










[image: Clare Dudman, A Place of Meadows and Tall Trees]





Seren is the book imprint of


Poetry Wales Press Ltd


57 Nolton Street, Bridgend, Wales, CF31 3AE


www.serenbooks.com


© Clare Dudman 2010


ISBN 978-1-85411-612-3 (EPUB edition)


The right of Clare Dudman be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted at any time or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without the prior permission of the copyright holder.


This book is a work of fiction. The characters and incidents portrayed are the work of the author’s imagination. Any other resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Cover image: 'Patagonia' Oil canvas by Elisabet d'Epenoux


Typesetting by Lucy Llewellyn


Ebook conversion by Caleb Woodbridge


The publisher acknowledges the financial support of the Welsh Books Council. 







In memory of my brother


Huw Thomas Jenkins


1964-2005




Contents


A PLACE OF MEADOWS AND TALL TREES







Glossary of Welsh-English Terms




Glossary of Tehuelche-English Terms


Author's Note


Acknowledgements




 






A Place of           


 Meadows     


        and Tall Trees










Prologue




North Wales 1849








Old Hannah Lloyd was roused from sleep by the dogs. Intruder. Their barks should have made her frantic, but she paused for a few seconds to touch the other side of the bed. Of course he wasn’t there: a dream, that’s all it had been. She shook the impression of his hand from her shoulder and the warmth of him from her back. Gone. Gone for good he was.


A renewed burst of barking made her crawl over the coldness of his side, grip onto the walls of her bed and let herself down. These days it did no good to hurry. The world had become treacherous, with objects obscured by the thickening skin of cataracts.


The dogs were at the door, leaping at it, snarling. When she lifted the latch they were away into the haze of morning light, yapping absurdly at something. Before she could open the door fully there were shouts, one high-pitched scream which could have been animal or human and then the sound of a gun firing, once and then once again, and then silence.


‘Gwyn? Anwyn?’ She stood at the door peering dimly through the bright air.


‘Where are you, fy mechgyn?’


She felt for her shawl, pulled it around her and started slowly along the path. She knew each broken slab, each place where she would have to reach out to find a handhold to help her step down. She was still firm on her feet but her near-blindness had made her afraid. In the haze that now afflicted everything, she could hear whimpering.


‘Gwyn? Is that you?’


She waited, her head tilted to the side, listening. The whimpering changed pitch. She stepped forward again. ‘Who’s there? Who is it?’


She had gone beyond the garden now, past the wall and into the meadow where there was no path. A few paces more and she trod on something soft. She stumbled, her arms out, her knees sinking into warmth.


‘Anwyn!’ Her favourite dog. Her old friend. The golden fur and the black eyes. She shuffled backwards, caught his head in her hands, and clutched tightly onto his ears even though she could feel something wet, something warm. The animal whimpered again and his eyes closed against her hands. ‘Anwyn!’


Behind her the long dry grass snapped and broke. A foot in a boot nudged Anwyn’s rump and then a single sudden wrench pulled her to her feet. She could just see the cloth of a jacket: good stuff, too good for anyone she knew. She tried to pull herself away but whoever was holding her had a grip like lockjaw.


‘Leave me alone. Let me go.’ She lurched forward with her head, her mouth open. Some of her teeth were loose. She left one of them embedded in the hand of the man who held her. He cried out, tried to shove her away but she went for him again, using her nails as well this time. He backed away gaining enough momentum to sweep forward again with his fist, cracking it smartly against her chin so she crumpled immediately onto the carcass of her dog.


‘Behave now will you, gwrach?’


She moaned softly into Anwyn’s fur.


‘You had Sir Philip’s letter, didn’t you?’ The boot nudged at her just as it had nudged at the dog, ‘You have to be out. Today. Heddi. Understand? Your son, the one with big ideas, didn’t vote for him. His Lordship didn’t like that.’


‘Probably can’t read, anyway.’ Another voice, and then another boot joining the first one, trying to turn her over as if she was something dirty that had been dumped there and needed to be inspected. ‘Is she hurt?’


‘Not much. The gwrach went for me, Trev. Look. Am I bleeding?’


Trevor sniggered. ‘Nothing your Nerys can’t lick away. What did you have to hit her for?’


‘She’d have killed me, man.’


Trevor snorted. ‘Well, you can take her in if she’s a mess.’ The boots stopped their probing. ‘It’s clear up there now, is it?’


‘Still full of her cach, I expect.’


‘Good. We need some tinder to get it going, Joni boy.’


‘You’re not going to let her back in first?’


‘She had her chance. Now you get her down to town while I see to business up here.’ Trevor’s boot gave the silent mound in front of them another small nudge. ‘She got anyone, beside that la-di-dah son of hers?’


‘Oh aye, she pupped all right, a litter of little wasters. A son and a couple of daughters in those sties by the river.’


‘Well, let them see to her.’ He raised his voice. ‘The least they can do, eh, old woman?’


Joni knelt down and levered up her head. ‘Cach. I didn’t hit her that hard.’ He let the head fall again and then dragged at the arm.


Trevor laughed. ‘Looks like you’re going to be in the llaca when they see that, fy ffrind.’


Joni paused, held the old face with both hands and bellowed into it. ‘If anyone asks, you fell. Understand, you old crone? You fell.’


*


They saw the fire from the lakeside: a glow on the hill that drew the eye. But it was the nose that had been drawn first: burning, a rich odour of something other than wood. People said it was the smell of a life burning; all its hopes, its memories and disappointments. The old woman would not be consoled. Her daughters and then her granddaughters took turns in bathing her wound and talking to her, but she would not speak back. For days she sat outside their house in the street, on the wall and then on a chair, watching where a spiral of smoke beyond the lake grew smaller. People said she couldn’t see and yet still she watched. And when it was entirely gone her eyes closed. Days later, when she opened them again it was obvious to everyone that her mind had gone too.










One




Patagonia 1865







It is as if the land is coming on them in the dark, as if they are not moving, as if the sea is bringing it close: great cliffs each side, and in the distance the grinning crescent of a beach. At last, after all these weeks.


Everyone is on deck, the strange half-light illuminating their pale, silent faces. It is difficult to see, difficult to tell who is who. A single figure divides into two and then three: a slight ginger-haired man and his wider wife, then a child at their feet: Silas and Megan James and their child Myfanwy.


