
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            ADVENT

            by

            Jane Fraser

         

         
            HONNO MODERN FICTION

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This novel is dedicated to my parents,

Eleanor and Edward Froom.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Chapter 1

                  	Chapter 2

                  	Chapter 3

                  	Chapter 4

                  	Chapter 5

                  	Chapter 6

                  	Chapter 7

                  	Chapter 8

                  	Chapter 9

                  	Chapter 10

                  	Chapter 11

                  	Chapter 12

                  	Chapter 13

                  	Chapter 14

                  	Chapter 15

                  	Chapter 16

                  	Chapter 17

                  	Chapter 18

                  	Chapter 19

                  	Chapter 20

                  	Chapter 21

                  	Chapter 22

                  	Chapter 23

                  	Chapter 24

                  	Chapter 25

                  	Chapter 26

                  	Chapter 27

                  	Chapter 28

                  	Chapter 29

                  	Chapter 30

                  	Chapter 31

                  	Chapter 32

                  	Chapter 33

                  	Chapter 34

                  	Chapter 35

                  	Chapter 36

                  	Chapter 37

                  	Acknowledgements

                  	About the Publisher

                  	Also by Jane Fraser 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

         

         As the train approaches Gowerton North, Ellen reaches for the Gladstone bag she’s placed in the overhead luggage net at Liverpool. A gentleman rises from the bench seat opposite and offers to help.

         “I can manage, thanks,” she says, and then lets out a sigh almost as heavy as the baggage she’s carted unaided all the way across the Atlantic. And to think she thought she was travelling light.

         She slides open the glass door of the compartment and stands outside in the narrow corridor to look out as the station gets ever nearer, attempting to free the window of condensation with the arm of her coat. Even though it’s December, the green shocks: trees, hedges, fields, everything so clean looking and newly washed. She’s forgotten how many shades of green there are in Gower. And then remembers the rain.

         She’s increasingly impatient and taps her sturdy lace-up shoes on the floor. She’ll save time standing in the corridor, bag at her side, ready to alight. Doesn’t want to waste any more. Been long enough already. Doesn’t want to keep the boys waiting either. God knows how long they’ll have been at 2the station, what with the stops and starts she’s had to put up with all day, winding her way through the heart of Wales.

         She removes the glove from her left hand and stretches out her hand through the small gap in the sliding window that has been left open for ventilation. Feels the moving air. Tests the temperature. It’s not cold; more dank and dismal. Yet, despite the mild weather, she’s cold: exhaustion, probably. And the smoke that is seeping in is getting to the back of her throat. It’s made her filthy. She blows her nose into her handkerchief with gusto – loud and functional – then studies the black smut on the white cotton. Disgusting, yet at the same time, compelling.

         She lets herself be lulled by the rhythm of the train, the monotonous chug of the engine, the pattern of the wheels on the tracks. And then the shift from fast to slower and slow as the end of the line approaches.

         She knows she doesn’t look her best: her face is puffy with the gruelling journey, her complexion, sallow, even wan. She can feel the colour draining out of her. In this mess, she’s going to appear older than her twenty-one years. And her hair needs a wash. Even though it’s pinned in a tight bun and tucked under her black hat, she can feel her scalp itching. Not at all how she wants to look for a homecoming. She’d wanted to show them. Yes, that’s the word: show them. Show them how she’s changed in two years, show them the woman she’s become, the woman who manages alone in a city that everybody goes to, quite unlike this place that everybody comes from. 3

         Everything feels tight and she knows it’s not just down to the stays that are digging into her ribcage and abdomen. She’ll be glad to finally get home and get them off, kick off her shoes and stockings, change her drawers, shake her hair loose. She wonders whether it will still feel like home when she gets there or whether home is somewhere else these days. No doubt her gut will give her the answer. Or time. She also wonders if on a Thursday there’ll be any chance of a bath; any hot water in the copper. It’s going to be no holiday. But she had to come.

