to move house, but was never able to indulge it to the full. Guyon House was home for twenty years, but then I set about moving. I made a garden everywhere and moved only because I wanted to experience a new neighbourhood and a different way of living. I love packing and buying and selling and building and digging and planting.

The only person I have met who shares this particular and peculiar hobby is Lesley Manville. We were sharing a dressing room at a gala at the Festival Hall and wondering aloud how it was that we had never met before, and I happened to mention an address in Spitalfields, ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I nearly bought that.’ ‘So did I!’ I exclaimed. ‘But then I move a lot.’ ‘So do I!’ she said. And then, in the middle of the excitement of finding a kindred spirit, we had to go and do what we were being paid to do and never did finish the conversation. But I have never met anyone else who enjoyed the inconvenience so. I went on to live briefly in W1, and then Mayfair, and Islington for the first time, and Barnsbury and Kensington and Islington again at the Angel – then Spitalfields, and now the lockdown has found me and my unpacked boxes in the City itself, somewhere I had always wanted to live.

None of this interfered with work. Due to my job, I travel enough not to need or want holidays, so I don’t see a space in the diary until the first lockdown, when everything almost stopped, until I realised that my voice could now step up and do its bit, so I built a (tiny) studio in my (small) study, and my PA, Jane, extended her (formidable) battery of skills to include that of engineering (I just crossed my fingers and hoped for the best). In my tiny box – with room only for me, a violin stand for scripts, a little table for water, a minute lamp – I sweltered through the first lockdown. The studio frame was festooned with duvets. (Kindly LA voice to Jane: ‘You can’t overdo the duvets, Jane.’) I became a Voice for Hire, which was very exciting.

Work – any work – always is exciting. It just is. And part of becoming ‘younger’ affected the kind of work I found myself doing. I remembered my childhood wish that work should be the main part of my life. And remembered the years when this had been impossible. I had been made to feel guilty, made to think that what I wanted was wrong. I tried really hard to live a different kind of life to please other people, or maybe out of fear. They may even have been well meaning. Then, liberated, I worked. Life became easier, sweeter. I remembered my mother, my conventional mother, in a rare moment of candour, warning me against living a conventional domesticated life. I was by then of an age to feel scared by the future she saw for me (and by what it said of her existence). And we never spoke of it again when we shared the difficulties and rewards of the life I chose to embark on. She was horrified when I remarried, and I know she would have been relieved and pleased when I came to my senses some years later, not long after she died. One change was that I became a great deal more interested in other people. And what people they were! Far too many to mention them all here, but every year was full of surprises and adventure.

Playing the hugely demanding singing role of Marlene Dietrich in Pam Gems’ Marlene in the early noughties was scary. Going to Dublin to perform in the Beckett festival in 2006 and driving in from the airport to see Sam Beckett’s beautiful, haunted face hanging from every single lamppost was – thrilling. The joy of rehearsing Alan Bennett at the National – the joy of playing Alan Bennett’s People for the National in Leeds in 2013 was exhilarating and lasting. I can still feel the excitement in the air as the audience rose to the play by their favourite son. The whole week was unforgettable (and I fell backwards down the cement stairs leading to the stage door and was saved by my mother’s Bonnie Cashin leather coat, so I may have been concussed as well. I just didn’t care). 

I noticed how theatre was changing. The directors and the methods of working were, literally, dying off. Of course I continued to be offered parts that would always come my way (I loved playing Lady Bracknell, Mrs Patrick Campbell, Miss Havisham and so on), but I began to branch out in sometimes alarming ways. Kind friends looked askance when I jumped at the chance of playing a seventy-five-year-old Juliet in Juliet and her Romeo at the Bristol Old Vic in 2010, and a big test to my comfort zone came in the form of Physical Theatre. Quizzing Steven Hoggett and Scott Graham of Frantic Assembly on what I might be expected to do as part of their production, I was raised aloft mid-sentence and thrown good-heartedly from one to the other. It was lovely. I joined.

In Les Blancs at the National in 2016, I was, for the first time in my life, part of the ethnic minority and without a thought I shaved my head in 2015 to play a prisoner in Auschwitz alongside a company of young women in a production of Arthur Miller’s Playing for Time in Sheffield. I was probably following the advice of my good friend and director Frith Banbury, who, on being questioned on how he remained so ‘um . . . er . . . lively’ at ninety-one, instantly responded: ‘Cultivate young friends, my dear.’

In 2019 I made a film, a love story, Time & Again, where I played a lesbian partner to my great friend Brigit Forsyth and became a ‘Dykon’ in the LGBTQ film world, according to the director. Who would have thought?

So when you meet ‘her’ in Public Places, don’t lose heart. She finally saw some of the light.

Much of what passed for Life as opposed to Working Life would have been utterly different were it not for a chance encounter I had some twenty-seven years ago. In short, I received the greatest, most undeserved, unlooked-for present of my life. I may have stopped doing some of the foolish things that characterised my life in Public Places, but I had done nothing to earn the wonderful, enduring friendship that came my way and that endures to this day. I was living alone for the first time and loving it. I looked about for a cat sitter so that I could go abroad to work. Thierry (a friend from the National) said, ‘Oh, I’m sure my boyfriend could do that. He’s got exams coming up and could do with the peace and quiet.’ I left for New York. On my return I had another travelling job and asked the young man (one Fabi Waisbort) if he could stay on. He could. On my return, we were both busy and rarely bumped into each other. Many things happened in his young life; he graduated, he became well known. He became very well known. He and Thierry parted. Mark came into our lives. Fabi and I looked at each other with bemusement one day and realised that we had lived together for seventeen years. Seventeen happy years during which our roles had been upended and reversed many times, unnoticed. I could never have wished for this. I could never have bargained for it. It just growed like Topsy. I officiated at his marriage to Mark and now some twenty-seven years later we no longer live together, but Fabi and Mark and Jane and her family and I are neighbours. I don’t do a great deal that isn’t noted by them. It is the best thing that ever happened to me.