‘I can’t stand still,’ he says and squeezes her shoulder slightly, but she keeps looking at the land. ‘It’s been so long,’ she says, ‘if we stop watching maybe it will go.’


That’s what things do if you don’t watch them.


There is a mewling from the shawl wrapped around her and Silas pats the warm small globe of material. Mine, he thinks, and allows a warm current of satisfaction to rise through his body.


He looks again at the land and then at the people watching. The light is gaining strength, dispelling shadows. He smiles. Everyone is dressed to the nines. Sunday jackets, and Sunday frocks, clean clothes on the children. Who are they expecting to impress? The Indians? Indians. The thought makes him shiver. Heathen and vicious according to some, given to marauding new settlements and carrying off the women and children. Will they be lined up on the shore ready to greet them? He peers out into the gloom, but still there is neither sight nor sound of life.


He is startled by a tug at his trousers. ‘Dadda?’ He reaches down and allows the soft small plump hand to close around his own. She is hopping up and down, restless and impatient.


‘Calm, child.’ They’ll pay for this excitement later with her tears and protests. With his other hand he smoothes her head and feels the small springs of her curls bounce against his fingers – a shade halfway between his thin strands of vibrant orange and her mother’s brown.


‘Dadda, what are you looking at? Can I see?’ Her small quacking voice. Her hand tugging at his own like the string on a kite in the wind, but he doesn’t feel, doesn’t hear. All he can think about is the land – how it will feel to have something solid beneath his feet, to hear the sound of wind through the branches of trees, and to taste fresh food again – fruit, a few leaves and meat without salt. There are other thoughts too – shadows and wisps of something dark that he pushes away before they gather substance in his mind. Not yet, he thinks. Later, when there’s time. Then he will let it take hold, let it do its damnedest and hurt. But not yet.


For now there is just what lies in front of them. Land. He shuts his eyes, leans against the railing, and tries to remember how it will smell: the aromatic tang of crushed leaves, the barn-like fog of hay and cut grass, the damp mouldy smell of the forest floor… the rich stench of a prize sow’s muddy boudoir. Trotters churning up the cach. He smiles. Yes, just now, he longs even for that.


He opens his eyes again and peers forward. It is still hard to see. There is a great bank of cloud covering the sun and everything is grey. The shore seems lighter than he’d expect and there’s something strange about the flatness.


‘Dadda?’


He looks down at her and she tugs again at his trousers. Her voice, when it comes this time, is complaining and threatening tears. ‘Why won’t you lift me up? I want to see.’


The weight of her always surprises him. She clenches her knees at his waist and hooks her arm around his neck and then squeals as the sun comes out. ‘Look Dadda! Yellow!’


  The sudden sight of it winds him like a blow to the stomach. Behind the white beach the land is almost as pale, and is bordered by cliffs that look as if they have been painted there by a madman’s brush – jarring oranges and more yellow. Even though the sunlight is weak the land ahead is glowing. Something grips his lungs, squeezes them tight. No trees. No grass. Too yellow, too bright. He closes his eyes and opens them again but the brightness stays. It is unreal, untrue, a brash, feverish dream.


‘Dadda!’ Myfanwy wails, ‘stop it. Let go. You’re hurting me.’


Her voice brings him back. Something real. He is holding her too tight, crushing her to him. He releases her and then carefully draws her head towards him so he can feel her burning cheek with his own, then, still looking at the land, turns his head slightly to kiss her. Sorry. Oh Myfanwy, cariad, cariad. Still holding her to him he squints ahead, trying to see something of promise. Not a single tree. Not a single patch of grass. Some off-white patches which could be tents, and a brown hulk of a wreck protruding from the water ahead of them. Apart from that, just yellow cliffs pitted with holes, too shallow to be called caves, and a few scraps of vegetation: dead-looking bushes and something that looks like it could perhaps be a bramble.


‘This can’t be the place,’ he says. ‘Soon someone will realise. That drunk of a captain has made a mistake.’


Megan gives no sign that she’s heard. She’s glaring at the land as if she’s waiting for it to change into something else. As the sun climbs everything is becoming clearer and more vivid. A flock of birds erupt from a cliff with a couple of loud calls, and then settle again almost immediately. ‘Seagulls!’ she says, and grips onto his arm.







Two




It is the 27th July 1865, midwinter. The sun rises timorously from the South Atlantic to no great height then slumps back down towards the desert of Patagonia. The day is cold and clear. Somewhere near the beach, which so far has no name but one day soon will be called Port Madryn, a cannon fires and causes some of the children to cry. At noon a keen-eyed child claims to spot a flag billowing on a pole – green on the bottom, white above with a faint indication of red in the middle; the red dragon, the child says, turning around to catch any approbation – and shortly afterwards a schooner appears in the bay from the north.


‘That’s his,’ says the first mate, who seems to have the eyes of an eagle. ‘Mr Lloyd’s. I reckon I can see him on deck. He’ll have brought some fresh supplies down here from Buenos Aires.’


The Mimosa’s dinghy is launched, and Silas follows it across the bay. It merges with the sea and then re-emerges again, disappears and appears then seems to disappear for good. His eyes are weaker than the mate’s. If he squeezes his eyelids together hard he can just pick out the schooner – a small brown smudge against the cliffs of the Península Valdés they passed yesterday.


Silas shakes his head slightly. They’re wrong. A whalers’ schooner, that’s all it is. Silas has heard how they come after the whales, Right Whales, the ones that are easy to catch. Just the week before they thought they’d come across one of these ships, and for a while it had been comforting to think they had some fellow humans this far down in the South Atlantic. It had been days since they’d seen another ship. But when they came closer the ‘steam’ from funnels turned out to be the V-shaped fountains of whales exhaling as they reached the surface.


As Silas watches, the smudge across the bay seems to lengthen slightly and then divide into two. He blinks. A slightly smaller smudge and then something that moves steadily back towards them: the Mimosa’s dinghy.


‘Yes, it’s him, I’m sure of it – Edwyn Lloyd! The man himself – coming over here to see us!’ Silas turns to find his brother-in-law, Jacob, at his shoulder: a great fat moon of a face and a pair of stupidly adoring eyes. He grabs his sister’s shoulders. ‘At last you’ll meet him, Meg!’