         She recognised in an instant her brother George’s fine hand on the envelope: the carefully formed letters, the even, forward slope, the fine loops and swirls. Not a blot of ink anywhere. Miss. Ellen Thomas. 167, River Avenue, Hoboken, NJ, America. And when she stood in the scullery where she was cooking lunch for Mrs. Randall, and took the knife and sliced through the edge of the envelope, the contents had ripped at her insides:

         
            He can’t last much longer. You know how he is – and there’s nothing we can do here to stop him. Perhaps you can talk some sense into him, sis…

         

         All that seems so long ago now, even though it is just short of a month since Mrs. Randall said that she simply must return to Wales for one last Christmas with her ailing father. She’d want her children to do the same for her if they had to. She’d kindly given her the money for the return trip, even if it was the stench of steerage that would have to be endured again. 4Your job will be here when you come back, Ellen. If indeed you do come back, she’d said.

         So now she’s chugging into the little wooden station in this little country from which she set off with just ten pounds in her purse, her Gladstone bag and a forwarding address courtesy of her sponsor, Edward Dix, who had left Llanrhidian earlier. Her baby brothers – twins George and Jack – had seen her off, waved her goodbye. They’d been just fifteen then. Double trouble. And now they’re coming to pick her up again.

         She feels the damp chill of coming winter about her, seeping into the peep of ankle between her long dark coat and laced shoes. Two years can feel like a long time, yet like no time at all.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 2

         

         They’re at the end of the platform near the ticket office as the train pulls in, their eyes scouring the emptying carriages for her.

         “George! Jack!” she shouts as she charges out of the carriage and through the steam, as they come hurtling towards her.

         Jack picks her up and swings her around, kisses her on the cheek and places her carefully back down on the platform. George takes his turn after his brother. All three of them stand still in a tight huddle for a moment in the hiss of the steam, just looking at each other.

         “Well, just look at you two,” says Ellen, “been standing in manure?”

         They smile widely, proud of their obvious maturity, puffing out their chests. Jack takes Ellen’s bag as they walk beside the length of the train to the buffers.

         “Look well, Nell,” says Jack. “Blooming.”

         “Fibber. Not exactly at my best after six days at sea and a journey all the way from Liverpool in that,” says Ellen pointing to the engine.

         She takes her handkerchief – tucked under her cuff – and blows her nose again as violently as she can.

         “Sorry,” she says, “but needs must.”6

         “Not very ladylike,” says George.

         “Well, you know me,” says Ellen.

         “Must be worn out,” says Jack. “Get you back in no time now. They’re all ready and waiting for you there.”

         Ellen strides away, the ground swaying beneath her. The two boys slow to keep pace with her as they leave the cover of the small station and walk towards the pony and trap tethered to the rail in the yard outside. Ellen feels comforted by her younger brothers, the mere, and yet sheer, physical presence of them settling her. At least for the time being.

         “Aah, old Celt still going strong, then?” says Ellen as she pats the old grey shire on the nose and leans her own head forward, burrowing deep into his mane.

         “Aye, at least he is still going strong,” says George.

         Ellen looks at him, not too tired to read the underlying message. She says nothing. Not yet.

         “Smells like home,” she says, raising her face from Celt’s poll.

         At three o’clock in mid-December it is still officially light, but it is drizzling: that monotonous fine, silent drizzle that seems to soak the Gower peninsula from the inside out. Ellen turns her face to feel the rain on her cheek.

         “Soft,” she whispers. “Not like this in America.”

         “Aye,” says George, “seems like it hasn’t stopped since you’ve been gone. Ground can’t take much more. Mild, mind. Too mild. From the south west still.”

         “Still the old weather-forecaster, then, George? Sound like an old man.” 7

         “Still the old sarcastic tone, then, Nell?”

         “Don’t start now, you two. C’mon we’ll have you home within the hour if we can get this old bugger to get a move on,” says Jack as he puts Ellen’s bag in the back of the trap.

         The three of them seat themselves on the bench up front, Ellen in the middle, cushioned between the twins’ firm bodies. She turns to each of them, one after the other, pressing her nose in the cloth of their woven coats.

         “Lovely,” she says. “Can’t beat it. Sweat and wool. Like a couple of old rams.”

         The boys laugh as Jack takes hold of the reins and they pick up a trot along the road that snakes through the marshlands alongside the estuary to the north. George spreads a carthen over Ellen’s legs.

         “You’re exhausted,” he says, “feel the damp when you’re tired.” She pats his thigh and places her head on his shoulder.

         “Does it ever stop raining, here?” she asks, holding her palms up to the sky.