As I write it is spring again and we are still in lockdown, but everything seems so different. Now the quiet is over. Traffic is heavy. I do television. And soon I shall go back to theatre; to the National to play in Under Milk Wood, which I love (and I can walk to work!). I love to work. It is what I have done since childhood and it makes me happy, but it is also the reason why my life has a faint undercurrent of that untranslatable Welsh word ‘Hiraeth’ (‘Longing’? No. ‘Wishing for times past’? Maybe). I knew, when I was old enough to understand that everything has consequences, that my decision to be an actress meant I would have to leave ‘home’ as soon as I could. So I prepared myself, and that coloured my (happy) childhood with sadness. Even so, I was ill-prepared when the moment came for me to move to Cardiff to begin my university life. Having to live in a city broke my heart. The paths and fields and mountains of my childhood really were the ‘happy highways where I went and cannot come again’. I assumed that the move to London to train at the Royal Academy would be worse. It wasn’t. I fell in love with London, but I had learned that I could never again form such a huge emotional attachment to a landscape, a place. Now, in a life of travel, I have learned how to settle down anywhere. I am happy with the turns my life has taken. I don’t take anything for granted. Maybe I would be derailed if I suffered some dreadful reversal. I hope not.

When I was given the wonderful book The Smith of Smiths by Hesketh Pearson at the age of fourteen, it made me laugh a lot. Over the years it has kept me laughing and it has taught me a great deal. This is a tiny part of his letter to his great friend Lady Holland, after he found himself not quite where he might have wished to be in his career:

‘If it be my lot to crawl, I will crawl contentedly, if to fly I will fly with alacrity, but as long as I can possibly avoid it, I will never be unhappy.’ And so say I.

 

Siân Phillips, London, April 2021
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Private Faces

I was born on a farm on a windy mountain in south-west Wales. Mountain? Some would call the Betws a hill. It is modest where it stands opposite the Black Mountain range. In the valley between the big mountains and the little one lies Gwaun-Cae-Gurwen (G.C.G. to even the most ardent Welsh speaker) – a street or two of small granite houses, a few pubs, a chapel, a Miners’ Welfare Hall doubling as a cinema, and a coalmine. They say this place is wetter than Borneo and certainly the life into which I was born and which I thought would stay the same for ever is as curious and remote now as the lives of strange people, in an unknown country, far away.





Chapter One

I was almost out of the back door of Tŷ mawr, my grandparents’ farm where I was staying, when my grandmother, emerging from her cold, slate larder carrying a basin of milk, called ‘Oi’ in the firm but neutral tone she would use to address an errant beast. Jerking her head, she indicated the almost cold basin of washing water. I hated that tepid water with its pale blue soapy scum even more than I hated the face-flannel, cut from the tail of one of my grandfather’s flannel shirts, striped and slimy with soap. Holding my breath, I dabbed at my nose and chin and, eyes tightly shut, reached for the towel. Brisk, capable hands lifted my face and scrubbed at my head and neck. I could feel water trickling down inside my jumper, but knew better than to complain. She towelled me dry and reached for a comb, deftly undoing my plaits with one hand. Useless to say, ‘Mammy lets me do my tangles first.’ My hair was brushed, combed and plaited with the same calm speed with which cows were milked, dough kneaded and family discussions chaired around the large, black-leaded range with its gleaming brass fender.

I knew she wouldn’t pause to look at me again when she was done, and as she returned to her milk and flour and butter I stood on tiptoe to catch a quick glimpse of myself in the only looking-glass in the house, which hung in the darkest corner of the kitchen. At six I could just glimpse my hair and my eyes. The little mirror was there for the men when they shaved, but I sneaked regular looks so as not to miss the day when, as promised if I ate bread crusts, my hair would become thick and blonde and curly. Nothing doing today. Nondescript straight wisps. I looked back into the darkness of the big kitchen with its small window set deep in the far wall, the big settle and the little settle framing two sides of the scrubbed table, my grandfather’s chair with its back to me, the grandfather clock in the corner, and the fireplace with its overmantel serving as a filing cabinet; the yellow Farmers Weekly and advertisements for cattle feed jammed behind the brass candlesticks. A larger window illuminated the long table where I had just been washed, at the far end of which my grandmother was now working. It was a thick slab of wood, scrubbed white, and on special days two men would turn it over to reveal a side polished like a conker.

I was thin and white and on the frail side, and this exempted me from helping, and I had never known my grandmother to delegate to anyone, but, taking no chances, I gently backed away down the length of the table, past the larder, then – whirling round – I was out of the back door, across the clean scrubbed flagstones of the little yard, past the dairy, then across the big, dirty yard skipping over the drying cow-pats and on down to the seclusion of the cowsheds, cool and dim and at this hour of the morning empty and smelling more of disinfectant than cows and cow-dung. I loved the cows and knew them by name, but I found their personal habits hard to bear.

For a country child I was squeamish and ashamed of that and went to great pains to conceal it, having no wish to add to my list of oddities that my auntie Meriel, my mother’s sister who lived at home on the farm, put down to my being a bit S-P-O-I-L-E-D. She mouthed this over my head by way of explaining why I read unsuitable books and why I politely but firmly rejected fresh eggs, milk warm from the cow, salty home-made butter and home-cured ham in favour of water, margarine and Spam. Her explanation of my behaviour as spoiled was just that – an explanation, uncritical and even tinged with humour. Behind an impassive face I wondered how she could imagine I couldn’t hear her semi-spoken mouthing and how she could think I was unable to spell such a simple English word as ‘spoiled’ when I was already known as a GREAT READER. ‘Go on – spell “epiglottis”.’

Now, hauling myself into one of the enormous vats of dry cow-cake in the corner of the cowshed, I wriggled into a comfortable position out of sight – just in case – and contemplated the limitless possibilities of the day. The only checks and hindrances would be meals. Adults were, without exception, obsessed with food; collecting it, slaughtering it, cooking it and never-endingly sitting down to eat it. How many times a day did my grandmother climb up on to the hedge near the spring calling people in to eat? Too many times, it seemed to me. Strangers passing through Tŷmawr land were corralled into the kitchen and urged to ‘Eat! Eat!’ My grandmother brought out one of her three English sentences in the service of food. Addressing English itinerant labourers, she would call, ‘Man, come to dinner!’ – open vowels and a rolled ‘r’ at the end. John Dineen, the Irish itinerant who came to work on the farm each summer, was considered to be almost Welsh, was spoken to in Welsh and had to make the best of it. I shared his fondness for potatoes and ate such phenomenal amounts that I was referred to sarcastically (though never in John’s presence) as ‘the Irishman’.