No. Silas shakes his head slightly. That isn’t Edwyn Lloyd and this is not Patagonia.


But the dinghy is coming closer and Jacob’s grin is broadening. Even Silas can see that there are three heads now, and the blackness of a beard and a hat on the one at the front. Silas has never met Edwyn Lloyd before but he’s seen pictures in the papers, and this is how he is always dressed: tall black hat, striped waistcoat and chain. Stylish, slightly rakish. Explorer, adventurer, but also a man about town, proprietor of the press at Caernarvon, a friend of the Welsh gentry, of Gabriel Thomas and the rest of the emigration committee. He is thinner than his photographs, quite gaunt in fact, and fairly tall. Silas feels the muscles in his back clench, as though he is bracing himself.


‘Edwyn!’ Jacob calls out, as soon as the people in the dinghy are in earshot.


‘Brawd! It is so good to see you.’ Jacob leans over the side and half-pulls the man up the rope ladder, and, as soon as he has two feet on deck, engulfs him in a hug.


Silas watches Edwyn’s two long, elegant hands on Jacob’s back. The fingernails are clean and neatly trimmed and there are small, thick black hairs in two clumps along each finger. Then they catch hold of Jacob’s arms and push him firmly away. When the two men are a foot apart they look at each other; Jacob’s broad slack smile is answered by a sudden flash of teeth.


‘At last! All of you, here! It’s been so long. I was beginning to think the day would never come!’


‘With the help of our dear Lord.’


Edwyn’s smile is extinguished. ‘Indeed, brawd, indeed.’ He touches Jacob’s arms again, then turns and leaps up the few steps to the quarterdeck.


‘Fy ffrindiau…’


My friends. Silas blinks – did he imagine that slight catch in the voice? Silas takes a couple of steps forward, but the man’s face is hidden beneath the shadow of his hat.


Edwyn swallows briefly and then continues: ‘Fy ffrindiau, I am so glad to see you here at last.’ Beneath the shadow of his hat Silas can just make out a pair of intense blue eyes moving slowly from face to face. ‘Welcome to America, and welcome to the start of a grand adventure…’


‘Dadda, I’m cold.’ Myfanwy hugs his legs and he draws her to him. It won’t be long now. In a minute Edwyn will have to break it to them that they have come too far south. They need to go back, he’ll say, he’s very sorry but that’s how it is. They’ll have to follow him back up the coast, where it is more like Wales and the vegetation is more lush and the air is warmer. Silas reaches out and grabs Megan’s hand. She squeezes his in return. ‘We’re here!’ she whispers loudly. ‘Everything’s going to be better now.’ He opens his mouth to whisper back but Jacob hushes him.


Edwyn is leaning forward now as if he is sharing a secret with the women immediately in front of him. ‘Ffrindiau, ffrindiau. I know you have suffered. I know what you have endured: a hard voyage, and before that theft, ah, so much has been stolen from us – our land, our language, our culture! But soon we shall endure no more. Soon you will see our promised land. It is there waiting for us. The land we deserve, just a few miles south. Cattle! Trees. A splendid river. And grass – oh you should see it – mile upon mile of the most verdant pasture. The best grass you can imagine, ffrindiau. Y Wladfa. Like the old Wales but better.’ He smiles – a quick flame of light that is soon extinguished again – then raises himself upright and looks at the rest of them. ‘Pristine, it is. Unspoilt. No one to interfere…’ he throws back his head. ‘A land for the Welsh. Just think of that! A great nation with our own laws. No English landlords trying to cheat us with their taxes. No English clergy demanding that we pay their tithes. A prosperous place. A place where every Welshman helps his neighbour. No poverty. No cheating. No drunkenness or debauchery. A place where God’s law shows us the way!’


‘Halleluyah!’


‘Halleluyah, indeed, brodyr!’


Suddenly he stops. His pale eyes – startling against the tanned darkness of his skin and the blackness of his beard – dart from one face to the next. Silas notes his hair: thick and dark and oiled, a contrast with the meagre covering of his own freckled scalp.


‘Are you ready, brothers and sisters?’


There is a mumble of assent.


‘I didn’t hear you, brodyr. Are you ready?’


This time the rumble is louder.


‘Praise the Lord!’ someone says excitedly.


‘And praise Edwyn Lloyd!’ Jacob adds.


Edwyn shakes his head. ‘No, my friends, we should praise Gabriel Thomas. Without his vision and perserverance, there would be no Y Wladfa!’


He waits for an echo of approval and nods at them all.


Silas shifts on his feet, and lifts Myfanwy to him. The child is shivering. She rests her head against his shoulder and he feels her teeth rattling against him. The wind is rising with the sun and becoming bitter. He undoes his jacket and gasps slightly as her body makes closer contact with his own. Too many words. It is too cold to stand here and listen.


‘But there are others to thank too – my wife and Selwyn Williams. They’ve been waiting for weeks to meet you.’


‘And we want to meet them too!’


He pauses. Acknowledges Jacob’s shout with a nod, and then looks around at them. ‘It has not been easy, friends. The Lord has tested us severely. You’ll see.’


Silas tries to catch Megan’s eye. It is time they got out of this wind. But Megan doesn’t notice him. She is looking at Edwyn with the same expression as all the other women: something close to adulation. He tuts, and as Edwyn Lloyd begins to speak again, looks again towards the coast. No grass. No trees. Nothing. But it’s as if only he can see it.







Three




The young men are eager to disembark. They go with Edwyn Lloyd in the small boat and row to the shore. Silas expects they kiss the land, imagines they dive from the boat and race each other to get there first. That is what he would do, if he were younger, or if he were unattached like Jacob, but as it is he has to wait until the next day. He has to help Megan and his two infant daughters to pack, and he has to listen to the wails of another mother who has lost her child in the night. The sound makes him gag on his morning biscuit and clutch Myfanwy so closely to him that she grumbles to be free.


‘I want to play.’


He shakes his head fiercely and draws her closer. Stay.


‘I want to go.’


‘You can’t.’


‘Why not, Dadda?’


He mustn’t cry. Not yet. Not now. Not any more.