Potatoes aside, I picked at food and my grandmother worried about my lack of appetite. She needn’t have. I ate my way through the day and tasted everything I came across, knowing enough to avoid poisonous leaves and berries. Sitting unseen in the kitchen garden, I despatched spring onions, carrots and radishes straight out of the earth (a quick rub on my knicker leg got rid of most of the dirt). There was always something new to eat; peas in the pod, gooseberries, cooking apples, sorrel, dandelion leaves, nuts, even hawthorn berries weren’t too bad, and now, luxuriating in the huge feed bin, I nibbled a cow-cake: the size of a fingertip, brown and earthy tasting. Filling too. No one had ever said, ‘Don’t eat cow food’, but I kept it to myself all the same.

Restored after the irritations of getting up, I lowered myself out of the feed bin and set off past the stables, making for the hen-house. Most of the hens were scratching about outside, but I knew that some of them would be perched inside. I longed to see a hen lay an egg and spent part of every day sitting on my heels in the hen-house, watching and waiting, scarcely breathing, but the hens never forgot I was there. Heads tilted to one side, then the other, they made comfortable noises that might have been the prelude to the laying of an egg but never was. After a bit, resigned, I straightened my stiff legs and left them to it. (This part of my day I never talked about.) How could animals be so patient? I would lie for hours in the field behind my parents’ house in nearby Alltwen watching the skylark high in the sky, waiting for her to forget I was there and come down to her nest. She never, ever did and I always gave up first.

I was now working my way up the Betws Mountain through a small wood at the back of the farmhouse. This was where we collected hazelnuts. Part of the wood was dark and sinister; the earth on the steep slope had leached away from the roots of the trees and they reached down in contorted rope-like shapes around the mouths of small hiding places, hardly big enough to be called caves. This place was always the setting I described when recounting the nastier parts of The Story – a rambling, ongoing tale of adventure and death that I made up to tell my friends at infant school in Rhos, near Alltwen. It was along the lines of a ‘Famous Five’ adventure as told by Edgar Allen Poe. I loved Tales of Mystery and Horror from Poe to Arlen and borrowed plots to add to my own. There were few of my stories that didn’t feature a ceiling or the roof of a cave that descended slowly and inexorably on a couple of trussed-up children dressed in blazers and wearing belts with snake buckles. Snakes! Speckled bands (deadly snakes) circled the heads of plucky girls with fresh complexions and naturally curly hair as they sat, not daring to move, until they were rescued by a boy in a blazer.

My young audience believed me only too completely, and when one, then two, then three children were found crying with fright in their beds, there was a delegation of mothers to our house and a good deal of eye-rolling and head-shaking and whispering. My mother was unaccustomedly nonplussed by this unusual crime. She was all for originality: ‘Go on, write a story! Use your imagination!’ was an often-heard refrain in our house. Never before at a loss for words, she was now reduced to a rather feeble, ‘RIGHT! Upstairs, and no coming down ’til I tell you.’ The following day I was forbidden to tell any more stories until the fuss had died down and even then not to tell any that didn’t have happy endings. ‘Invent HAPPY things,’ Mother said, at the end of her tether. Struggling through the dark, sinister undergrowth, I thought I wouldn’t bother.

I reached the top of the Betws Mountain and sat down, out of breath, and looked about. Down below was the farm with the lean-to washhouse and the long slope of the blue slate roof. Smoke rose steadily from the chimney. A long way below was the string of granite houses that made up the village of Gwaun-Cae-Gurwen. Carmel Chapel was very big. The coalmine was so discreetly placed as to be scarcely visible. Reaching away to the horizon were the slopes of the Black Mountain, smooth like the flanks of an elephant and dun-coloured with the darker shadows of the few clouds, moving slowly today. One of these peaks I had selected as my Test. The Bible was very familiar to me – my grandmother seemed to know the whole of the Old Testament and few arguments at home were settled without a triumphant, apt quotation from it. My mother was more keen on the New Testament and I was already learning and reciting long pieces from that. Faith moving mountains had made a deep impression on me and I strained every nerve to move my chosen peak. I knew it would take a while and I wasn’t even going to try today. It was something I did when I felt particularly ‘holy’ and ready to do battle with nature. Now I leaned back and did nothing.

Below and to the left, smoke rises from Llwyncelyn, which is a yellow house. My grandmother’s house stands granite-dark and symmetrical, and its outhouses are whitewashed. Llwyncelyn is smaller, more picturesque, maybe even prettier, but white seems more correct for a farmhouse than yellow. There is one farm I know that is outlandishly pink, and some years, when the mix goes wrong, it becomes a vivid raspberry, and when it rains, which is most of the time, it looks too bright by far. My grandmother’s way in this, as in most things, is best. I sense that even my mother thinks this, but at home in Alltwen we do things her way, which is slightly, ever so slightly, different. I sit up and go on looking around, doing nothing. I spend a great deal of time here, in Tŷmawr. I hear people say I’m not ‘the strongest’. I may not be the strongest, but I feel fine and this life suits me fine. This is the countryside I know best and I like spending most of my time just looking at things. My mother comes over from Alltwen and nods approvingly at me, but she looks anxious. She doesn’t need to be. On his day off my father comes as well and works on the farm. I love going home on the bus with them, but sometimes they leave me here and we’re all sad when we say goodbye, although once they’re out of sight I cheer up right away. I don’t know why they call me ‘delicate’.

When I can tell from the feel of the day that soon it will be time for the midday meal, I still have time to take the long, easier way down, entering the farmyard from below and stopping at the spring where we draw our water for the house. Very quietly I lift a few of the big mossy stones. The toad isn’t there. There isn’t anything there. The spring rises above a field of fairy rings and it seems to me reasonable that fairies would spend time around this very convenient, pleasant spot. Auntie Meriel made a face when I told her this, but my mother didn’t because she was in the house when I saw a fairy, years ago when I was really small – maybe three or four years old. It wasn’t a dragonfly and it wasn’t a butterfly, so what could it have been but a fairy? All the same, I’m beginning to think that I’m never going to see another one. It’s like the hens’ eggs and the skylark.

My grandmother’s metal-tipped boots are making a ringing sound on the flags as she moves quickly between the range and the work-table and the table where we eat. I slide into the little settle where I left my book last night. Life outside a village means life without electricity. My uncle Davy, the third of my grandparents’ children, is a teacher and a councillor. He lives in a lovely white modern house called ‘Pen-y-bryn’, which he’s built on a meadow below the farm, and he is working hard on something called ‘rural electrification’ (‘Go on, spell what Uncle Davy’s doing’). He hasn’t managed it yet and at night everything has to take place around the Tilley lamp in the kitchen, and since Uncle Davy, when he was a student home from the university, set fire to himself, reading in bed, and my grandmother saved him and the house by throwing the burning mattress into the yard, there’s been a strict rule against reading in bed by candlelight.

I read a bit now until all the places around the table are taken. It’s cawl – Welsh stew – so that’s all right. My grandmother ladles it into basins; lamb, carrots, swedes, potatoes, chopped leeks and great handfuls of parsley. The top is shiny with stars of fat. I pray there aren’t too many bits of fat at the bottom of my basin. Tomorrow we’ll eat the cawl again and it will taste even better. On day two it’s called ‘cawl aildwym’ – second-time-warm cawl. I hate Sunday food because there’s always beef, which has a lot of fat, and the worst trial of all hangs above my head: a huge side of bacon that is nearly all fat with thin stripes of pink meat. I don’t really like the Welsh cakes or the pancakes that are made on the bake-stone over the fire, nor do I care for my grandmother’s famous pastry. What I like best is siencyn, which the men eat after the first few hours of work, early in the morning. It’s a basin of bread and butter, with sweet milky tea poured to the top of the basin and old cheese grated over it all. It’s lovely.

The only members of the family not here are my mother, who is in her house in Alltwen with my father, and her brother, Davy (the bed-burner), who is at school, teaching.

Daniel, my grandfather (‘Tadcu’ in Welsh), sits at the head of the table and is served first. He’s a shadowy figure to me and I don’t really like his moustache or his clothes, which seem to have moulded themselves to his shape, but I do like his moleskin trousers – washed and washed until they are white – which make a ‘whip, whip’ sound as he walks. He is the son of Sali from Wernwgan farm – a ‘hedge school teacher’ who taught anywhere that was dry and convenient (did those teachers ever teach actually sitting in a hedge?), and the Welsh Bible was their only textbook. He looks fairer and much bigger than his mother, Sali, in the photograph of her in the parlour that shows a small, shrunken, beetle-like little woman, holding her Bible firmly between her and the world.

When he was younger, Daniel’s passion was not farming but horses, and his dream was to breed a good racehorse. Needless to say he never succeeded in this and the failures were seconded to farm work, for which they were completely unsuited. My mother, when she was a girl, lived in daily dread of entering the stable to put one of these high-spirited, nervous monsters between the shafts of a hay-wain or a milk float. Their eyes rolled and they backed away from her, rearing up and lashing out with their hooves. ‘Don’t hurt that horse,’ my grandfather would say as he passed the stable where my mother was trying to avoid serious injury to herself. Once the job was done and the float was backed out on to the yard, she had to fling herself aboard as the horse took off with a determination and speed never displayed in its earlier, racing life. They thundered down the stony dirt track to Gwaun-Cae-Gurwen, milk churns sliding perilously around her legs, only slowing to an exhausted, sulky trot as they took the sharp turn over the little river and began the steep climb up to the village.

Daniel’s brother was a coal-miner and his dream was to find the big seam of anthracite that he was sure existed just outside the village. The little foothills of the Betws were pitted with small openings and shafts where he’d probed for his Big One. When he’d saved enough money, he would stop working for the Mining Company and start his own dig again. The big strike was as elusive as his brother’s champion horse, but his dream was no impossible fantasy and after his death the big seam was found a few yards beyond one of his little shafts that had been discontinued for lack of funds. He enjoyed prospecting as much as my grandfather enjoyed playing with horseflesh; they weren’t bitter in their disappointment and their wives were only mildly (and silently) exasperated.

My grandmother, Elizabeth (‘Mamgu’), was born in the room in Tŷ mawr where my uncle and aunt and my mother and now I had been born. Medium tall, medium slim, she was unremarkable save for her swift, athletic walk and the deftness and certainty of her gestures. Married to Daniel, who loved to talk and linger down in the village, she was, above all, a skilful worker. Plain living and high thinking, was it a secret vanity that drove her, even after cold water had been piped through to the farm, to walk through the two farmyards to draw water from the spring to wash her face? Her feet, shod in laced-up boots, were as white and unblemished as a girl’s. Her hands, gnarled as an old man’s, didn’t seem to belong to the unlined face and smooth feet. Her hair was scraped back under a faded cotton cap, elasticated behind and turned up at the front, giving her a deceptively girlish air. She wore dark dresses and, over them, sleeveless overalls, small prints on black cotton. Indoors, over these she wore large, clean, light-coloured starched aprons and outdoors these were replaced by aprons made of clean sacking. There were ‘day’ clothes; then there were ‘end of the day’ clothes (‘best’ clothes past their best), which she would wear on weekdays to visit neighbours or receive visitors. ‘Clothes of respect’ were best clothes worn only to chapel and to weddings and funerals. All these were made by a relation, Syrviah, who, along with her treadle sewing machine, would be met in the village and brought up to the farm on the horse-drawn milk float. She would stay for a week or two, making shirts and suits for the men and a sparse wardrobe of dresses and aprons and coats for the women and children.

My grandmother read the Bible daily and it was said that if all the Bibles in the village were burned, Mrs Thomas, Tŷ mawr, would probably be able to write out the whole of the Old Testament. All of it? I wondered some years later. Not allowed to read the Sunday Despatch while it was running excerpts from Forever Amber, I spent many Sundays reading ‘improving’ books and, in an excess of zeal and virtue, decided to read the whole of the Old Testament. I struggled to keep my face impassive as, delighted and astonished, I plunged ever deeper into the scarcely credible accounts of sex and violence among the tribes of Israel. Occasionally my mother would look up from her knitting and I could feel her mild surprise at my good behaviour. (There was always something grudging in her approval of me, as though she sensed I was less biddable than appearances would suggest, and even when I was up to no good I resented her sceptical look and tone of voice.)

Now, making rapid strides in my sex education, I wondered if this kind of carrying on was limited to times past and life in a different climate? It seemed improbable that there could be quite so much smiting, cleaving unto, lying with and begatting by the wrong people in the non-conformist villages of the Swansea Valley. Was it possible that my grandmother had memorised these bits? Was it possible that she’d even read them? These pages were never opened in Sunday school where we laboured over such subjects as ‘Everyday Life in the Time of Jesus, with Special Reference to Cooking and Hygiene’ and yet, there they were. Such was my regard for my grandmother’s lofty cast of mind and my awe of the gloomy parlour where the family Bible lay on a table in the window that it seemed to me quite possible that by some Methodist alchemy these pages became temporarily invisible when Elizabeth Thomas, née George, opened the great cover and turned past the pages of our less exuberant, rather puny begats. For one thing, what could she have made of Onan? I had to go and look it up in the dictionary and she didn’t even have a dictionary. Her poise and serenity were legendary and I wondered if a calm conviction such as hers could only be achieved and maintained by not reading all the pages of anything – ever.