The other women cry too but Megan is quiet. It is as if she can withdraw her mind. Nothing flickers in her face. He watches her as she packs carefully, folding each item of clothing into the smallest possible space. She pauses over nothing. She makes no sound, looks impassively around her, checking to see that nothing of their life here remains – as strong and silent as a stone.






The sea is gentle in this inlet, almost like a lake, and it takes just a few moments for Silas’ oars to fall into rhythm, sliding into the water in time with the first mate’s. If he shuts his eyes he could be back on the Conwy estuary again with its smell of salt and seaweed and the cry of birds. Just ahead would be the small house where there seems always to be a bright patchwork of washing spread to dry on the gorse of the surrounding headland. But here there are just cliffs, and behind him, the beach. He keeps twisting in his seat to look; a flat land coming closer, a haze of brown vegetation turning into small stunted trees and bushes. A strong wind blows from the land into his face, becoming colder and drier with every stroke of the oars. A persistent wind; it has not let up since they’ve anchored here. He shivers and checks that Myfanwy and Gwyneth are huddled into their mother. Megan is looking ahead, her eyes sometimes darting to his, and then back again at the coast, a grimace fixed onto her face by the wind.


‘Nearly there now,’ he says, not expecting a reply, ‘nearly on land.’


Winter. Maybe that’s all it is. Everything looks dead in the winter. In the spring there will be leaves, flowers, grass. He tries to hold onto the thought and believe it.


The oar slips into the sea, drags at the water and then emerges again. They are in time with the waves crashing and then dragging at the beach.


Browner. Colder. Beside him, Megan’s head swivels. Everything is clear now. Every detail. Yellow patches of cliff become pockets of dead gorse and weeds like bramble, and in between them the ground is bare, sandy, infertile. This is more than winter. It is as if something has killed everything. As if there’s been a plague. Nothing moves. Nothing makes a sound. Nothing lives.


Megan’s eyes widen. ‘Silas…?’ She says. ‘Silas?’


Nothing but banks of mud, pale cliffs. Sea.


He reaches for her hand.


‘Silas…?’ It’s as if she’s come alive. As if she suddenly sees.


He is holding his breath. As soon as he realises he lets it go – and a brief small mist appears and then disappears in front of his nose. It is so cold it almost hurts him to breathe. He concentrates on the sound of his breaths and the way these small sighs fit between the quiet splashes of his oar.


Then another sound. Something higher. Megan again. Her mouth open; clutching the babies so closely to her they are beginning to cry. ‘We have to go back,’ she says. ‘We can’t go there.’ She tries to stand and a slug of the sea spills in, adding to what is already there on the bottom.


The first mate turns to look at her. ‘Sit down, woman. You’ll drown the lot of us.’


‘We’ll die if we go there.’ Her voice is high and hoarse, and her eyes are staring unblinkingly at the shore. ‘Those birds – it’s a sign. There is something wrong. Something evil.’


Silas wants to go to her, but all he can do is reach out with his hand. ‘Sit still, cariad. The children are frightened. We’ll soon be there.’


He needs to hold her, whisper to her that everything will be all right, but she is pulling away from him and trying to stand again. ‘No. I can’t. We have to go back...’ Her voice ends in a sob.


‘Please, Megan, sit.’ He presses her down and she collapses onto the seat, but she is still staring ahead. ‘Can’t you see? Blackness, death... we mustn’t land...’


As the boat grinds against the sand she wails. ‘Too late, oh sweet Lord, help us.’


‘Megan!’


She looks back at the Mimosa. Soon it will be gone. Soon they will be left here, and there will be no way back. ‘I can’t leave him, don’t you see? My poor baby. He’ll be searching, calling. I can’t leave him.’


Silas reaches over, grips both her arms and stares into her face. ‘Cariad, cariad. He’s in the Lord’s arms now.’


She shakes her head, tries to shake his arms from her. ‘No!’


The hard thick skin breaking, the hurt coming out. If only he could draw her to him, but the boat rocks whenever he shifts. Already their feet are wet.


‘Come now. We have to go on.’


She shakes her head. ‘No, no, not without Richard… oh cariad bach, I can’t leave you out there.’


Silas can feel Myfanwy’s face on his, the whiteness of it, as it turns and looks at her mother. ‘Hush, hush. You can do nothing for him now. He’s at peace… in God’s arms.’


‘NO!’ A pure sound. Loud. It seems to sear the air.


The men hauling trunks and boxes up the beach stop and look. Silas stands, then heaves himself over the side so he is thigh-deep in water. It is too cold to hurt. He pulls at the boat until it is in shallow water, then lifts Myfanwy onto the sand. ‘Sit here,’ he tells her, ‘make a lap for your sister.’ The little girl sits quickly, her serious eyes never leaving him. She crosses her legs in front of her and smoothes out her skirt. Then he removes the shawl containing Gwyneth from around Megan’s neck and places the child in her sister’s arms.


‘Come,’ he says to his wife, and with the first mate’s help he pulls her from the boat. She is shaking now, sobbing loudly, but that is good he thinks – better to let the poison out, better to make the wound clean. He clutches her to him on the beach, smoothes back her hair then holds her face between his hands.


‘He’s gone, hasn’t he?’


‘Yes, cariad, he’s gone.’ The dark shadows of memories creep out from where they have been hiding. Richard.






Richard. He remembers the first time he saw him. Black hair caking his head like a well-fitting cap. Eyes the colour of indigo. Pink skin well filled with flesh. He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting, but it hadn’t been this. Most of the babies he’d seen were thin, weakly-looking with tired eyes. Richard’s eyes stared at you right away, looked at you with something close to defiance. Who are you? What do you want? What am I doing here?






They’d still been in Rhoslyn then, tenant farmers on a smallholding. He was a tailor by training but gradually he’d swapped his needle for a spade – a couple of years of decent harvests had meant that he was better off digging than sewing. Gradually they had acquired a bad-tempered but productive sow, some good egg-laying chickens and a few cows which were generous with their milk. Each market day he came back feeling more wealthy and every night he went to sleep with plans in his head. In a few months he could ask permission to build another barn, try another crop, get a few more cows, he could even employ a servant – and he would send Richard to school. For the first time in his life he felt powerful. It was as if Richard had been the missing piece in the puzzle of his life. Once he was born it seemed that everything had fallen into place. ‘I have never been happier,’ he’d tell Megan as they tiptoed away from the sleeping child, and she would turn her head with that lazy smile of hers, then reach out to him and it would be like a door opening and he would feel enveloped in her warm comfortable world.