My mother told me that even she, quite calm and serene, would go to any lengths not to be present on the day the slaughterer came to the farm. Only my grandmother kept her composure. After a strenuous bout of killing, the slaughterer would emerge, blood-stained, and call my grandmother and any others in the vicinity to view his work, then, taking his knife, he would cut a thin slice of raw meat and, holding it up to the light, say, ‘Sweet as a nut, Mrs Thomas, sweet as a nut.’ ‘And then,’ said my mother, lowering her voice a tone, ‘he ate the meat.’ She left a pause so that I could fully dwell on the horror and then, almost in a whisper, continued, ‘And then, asking to be excused, he would climb on to the pile of warm, bloody skins and, drawing a hide over himself, go to sleep.’

Severely shaken, everyone beat a retreat. My mother – no cissy – went for a wash and a lie-down. My grandmother merely inclined her head to acknowledge the compliment to the quality of her beasts, said that supper would be ready in an hour, also hot water for his toilette, and that he would be welcome in the house, after which she walked sedately back to her kitchen, pausing only to shake her head in mild reproof at two farm-hands engaged in a violent pantomime of stabbing and eating and throwing up. One shake of the head from her was enough to stop what she called ‘nonsens’ (much crisper sounding than the English ‘nonsense’), by which she meant exaggeration and excess of any sort. Much as I admired her for her stamina and her complexion, her frugal eating habits and her slim figure (her children were all inclined to run to fat), I thought that I’d like to have more fun than she did.

I never know precisely what my grandmother thinks about anything. I know that her views of right and wrong are identical with God’s and that, if anything, she admits fewer shades of grey than He does so it isn’t necessary for her to go into detail; the white and black are simple and plain for all to see. I am always surprised by her silent tenderness with small animals and by my earliest recollection of her; I must have been a baby when she held my outstretched hands and I sat facing her, sitting astride her raised ankle, bouncing into the air as she chanted ‘Pedoli, pedoli, peDINK!’ and made as if to drop me. ‘Cheboli, cheboli, CHUBUT!’ (What did it mean?) Now, at the age of six, regarding her across the dark kitchen from my corner near the clock, I could hardly credit that she had ever been so playful.

John, the living-in help, looks lovely as he eats silently. I have never seen a film, but I imagine that film stars look like him. And only the other day he spent ages trying to catch me a mole as it rose in its little molehill. And he did it! (That’s another one of the Impossibles, like eggs and skylarks and fairies.) I think Meriel likes him a lot. Auntie Meriel has fun. More than most grown-ups. Her face is large and shiny and bright pink. It might sometimes look irritated, but I can’t imagine it looking frightened. She spends most of the day working out of doors and she drives the milk float down the hill and through the village in her khaki milk-delivering coat and wellingtons, looking like a warrior queen standing on the springy back step where I am not allowed to stand. She calls ‘Milk–o’ in a special tune and measures out the milk, collecting all the village news, then ‘Gee-up!’, expertly negotiating the level-crossing and the sharp turn over the little bridge and back up the rough, stony path to Tŷ mawr. Riding with Meriel is my favourite thing.

At last I’m allowed to get down from the table and now I’m told that my mother is coming for me tomorrow and I’m well enough to go home and maybe go to school. I quite like the school. I go there so seldom I feel like a visitor. But now I shall have to rush around, visiting the animals and saying goodbye and checking up on things. I have so much to do every day on the farm.

Why do grown-ups have to do everything so suddenly?





Chapter Two

This time, when I got home from Tŷ mawr I began to feel really unwell. The doctor was called and he arrived, in a hurry as usual, swearing under his breath, banging down his bag and demanding what I had been up to now. He was the only person who addressed me familiarly in the second person singular, as ‘ti’. It was customary for parents to call their children ‘ti’, but for some reason mine used the more formal ‘chi’ and I was never wholly comfortable with this implied closeness between the doctor and myself. I felt he was no friend of mine.

When he left, instead of being put to bed with a fire in the bedroom grate and all my treasures ranged around me (I knew and appreciated the advantages of being slightly ill), I was wrapped, still dressed, in a shawl and my father carried me from room to room, glancing out of the front windows each time he passed them. Then, horror of horrors, the ambulance drew up outside our house.

Now, tuberculosis, ‘the lung’, was rife in the neighbourhood. People were taken away for long periods and sometimes they didn’t return. Miners sufficiently ill with silicosis (‘the dust’) were taken away, and when they came back, if they came back, they never got better. The ambulance was a chariot of doom and death, and when it passed by we would stop, look away, hold our collars and chant, ‘Never swallow, touch your collar, never catch a fever.’ Now it had come for me. I couldn’t believe it. What was worse, it was taking me away – on my own. In an instant, a panic-stricken instant, my universe lost its foundation, its wall against the world, its sheltering roof. This was as bad as my dog dying. My bones turned to water. It was as though I had nothing inside me except my pounding heart. My mother half-extended her arms towards me, but what could she do? Other arms were taking me and laying me on a bunk. The ambulance door closed on my father’s handsome, anguished face and I felt that the Worst Thing had happened to me.

It was dark when we arrived at a big house surrounded on three sides by black, dripping trees with open country stretching away on the fourth side. I was undressed and put into bed in a large, dimly lit, high-ceilinged room. Where was I? No one had told me anything; I suppose they’d thought that I was too ill to hear or understand. I did feel terrible. I lay there, afraid to move. There were the shadowy outlines of other beds and there was silence except for the sound of rain and something that tapped the window behind my head. When dawn broke I recognised the room; I had seen it with its high, dirty, damp-spotted ceiling in almost every drawing by Phiz in my mother’s set of books by Charles Dickens. I hadn’t thought such a room could exist in real life and now I was in one. Later I learned that the house was an isolation hospital. I spelt ‘isolation’ in my head.

There were thirteen of us in the room, boys and girls together; some much bigger than me. We all had scarlet fever. Humiliation was heaped on misery. I had to pee in a chamber pot in full view of everyone. Worse was to follow. As I grew more and more ill and couldn’t get out of bed, the bedpan appeared and the boys on either side of me made my life hideous with their jokes about it. My squeamishness was against me and in a single day I was defeated and at their mercy. Even my imagination was against me. Peter Rice and Peter Boiling, the boys on either side, convinced me that unspeakable horrors lay under my bed, waiting for me to go to sleep before they heaved themselves up, and slithered towards my face . . .