Megan’s body had always been sumptuous. Even on this cold beach he is aware of his fingers sinking through the cloth of her sleeves and into her flesh. The warmth there makes the rest of him feel colder still. He hugs her close and feels his own body wake to her touch and smell. She is shivering, and the clattering of her teeth sets his jaw trembling too. The dip in the sea has chilled them both. He helps her up the beach and to the side of the fire someone has made in front of some unfinished huts.


He finds Myfanwy at the shoreline with Gwyneth, watching the waves creep towards them. She is so young, so serious – everything she does is done with such determination. He picks them both up together; glad at the way the weight of their small bodies tests the strength of his arms. He tucks Myfanwy’s head beneath his chin but she complains and tries to squirm free.


‘Be still, now. If you’re not, I’ll drop you.’


‘But I want to walk!’


He carefully lets her fall and she walks at his side, her hand clutching a piece of the cloth of his trousers then letting go. Independent. Always a fighter – from her very beginning.


‘Silas!’ Sometimes the memories of voices seem so clear it is as if they are beside him still.


‘Silas!’ Ah yes, his mother-in-law, Elinor, her voice sharper than usual – trying to cover her panic. Then, of course, his own heart quickening in response.


‘It’s breech. You have to go get the doctor, now, ar frys!’


Ar frys – oh yes he’d been quick. Ten minutes on Bessy to fetch the doctor, and then the man not hurrying enough – more concerned in tutting and protesting. ‘Breech? You should have called for me before now. You’re a fool, man. Why didn’t you call for me from the beginning?’


Then, once the doctor had been pulled into their cottage and the door had been closed, the sound of the birds chirping: a couple of sparrows and then a blackbird on a tree. As if nothing was wrong.


He closes his eyes. Remembers. His axe smashing through wood, and his words, bargaining with God: Don’t let her die. Spare her and I’ll never tell another lie. Let her live and I’ll never curse the fat old sow nor that cockerel in the morning. I’ll even listen to her old fool of a father.


Then a scream. The memory stops him breathing even now. The only time he’d ever heard Megan scream. And then a door slamming and the doctor shouting orders and he’d flung down his axe and covered his ears. Don’t let her die.


He touches Myfanwy’s head. Good girl. She looks up and smiles at him and he reaches out suddenly and draws her to him so he can feel her warm sweet breath on his face.


It’s always the same. Once the memories come they loiter in his head. There’s Elinor’s shadow passing over him; her face too calm, too serious. Then that thought, that hideous idea. He tries to drive it away but it won’t go: Megan or the child? If he’d had to choose what would it be?


He’d taken a breath, asked the question. ‘Is she all right?’


Megan or the child? Which would he have chosen? Megan, he’d have said.


He buries his face in Myfanwy’s hair. Forgive me.


Megan, Megan, Megan.


‘Hush,’ Elinor hadn’t answered but had held Richard out to him. ‘Look after your son.’


But he hadn’t taken him, not straightaway. ‘Is she dead?’


Too loud. Blurted out. Elinor had shaken her head. ‘Hush, think of the child.’


Then they’d both heard: a weak crying and Elinor had shoved Richard into his arms and hurried back, shutting the door behind her.


Then, for a long time, not a cry, not a shout, not even the murmur of conversation, until at last the door of the cottage had opened and the doctor had called him, his face long and unsmiling. ‘A fine girl,’ he’d said. ‘You’re a lucky man.’


‘And my wife? I heard her...’


For a few seconds the old devil had played with him, shaken his head slightly but then looked up and at last he had smiled. ‘Lucky for you I managed to turn her. They are both well. Your wife, Mr James, is a courageous young woman. A gem, in fact.’ He smiled more broadly. ‘A bit of a polish now and again and she’ll sparkle for you, I expect. But now she needs to rest. Leave her be a while.’


Both well. As soon as the doctor had gone he’d rushed in.


‘Mam, can you give that fire a prod? There’s more wood by the stove.’


Myfanwy had been in her arms, her head twisting and her mouth rooting.


She’d pretended not to notice him. ‘Not as pretty as her brother, poor thing – looks too much like her father.’ Then she’d looked up at him and smiled. Ah, that smile – how he’d wanted to hug it to him then and make promises he had absolutely no hope of keeping! If only he could see it again now.


Megan is sitting where he left her, legs drawn up, her chin resting on her knees, staring into the fire.


‘Megan?’ She makes no sign. He calls her again and she turns towards him.


The light is strange. The sky is too open. The flames and smoke are being churned violently by the wind and make shadows that flicker on her skin. He looks at her sunken eyes, and the flesh drooping from the bones of her cheeks. How can she have changed so much without his noticing?


‘Gwyneth needs you, cariad.’


She holds out her arms in silence. He watches as she tends to Gwyneth, guiding the child’s mouth onto her nipple and then stares again into the fire. His gem. His precious stone. Something he should have cared for. He slumps down beside her and holds her hand in his. His fault. Every promise he made himself, he’s broken. I’m sorry, he says. We shouldn’t have come here.


He looks around. Desert. A cold desert of bitter winds. He squeezes her hand again. Then wraps his arm around her shoulder, holding them both to him. Sorry, he says again.







Four




Yeluc






This I know: the world belongs to Elal. Where his arrowheads touched the ocean floor so the ground rose up. Great rivers drained the water from the land and the memory of this is imprinted in the dry gorges and wide empty canyons. This was before man came. Before man became. Before Elal thought of us. He planted forest, swept out plains with his arms, drew up mountains with his fingertips, and then he thought of us: his Tehuelche. He made us large and strong like himself and he gave us legs so we could wander around his great creation. I suppose he wanted an audience, animals who would talk more loudly than the mikkeoush and armadillos. So he thought of us. His people. His guardians for all that he had made rise up from the ocean. He filled us with promises and hope. He told us that when we die he would see that we would take our places in the firmament and shine as stars. Elal. A god but also a man. A giant but also small enough for us to see. It is his land, he allows us to dwell here because of his great munificence. It is important to remember this. Important to know. Important to tell those around us and to remind the children that come after us. Elal. Great one. By looking after his land so we look after ourselves.


When I saw the big swan on the ocean I knew that Elal had not sent it. Even though I know Elal is used to swans and first learnt to shoot his arrows through her feathers I could see this was not his bird, not his carriage. Of course I have heard of such things before: large birds that bring men. But I had never seen one, not in front of me, not like this, even though I am old and have seen much of the world and am wise to its ways. I watched it grow big and bigger still and then voices came to me, calling, shouting, words I didn’t understand, not even the words the Mapuche use or those whiter men from the north. I am used to their words from my father and even speak them a little, but these words were full of spit, clearings of throat and growls. Later they told me it was the tongue of heaven, but no one has ever heard the stars speak.


But even before I saw them I knew they were there. I could feel them coming. Strange creatures in the air. Their spirits and their helpers making the other world restless. Disturbing my sleep. Making the rou skittish.


By the time they came close enough to see, the sun was high: a weak sun, doing his best to warm up the air and the wind blowing his efforts away.


From the shore there was a boom, like a small thunder, and then they detached themselves from the swan. Like fleas. No, larger than fleas. Like rats. Rats disturbed from a nest. Falling into the water and crying out when the water grasped them, swimming like rats do, frantic and clumsy, their heads above the water and then one of them stepping on the land first, jumping up and yelling to the rest who were going back to the swan. Trouble, I thought and wondered if Elal knew. Trouble, I thought then and I was right and wrong. Nothing is all one thing or the other. So it was with these men and their women, especially their women.







Five




They unload their possessions onto the beach. There isn’t much; most families have easily packed all they own into a single large trunk. They haul them up the beach to the shelter.


Silas unlocks his and peers inside – thirty-eight long years on this earth and so very little to show for it. He riffles through baby clothes, rolls of cloth, rugs, pots and pans until he finds what he is looking for – a couple of old blankets. He pulls them free and with them comes something else – a roll of old bills and orders. He briefly glances through them: small sums marking triumphs and then larger sums with accompanying demands, threats and denials. One paper is caught by the wind and carried towards the sea. He runs after it, catching it just before it reaches the water. It’s nothing more than an old bill; the ink a little faded but still legible. He snorts – if he could only read it. Yet he knows every word. He walks back slowly, glancing round to check that no one seems to have noticed his sudden frantic movement. No need for anyone else to see – even though each man here will have similar secrets.


The doctor’s boy had chased after him at the market. The shrill ‘Mr James’ had forced him to stop and look around, and the boy had thrust the bill into his hand with a short small bow of his head.


He had waited until he was alone before breaking the seal: the doctor’s scrawl had meant little to him, but the long line of figures and the sum underlined twice at the end had meant rather more: more zeros than he could ever remember seeing on a piece of paper before. They’d wobbled in front of him while the rest of the world had retreated, like a column of hungry mouths exclaiming O, O, O.


Even Elinor’s placid words failed to reassure him.


‘We can help you out, bach.’


He’d shaken his head. He couldn’t bear the thought of his father-in-law smirking as he reached into his cash box. He would do this himself. ‘Don’t tell anyone.’


‘I won’t, if you don’t want me to, cariad, but...’


‘Promise?’


She’d nodded slowly once. ‘I promise.’






Ah, Elinor – how he sometimes misses her gentle words. He smoothes down the bill and adds it to the bundle of other papers. Why is he keeping all these? What good is it all now? The demand of £10 from a man in Chester for a church that was empty each Sunday; then one for £37 from the Melrose estate to be paid by Lady Day for his one-room cottage and land; and then the smaller bills: the £3 he owed the saddler and the shillings he owed the grocer. Then those more inconspicuous chits written in Megan’s hand – each one recording a small heartbreak – the sow and then his eight cows and then his dogs: Polly, Benny, Sammy.


More faithful than humans, he always told Megan.


Soft you are, Silas. My father was right.


And more intelligent too. He sits on the top of the trunk to force it closed. Well except for that night when they had followed their urges rather than their brains. That night. For a few seconds he sits still on the wooden box. If it hadn’t been for that night he would still be in Wales, still in Rhoslyn. Still have a wife and three small children. Three. The day seems to darken. That night it had been cold and autumnal. There had been bonfires somewhere; he remembers smelling them. Even though it was dusk Silas could make out white fluffy backsides in his cabbage field; no doubt their owners helping themselves to supper. The dogs were on them at once of course; through the gate and yelping and barking for kingdom come.


Silas smiles at the memory. Always too optimistic, especially that Benny. Those cabbage fields were riddled with burrows, and the dogs had never a chance of catching them, but still they persevered. He’d whistled, but they’d taken no notice. He’d laughed. Daft old creatures. So he’d waited until they’d come back with their tails slunk down between their legs, and he’d given each one a friendly wallop on their backsides.


But someone had been watching. He’d heard hooves on the road, as he was telling them off, and that night Trevor Pritchard, Melrose’s gamekeeper, had called. As usual he’d just tapped once on the door before barging in with his two oafish sons. They’d stood at the doorway leering while their father had crossed the room in two paces and started poking around the place with his stick.


It had taken a couple of minutes for Silas to speak. ‘What are you doing?’ Then, annoyed at how ineffectual he was sounding, had quickly added, ‘Get out, or I’ll set my dogs on you.’ Which, it turned out, was exactly what Pritchard had come for.


Silas shuts his eyes, remembering the old cottage. There had not been much to see – apart from the large pieces of furniture everything else is with them still, packed away in the trunk. To one side was the cupboard bed with the children’s low bed beneath, a small cupboard set into the wall and the bible and a prayer book propped up by a jug on the deep windowsill. In front was the great dresser festooned with jugs and plates and cups. To the other side a table and chairs, and the settle pulled up toward the fire. Apart from that there was just the ironwork hanging above the grate and a ladder leading to the small loft stretching across half the room. The floor was made from slate flags – a recent addition replacing beaten earth – and Megan had just completed a long rag rug in bright jewel colours which ran down the middle of the floor.


‘Call them, James. There’ll only be more trouble if you don’t.’