I believed them. I believed everything they said. I would never be allowed home. I might die. I grew thinner and paler, grubbier, more anxious. But I didn’t die. ‘Oh, she’s turned the corner,’ someone said.

One day they told me to stand on my bed and look out, and there in the distance were my parents. They were holding up my colouring pencils and a doll and some books. I hadn’t expected ever to see them again and for a moment I felt a rage as all-consuming as the misery I had felt at losing them. I had been gone six long weeks and I knew now that everything I possessed in the isolation hospital would be burned when I left. Didn’t they know this? They were dismayed to be confronted with a pinched little creature with unkempt hair and a dirty nightgown, gesticulating wildly and crying tears of anger and frustration. My precious things were delivered to me. No one had understood my sign language or my distress. I looked at the pile on my bed and couldn’t bring myself to touch anything. My beautiful long pencils had been snapped in half so that I should have something to draw with when I went home. They were ruined. ‘She’s an only child. A bit spoiled,’ said one of the nurses. I glowered at them, hating them all. They weren’t like the nurses in any of the books I’d read and I thought they were hopeless.

‘Now you’re getting better you can have a bath,’ one of them said brightly, and on Friday night a large zinc bath was pulled into the room and thirteen of us were bathed in it, one after the other. I came after one of the Peters and didn’t need him to tell me as he climbed, grinning, into his bed that he had peed in the bath. ‘Thank God I don’t have brothers and sisters,’ I thought as I stepped into the dirty water.

Now I have something called eczema. There’s a nasty crack outside each ear where my ear lobe joins my face. They say they’ll cure it before I go home and they’re painting my ears purple with ‘permanganate of potash’ – which I can spell. I’ve got over my anger and I’m happy. The Peters have gone home and I shall go soon; I don’t care if I look strange.

Going home was an anti-climax. I’ve grown taller and none of my clothes fit. My possessions are sadly depleted and that makes me cross all over again. No school for a while. My mother is making a big effort to do something about my eczema, which is much worse now. The hospital didn’t make it better. We visit doctors and specialists and hospitals and herbalists. All the ‘cures’ are time-consuming and useless. There are long walks to the nearest bus stop, long journeys, then more waiting in ante-rooms. I’m learning a lot of poetry by heart. Chunks of the New Testament as well. Some of the cures make me look peculiar. For a while I’m covered in grease and wrapped in bandages with holes for my eyes, nose and mouth. When that doesn’t work I’m unwrapped and a sharpened matchstick, dipped in white liquid, is drawn through the cracks in my skin. It turns brown and it burns me. The eczema has spread everywhere. Permanganate of potash is tried again at intervals so I have weeks when I’m purple all over. I’m not really bothered. I’m reciting a lot in chapel and Sunday school and my eczema goes away from my face just before I make a public appearance. At home my hands are bandaged so that I don’t scratch myself, but I manage perfectly with my grubby, bound paws and I’ve learned to sleep flat on my back. Soon I’m returned to Tŷ mawr, to Mamgu.

I might be here for a long time and I don’t mind that. School is very nice, but not being at school is also very nice. I like my friends, but I don’t mind not seeing them for a while – there are plenty of animals to play with and it doesn’t really matter if I don’t do lessons either. I like learning songs and listening to stories and writing compositions, but I have plenty of books to read and I can write my own stories. I couldn’t understand the sums or the clock and I don’t think I ever will, but I don’t really need to; I don’t have any money so I don’t need to add and subtract, and I always know when it’s time to get up or stop playing and go home.

I go down to Uncle Davy’s house and walk along the white front behind the pillars and pretend it’s mine. He has thousands of books and lets me read them. Sometimes he and Auntie Maya, his wife, make me spell words and I write things for them. Maybe they don’t know it but every teacher I ever met has asked me to write ‘A day in the life of a penny’ and ‘Callers at my door’. It doesn’t take me a minute to write a composition. I learn English grammar from one of Auntie Maya’s old books and I like that, but when they get out the paper, ruled into little squares, I know what’s coming and I say I’m not feeling very well and run up the Betws to the farm where no one makes me do arithmetic. My mother gives me poems to learn from Palgrave’s Golden Treasury, but mostly I just wander about and have a really lovely time.

My eczema is a bit of a nuisance and sometimes visitors stare at me if the cracks are bleeding. My mother and father have explained that only rude or inconsiderate people will stare at me and I am not to feel upset or shy. I should feel sorry for the people who can’t help gawping. And that’s what I do.





Chapter Three

Alltwen, Gwaun-Cae-Gurwen, Cwmllynfell, Bryn Amman. The ring of villages gave me a different perspective on the same familiar landscape of mountains and valleys where my grandparents and their grandparents had worked, farmed, ridden and walked over. My grandmother had travelled weekly from Tŷ mawr in G.C.G., over the mountains through Alltwen to Neath to sell her butter, carried in panniers on either side of her pony. One of my great-grandmothers had ridden from her farm near Carreg Cennen Castle, over the Brecon Beacons to be married, carrying her dowry of gold coins in her apron. My grandmother’s mother, Elizabeth George, had climbed the Betws Mountain from Cwmamman with her husband to build the first little farm in what was now the orchard of Tŷ mawr.

I was aware of being at home everywhere. And I was especially aware of the line of women stretching back behind me. Men were deferred to, made much of, ‘tended’ to, even referred to sometimes as ‘The Boss’, but I was aware that I lived in a matriarchy. Women balanced the books, paid the bills, made the decisions and, when necessary, ran their own small farms and businesses alone. My parents came into focus for me as people now as I continued to spend time at home instead of going to school. I adored my father but realised that the force I had to reckon with was my mother, Sally Fâch Tŷ mawr, Little Sally Tŷ mawr.

My mother lived austerely so that the few pieces of frippery that remained from her past life, a life I knew little about, were so strange and so uncharacteristic that they assumed for me the quality of magical relics, and when I was allowed, I lifted them carefully from the drawer in the bedroom, handling them, smelling them and laying them out, before returning them carefully. I don’t think they were ever looked at or touched except by me. There was a box of unused pink powder labelled ‘Coty’, dotted all over with drawings of swansdown powder puffs with ebony handles on an orange background. It made no sense to me; the unbroken seal, the colour called ‘Rachelle’ (what kind of colour was ‘Rachelle’?). Then there was a little mirror with a coloured silk tassel attached that pulled it out of its black grosgrain silk case. I thought it was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen. (My mother never looked at herself in a mirror.) The silk handkerchief had a black paisley pattern on white and was only used for chapel-going. There was a bottle – an empty bottle – of ‘Evening in Paris’ scent, dark blue with a silver moon and the Eiffel Tower on the label, and an almost empty bottle of ‘Californian Poppy’. (My mother never smelled of anything but soap.) As for powder, what sort of person wore powder? But oh, the smell of that box of Coty!

 

When I was seven and old enough to respect books and papers, as a special treat I was allowed to look at my mother’s photograph album. Slowly I lifted the interleaves of tissue-paper, never tearing or creasing them. She was barely recognisable and I found it hard to credit the reality of her life before my advent, but there she was – the schoolteacher, dark and slim and intense, wearing the fashionably flat-chested dresses of the day, waists low on the hips, bodices cut in a low ‘vee’ and filled in with silk ‘modesty vests’ decorated with drawn threadwork and French knots. Her legs, crossed neatly at the ankles, were shiny in pale stockings, her feet encased in immaculate, fine leather louis-heeled shoes. She described each outfit in the photographs and eventually I knew them all by heart; even the price of the ‘fur’ tippet (10s 6d), the bottle-green coat (two guineas) – ‘Very daring to wear that colour to school; green was safer if it was moss or leaf.’ What colours there were: blue could be marina, saxe, misty, French navy or powder; pink was at its most ladylike (and therefore desirable) when it was ‘dusty’. I was too young to appreciate the subtleties of grey; dove, pearl, charcoal and clerical. Hard to imagine a black so much blacker than everyday black that it became ‘jet’ black. Light brown was called fawn or donkey and didn’t show the dirt.

My mother was at her most vivid and tender when she spoke of her time at Cwmamman School in the Amman Valley, which led west from G.C.G. She and her brother, Davy the bed-burner, both taught in this valley, but it had only been possible for Davy to go to the university. My mother’s pupil-teacher salary paid for his digs and every Friday she would post a parcel of fresh food to him so that their mother could rest easy in the knowledge that he ate properly once a week at least. My mother shrugged aside my suggestion that it seemed unfair that she hadn’t been allowed to go to university. ‘That’s how it was. Boys came first.’ Then, meaningfully to me, ‘But I wouldn’t like to think it could happen today.’ When they were both teaching, they rose early – in summer John Dineen, the Irish labourer, would take a pitchfork and tap on Davy’s window at 4.15 a.m., Davy would wake his sister and they would work in the fields or with the animals until it was time to breakfast and wash and change into teaching clothes; then, still wearing boots, their shoes tied around their necks, they ran over the fields (never time to take the dirt track), the mile or so down the hillside and, leaving their boots at a neighbour’s house, they boarded the little bus for school, decently shod, breathing hard but ready for the classes of some seventy pupils that awaited them.

Before my mother married, while she still lived in Tŷ mawr, her week was long and hard because at night and at the weekend there was household work awaiting her after the day’s teaching. Once a week, with her younger sister, Meriel, who was still a schoolgirl, she emptied and black-leaded the big range and polished the brass fender and fire-irons and the brass door knobs and handles and the twenty candlesticks that stood on the big oak dresser. The dresser was, she said, like an altar, and she knelt before it cleaning the willow-patterned plates and the fifty lustre jugs. She wasn’t put upon; everyone worked long hard days. ‘Hard work harms no one,’ she would say at this point, looking at me over her glasses for extra emphasis. Nothing, however, dampened her enthusiasm for her ‘real’ work at school. Married women were not allowed to continue teaching, so she’d been obliged to retire before I was born, but she still kept all her notebooks and teaching schemes for the year; beautiful, copperplate labelling; pressed flowers and leaves, ways of coaxing ‘slow’ children to read. She especially loved the not-so-bright and explained how she kept them in a special, unthreatening corner of the big classroom until they knew enough to join another group.

‘Were there any children who couldn’t learn?’ I asked, thinking of my hopelessness at arithmetic and hoping that there had been many like me, as bad, maybe worse. ‘Not one,’ she said firmly. This was the moment to ask about Billy. ‘Tell me about Billy.’ ‘Oh well,’ she would say as though I’d surprised her with the request, ‘Billy . . . well now . . . Billy was – slow – no use denying that, well the whole family was slow, so what do you expect? Lovely people, mind – children beautifully clean and tidy. Billy learned to read and write and count a bit in the end – and he got a nice little job when he left school, though he could hardly talk – cleft palate – poor dab.

‘One year, on April the first, we all did April Fools in the morning. The headmaster didn’t join in, of course, but he turned a blind eye. Billy couldn’t do an April Fool. We explained it to him but it was no good. He laughed and nodded his head, but he didn’t understand. And the term went by and one afternoon before the summer holidays the classrooms were nice and quiet, everyone working, and suddenly there was all this shouting in the yard. I told the children to sit still and went to see what was wrong.

‘The headmaster had come out of his study and was standing in the yard looking at Billy, who was pointing at the roof and saying something that sounded like ball – “all-all”, he cried. He was so distressed that Mr Williams went for a ladder and climbed on to the roof – it was quite low over the entrance, but when he couldn’t find anything he called down, “I’m sorry, Billy. Are you sure it’s up here?” Billy’s face opened into a huge smile and he doubled over clutching himself in an ecstasy of laughing. “Bill-foo!” he gasped. “Bill-foo!” April Fool, of course! It had taken him from April to June to work it out, but he’d done it. Mr Williams came down and picked him up and hugged him and said, “Well done, Billy bach.” Well, all the teachers had tears in their eyes. Oh yes, everybody can learn if you give them time.’ We both looked at the album and she had a sad look on her face. I wondered gloomily if Billy had mastered long division.

It was a former colleague of hers who told me what a wonderful teacher she was. ‘You’re a very lucky young lady, especially since your school attendance is so poor. Not that that’s your fault, I suppose. Your mother can teach anyone anything.’ I didn’t reveal that for some reason I wasn’t being taught at all at home. My mother had said I could read anything I wanted, so I did, but I still couldn’t add, subtract or multiply, and as for decimals . . . Grateful to be left alone, I kept out of the way. ‘You might very well never have been born,’ continued the same teacher. ‘Your mother was spreading her wings. She had her passage booked and a teaching post waiting for her in Edmonton, in Canada. Then something happened and she couldn’t go. Tragic waste. Coaching is all very well, but it’s not the same.’ Canada! I could see that any impediment to such an adventure, myself included, could be classed as ‘Tragic waste’.