There was nothing he could do. The three men were large and they each had sticks. In the end it had been Richard who had called them. Richard, with his quivering little voice questioning Silas, and then accidentally calling out their names, whereupon they had appeared of course – from the only place they could be, under the bed.


Pritchard’s sons had made smart work of them; cowing them with sticks before trussing them up with rope and shoving them into sacks. Then, leeringly licking his lips, Trevor Pritchard had written out a receipt with their names.


‘What are you going to do with them?’


They were moaning like pups.


Pritchard grinned nastily. ‘Not in front of the children. This won’t be the end of this little matter either, don’t you worry. Mr Melrose is most particular about his stock of game. He’ll be here directly, to see how things stand.’






That weekend Melrose and a couple of his English friends had come trampling over Silas’ crops and scaring the milk from his cows. The following week Silas had been summoned to the solicitor’s in town.


‘Mr Melrose is giving you notice to quit,’ the round little lawyer had said.


‘He can’t do that!’


‘I’m afraid, Mr James, that he can – and has. Apparently there was some issue with the game.’


Silas had tutted and shaken his head. ‘Nothing happened. That sly snake of his, Trevor Pritchard, has been making things up.’


‘Well, he’s using that... not that he needs a reason.’


‘I’m going to see him.’


‘There’s no point, Silas. He won’t listen. You know that.’


He’d slumped back in his chair and looked at his hands, suddenly defeated. ‘What can I do, Mr Roberts? I’ve put my soul into that place.’


‘I’m sorry Silas.’


‘Is there nothing that can be done?’


‘We-e-ll...’ Roberts had fiddled with the gold chain which always looped out of the watch pocket on his waistcoat. ‘Maybe he would consider your renewal if you would agree to an increase in rent.’


Silas had gasped. ‘I can’t. I can barely afford to pay what he wants as it is.’


‘Well, then...’ Roberts had yanked at his watch chain until a large gold watch had landed in his small white palm. ‘Stopped again, damn it. I’ll have to take it into Thomas’ again.’ Then he had risen to his feet and clapped Silas on the shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry, old man. There’s not much else I can suggest.’


‘But I’ve a young family, and that land is all I have, all I had...’


‘I know, I know. You’re not alone. It’s small consolation, I know.’


‘What can we do?’


‘No one is allowed to become destitute in this day and age. The council will...’


‘We’re not going to the workhouse.’


‘Well, you’ll have to find something else then.’


‘What?’


‘Really my man, I have no idea.’ He was looking at his watch again and frowning. ‘I did hear there is a good living to be made on the coalfields.’


‘Down the pit?’


‘Yes, it’s hard work, I know, but there’s money to be had.’


‘But there are accidents, explosions, people are killed...’


‘Well, if you don’t feel you can do that you’ll have to find something else then.’


‘What?’


But Roberts was clearly not listening. He’d given his watch a few careful winds and was now examining its face. ‘My father brought me this, you know. All the way from London.’


But Silas had gone, slamming the office door shut behind him.







Six




Yeluc






They took their time to disgorge themselves from this craft. Now it was close, twisting and straining the sinews that held it where it was, I could see that this was just what it was, a craft, a distant relative of the ones I’d heard about, the ones the bowlegged ones use in the colder lands. Not like theirs though, no, not like theirs at all. This was large, several toldos sewn together floating on a raft of trees. And between the toldos and the wood were the people.


Signalling to Seannu and her sisters to keep down, I crept closer to see; my hair part of the thorn, my body close against the ground. There were people waiting. Two men and a woman, the swimmers and then some others I hadn’t seen before, emerging from their own toldos, a few horses and a few other animals rounded up and chomping at the ground. Why had I not seen them? They ran along the beach to welcome them, their arms waving, shouting their language the same words again and again, running into the surf and out again, pulling at ropes that were thrown at them, then pulling at the small craft that had been born of the large one and followed the people that swam like rats into the water.


Step back. Close my eyes. Time is a god too, powerful but he can be tamed. Sometimes I can make him stop, go back and he will show me again what I know.


It is dark. How long have I been here? Seannu and her sisters have stolen away, following some quest of their own and left me here. No matter.


Their great swan is whispering to itself in the waves: creaks, sighs, promises of return. They have built a fire on the beach below me. Over the fire the women have assembled poles and pots and now things spatter, jump and boil within. Meat. It is something one of them killed.


Ah yes: a great roar from one of their sticks and then a small cry from something nearby.


Trouble, I said to Elal and he answered me in the wind. Yes, Yeluc, trouble. He prefers the silence of the bolas, the calmness of an arrow.


The spirit in my stomach grumbles at the smell and I begin to crawl backwards, my old legs snagging branches, making them crack but the sound does not matter. Eventually I stand but they do not notice. I am thin, dark against the sky. There are many of them clumped together in groups around the fire. They talk without meaning, words changing into songs and songs into chants. And something changes within me. The spirit that grumbles is suddenly quiet and still. I listen. Many voices entwining becoming one. Something loud, something strong. Something that clutches at the spirit inside me and makes him strong too. Elal. It must be Elal. They know him too.







Seven




There have been more speeches like sermons, more sermons like speeches – all three ministers having their turn – and they have buried the poor child who died in the night, on the land above the cliff. Silas thought it an almost unbearably bleak ceremony which caused Megan to weep new tears.


‘He didn’t suffer, did he, Silas?’ Her voice is so quiet he has to huddle closer to hear.


‘Richard?’


A nod.


‘No, my love, he went peacefully.’


‘You think he knew?’


‘Only that he was going to heaven. I told him that soon he would see the Good Shepherd and He would gather him up in His arms with all the other little lambs that He has called that day to be with Him.’


‘Did he believe that?’


‘I’m sure he did. He smiled at me and murmured that he hoped their fur would be soft.’


‘And do you, Silas?’


‘Do what, cariad?’


‘Believe.’


‘Of course I do,’ he says gently, and strokes her head.


There is nowhere to sleep. The only shelters are the half-built roofless sheds, and so the hold of the Mimosa is being stripped of all its timber. As the men carrying the planks come near, Silas thinks he can smell the stench of the hold still held within its grains, and for a moment he is back there, in the port of Liverpool, the Mimosa still captured in its dock on the Mersey. Someone is hacking away the mermaid figurehead which has been deemed too scantily dressed for respectable eyes, while below there is the sound of hammering and sawing as the bunks are put in place. Then, above that, there is the sound of the town – the yells, the calls and the laughter. In his mind he walks through the clamour, along the dirty streets with their ripely smelling piles of horse dung and discarded, rotting wares and into the quieter and more dignified reaches of a suburb. A Welsh suburb. He remembers the waiting; the days turning into weeks as the emigration committee tried to find a ship.


There had been so many rumours: a government paper declaring that the place was besieged by Indians; then a newspaper questioning that there were enough funds; and then, worst of all, there were the posters on the wall outside the chapel. Each week there would be a new bleak ‘report’: the Argentine government was reneging on its promises; there was not enough land; and finally the whole thing was a wild goose chase and the Welsh would be back within a year.


‘English gossip and scaremongering,’ Jacob had said, when he’d read it all to them. ‘Take no notice. Edwyn Lloyd warned me about this. Keep the faith, he said. A new Wales for the Welsh. Think only of that.’


It was too much for some; and when a promised ship, the Halton Castle, failed to appear, several families packed up and went home. A few weeks went by before another ship was found. It was an old clipper – used to carry tea rather than people. Gabriel Thomas, the colonists’ benefactor, had to spend yet more of his wife’s money kitting it out with bunks and tables, but soon the Mimosa was ready for boarding.


May had been warm and the great grey Mersey had seemed to smell of the life they were discarding. Old pieces of clothing and furniture were floating on the surface; half-decayed carcasses of animals stank from where they were caught under jetties; swirls of browns and reds, greys and black. A dirty old soup of a river.


Silas shuts his eyes and hears it again. Wood scraping against wood, then all of them climbing the ladder, Megan slower than usual and protective of her bump, and Jacob so excited he’d actually hugged Richard and Myfanwy to him until they had howled their protests. It’s starting, he’d said, our great adventure. But then they’d been interrupted.


‘Hey, you!’ English. They’d turned to the direction of the voice to see a large, very hairy young man, wearing the tattered jacket of a naval uniform. ‘Welsh? Coom-raigh? Understand, eh?’


They’d left it to Jacob to reply.


The hatch with its two doors propped open was across a deck scrubbed so hard that its knots stood out like sores. They’d walked across it unsteadily trying to get used to the slight movement beneath them. Silas had stood back until last holding Myfanwy. Already the hold had its own stinking miasma seeping out onto the deck: fish, seaweed and the contents of a latrine.


‘You can pass down the child now, Silas.’ He’d had a sudden urge to run away but instead he’d forced himself forward and nudged Myfanwy toward the hole.


‘No!’ she’d said, as soon as she was close. ‘No! I’m not going down there Dadda, it smells of cach.’


But a pair of hands had grabbed her, and swallowing hard he had followed Myfanwy’s sobs into the gloom. There’d been a tangle of arms and legs, and then a mass of bodies. Like maggots, he’d thought, and then followed the movement of one of them into the edge of darkness. The bunks were crude – hastily made from unfinished planks. Then there was a screen made from rough pieces of wood. On each side were bodies, each one with a face looking up at him. Then, eventually, they found a vacant bunk – just enough room for the five of them.


Home for the duration, Jacob had said cheerfully, the smile in his voice apparent even in the darkness.


For two long months that bunk had been home. Towards the end of the voyage he knew every stain, every knot, every twist in the timber. It had been their table, their bed, a place for the children to play. Gwyneth had come whimpering into the world there and Richard… had left.


He looks away from where the men are piling the timbers ready for fixing and blinks.


That sand again – every now and again the wind suddenly sweeps up vindictive little handfuls of the stuff and blows it into everything: clothes, shoes, food, and, worst of all, Myfanwy’s eyes.


‘I expect you’re wondering where this new Wales is, my friend, are you not?’


Silas starts and looks around him. Edwyn is beside him. He wonders how he managed to come so close so silently.


‘Perhaps you’re thinking the Lord has let you down...’


Silas says nothing.


‘...or I have let you down.’


There is another pause and Edwyn smiles. ‘Ah, I can see you might be thinking that and rightly so. But do not fear. This is but a temporary shelter, brawd.’ He raises his voice so that the other men can hear. ‘Our promised land awaits us, over there,’ he says indicating a small valley to the south. ‘Milk and honey, brothers. Tall trees and meadows. Cows lowing and the sheep bleating. It won’t take long. Just a few more miles and we shall all be in Y Wladfa.’







Eight




Silas is watching Edwyn Lloyd. The man fascinates him just as much as he fascinates everyone else. On board the Mimosa, Jacob had talked of very little else so Silas has had plenty of time to imagine the man who had encouraged everyone to come here. It was a description so extravagant it was bound to lead to disappointment: ‘The voice and heart of a lion, eyes as soulful and deep as an ocean, revered by everyone that encounters him.’


Jacob was clearly a man smitten. His eyes seemed to drift off into some sort of reverie whenever he mentioned his name. ‘Ah, brawd, we are honoured to have him as our guide.’


Silas smiles. He had, he realises now, been expecting someone bigger – not taller, perhaps, but certainly broader, with dramatic, memorable features. Instead he finds a face that, apart from the full and undisciplined beard, appears to be neat rather than striking and a frame that is memorable only because it is so tall and lean.


However when Edwyn talks they all listen, and his voice does carry, although it is distinct rather than truly powerful. He moves constantly and rapidly with the muscular grace of an athlete: one moment helping with the dismantling of the ship, the next taking a turn at cladding the roof. And when he is not doing something with his hands, he is talking, talking, talking. In fact Silas is already tired of his voice: greeting the young Irish doctor in English, or barking out instructions in Spanish to one of the hapless servants, or greeting one of the ministers in his perfect Welsh. Now he walks up to where the women are making the evening meal, smiling at one face and then another, wheedling so subtly no one notices: ‘Would you mind, Mrs Davies? Yes, that’s right. If you would be so kind... yes, that would be perfect.’ While the men are herded together to listen to his plans: ‘And yes, Mr Humphreys, if you could ask your brother to join us. Yes, splendid. Just what I wanted.’
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