My mother looked startled when I asked her about it. ‘Oh, old history,’ she said briskly, not even looking at me and she wouldn’t be drawn. Her brother told me that something happened on the farm and his salary and my mother’s were both needed to ride out the crisis. Meriel had to leave school to come home and work with their mother. I never found out what it was that happened or what my mother felt about it, but I guessed that since she wouldn’t talk about it, it was something important to her. There were so many things that remained secret. I was insatiably curious and I watched the grown-ups and listened as still and quiet as a little animal, but they were too clever for me as a rule. There were secrets I never learned.

When I was seven and eight, I rarely had to be up early to go to school, so I was allowed to stay up later than my friends. Together, my mother and I would begin an evening by listening to Children’s Hour, which was at once so foreign and so much a part of my life. We spoke Welsh at all times, but I could say ‘Goodbye, children, goodbye’ just like Uncle Mac with his lovely English voice. We were alone; the fire glowed in the clean fireplace, supper had been prepared, so my mother was free to sit and knit, her glasses perched on the end of her nose. There would be no more radio for ages (programmes were chosen ahead of time and we all sat down to listen properly). As a special treat, if my mother was in a good mood I was allowed to play hairdressers and ‘do’ her hair. Her own style was exasperatingly plain; hair drawn back and clamped in a kind of doubled-over pipe-cleaner, then rolled up and secured at the nape of her neck in what was practically a bun. I gave her rolls piled high on either side of a side parting and I reversed the pipe-cleaner and bun part into a page-boy. Without the drama of lipstick, the effect was never quite what I hoped for, but it made her look different and less like a mother. She looked at herself in the mirror and considered before shaking her head at our foolishness and telling me to put it all back as it was before.

She was beginning to put on weight and I couldn’t understand why, since food was rationed and she’d given up sugar during the war and often went without so that my father and I should have more (we accepted this without comment as something that mothers did). She was clever with food and clever with money and clever with books and poetry and maths, but there her energy and inventiveness seemed to give out. Gone was the elegant schoolteacher of not so long ago, and her thickening figure was dressed in the same four-square, dun-coloured costume and brown riding hat year in, year out. At home she wore a shapeless brown skirt and hand-knitted jumpers under a cotton overall. Undoubtedly she used her clothing coupons for my school uniforms and concert dresses and my father’s immaculate three-piece ‘best’ suit. I didn’t think to ask and disloyally wished she wore prettier clothes and lost weight.

She spent most of our time together ‘improving’ my mind and making sure I knew the difference between Right and Wrong, never missing a chance to point up a moral. Stories of children who Went to the Bad were recounted with gruesome relish.

Our conversations were hardly ever exchanges. I was kept in my place. I answered questions, I was lectured to, I listened. Sometimes I absorbed, sometimes my mind wandered. Now, as I asked a question, for once, my mother looked surprised, almost taken aback. Then she looked shy and there was silence as she considered this new departure in our relationship. Maybe she was nervous of advancing me to a position of equality as a confidante. If so, the temptation to speak was too strong and there in the warm, bright living room she told me the story of her other daughter, my sister whom I had never known, someone I had only heard mentioned on the edges of conversations that faded as I approached.

The Perfect Baby was called Gwenith Mai (born, like me, in May, I supposed). My mother described her clothes, who gave them to her and which ones my mother knitted for her and in what colour. Her complexion, her hair, her sleeping and eating habits were described. Nothing, no detail however small, was forgotten or considered too trivial to be laid out between us now; laid out and considered and added to. ‘And then, one day when she was nine months old, I fed her and changed her and put her in her new nightie, the flannelette with the pin-tucks above the waist and small appliqué daisies round the hem, and I wrapped her in the shawl that Mary-Annie had crocheted for her, and she was beautiful and clean and going to sleep – and she went still. Too still. I put her on my shoulder and patted her, and I looked at her again, but now she was stiff, and I called out, loud, and Mrs Fred Phillips next door came running in and she took her from me and rocked her. Then she lowered her head as though she was listening, and then she looked up at me and shook her head.’ My mother’s hand lifted from her lap in a small gesture. ‘She was gone.’ There was old surprise in her face. She shook her head, tears gathered in her eyes and rolled down her face. She didn’t make a sound. The fire crackled and the clock ticked and the silence thickened in the bright room shiny with polished wood and old brass and new chromium. It smelled good and ordinary and safe, but as we sat, each in our own little circle, I could see that nothing was safe at all. I walked over to her and put my arm around her shoulders. She didn’t move and I don’t know how long it was before she raised and dropped her hands again in the same small gesture of not understanding and, wiping her eyes on the corner of her overall, she rose and walked into the kitchen.

There was the clattering sound of pots and dishes. I thought maybe I would like to cry but decided to save it until later, in bed. I laid the table without being asked and my mother and I were very nice to each other for the rest of the evening. Until I went to the grammar school I was called by my third name, Ailwên. It was a made-up name and meant ‘second smile’, and now I knew why I’d been given it.

Soon after the end of my mother’s dream of emigrating, she was standing in Prince’s shop (it was called that because Mr Jenkins who ran it used to be the landlord of the Prince Albert pub, down the valley). Prince’s sold everything; groceries on one side, hardware on the other, and little metal boxes with bills and change whizzed about overhead between the counters and the cashier’s raised boxed-in desk. Across the busy room, she told me, she saw a stranger in police uniform towering over everyone in the shop. Times were hard for everyone in the Twenties; most of the local lads were out of work and depressed (and Welshmen on the whole are on the short side). The newcomer, wonderfully good-looking, looked very different from everyone around. ‘Who is that?’ she whispered to Mrs Jenkins. ‘Well now,’ beamed Mrs Jenkins, sensing a likely match, ‘that’s young Phillips from Llanelli. Just arrived and I’ll introduce you.’ He had a beautiful voice. He sang. He played the piano. He played cricket. He was a useful all-round athlete. So much my mother told me – once. This was not one of the told and retold stories, and I think she felt that for me to be told about the courtship and the marriage would have been completely inappropriate. She married this handsome, sweet-natured man whose grave smile could not have given her a clue to the sadness he carried inside him. Or maybe it did. She was no one’s fool.
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