         “Only a bit of drizzle,” Jack says. “Better than it was. Haven’t gone all soft over there, have you?”

         Ellen wonders for a moment if she has become hardened, made frostier by the bitter winters. She lets the fine, salty rain soak her cheeks, dampen the strands of hair that have come loose from her bun and are straggling across her face under her black hat. She recalls her grandmother Elizabeth’s words: You’ll be all right once you get used to the water over there. And she’d been right. Once her stomach had settled and her bowels 8calmed to the hard water of the eastern seaboard, she’d bedded in. But she’d never been able to get her hair to behave there: she missed the gentle Welsh water on her scalp, the silky feel of her long locks after a good egg and vinegar shampoo had been rinsed out.

         The rhythm of the trot is soothing and the boys know better than to chunter on when Ellen is tired. By now she is in a trance-like state that only travel and exhaustion can inflict on a body. She gazes out to the estuary on her right as they round the bend into the village of Penclawdd. The signal slows them to a stop as the station master swings closed the gates across the road to let through the train laden with trucks of anthracite. As they wait, Ellen breathes in the air: the salt off the incoming tide is strong, the distinctive stench of shellfish thickening the air. The marsh ponies stand, fetlock high, on mounds of higher ground tufted with reeds, spiking above the River Loughor, which is swollen in the advancing tide. They face shoreward with a surety that they’ll be all right: the tide will come in, the tide will go out (just as it always had, just as it always would), and they would get back to roaming and grazing freely until the tide came in again. Ellen feels as though they’ve been standing there stoically, in that same position, since she said her goodbyes. Here, in Gower, some things never change, but her stomach churns at the thought of what she will find when she gets home to the farm.

         As they approach Llanrhidian, she feels her stays constricting her even more, feels one of her headaches coming on. She’ll be glad to get in. But then again, she won’t. 9

         “Well, what am I to expect, then?” she asks.

         “Like I said in the letter. Shadow of the man he was,” says George. “Mother’s still going hell for leather. Know what she’s like. Not much pity for him, mind you.”

         “Nothing changed, then?” asks Ellen.

         “You could say that. Anyway, glad you’ve come. Mother’ll be too, though she probably won’t let on. And Gran. Sad to see your son like that, going down the drain. Still the same old Gran. Still sitting in her settle. Never stops talking about you, mind, wondering about her little Nell.”

         Ellen pulls the carthen tightly around her, feeling an overwhelming sensation of transition and time passing.

         As they slow to begin the descent down the steep track into the village of Llanrhidian, Ellen asks Jack to pull up.

         “You go on boys,” she says, “I’ll be with you in a minute. Want to have a bit of a breather.”

         She needs to feel the ground again, anchor herself through her feet. She has to get her bearings. Prepare herself. She turns to face the estuary, the shore opposite around Llanelli dotted with chimney stacks and plumes of smoke, listless. Beyond that, the mountains of Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire, and beyond that, a land across an ocean she can no longer see, a land that was her home.

         She turns back to orientate herself. It is only a step now to the farm at Mount Pleasant, the stone house with the thick walls, set under the limestone hill with its commanding location above the village. “A privileged position”, her mother used to say with pride, though Ellen had always found the 10name ironic. As she trudges up the short but steep incline towards her old home, she wonders what has changed there. She recalls her mother: just bits of her and not her face. Mostly that rounded jelly-tussock of a belly which, though her breeding days were long gone, still had a use as a bread board.

         She can see her in her place at the side of the kitchen table. In her left hand, she’s cradling the newly baked loaf, snuggling the base into the ready stomach-shelf: in her right, she’s gripping the large serrated bread knife that she will thrust through the crust and forge through the white dough with a vigorous see-saw motion. She will say grace then and remain on hand, serving the men already seated. And then there are her flat-tipped hands, weathered, veins standing proud. Hands, that had nursed five children and smoothed the hair of the one who’d died. Hands that could tug the udders of cows in the milking shed and pull lambs from ewes in the fields beyond. That could drown kittens in a galvanised bucket – out of sight – and give her brood the occasional slap. And when daylight died, by the light of the paraffin lamp, those same hands would rag Ellen’s hair and magic springy ringlets overnight. No doubt her mother will still be sitting in her stick-chair near the range, darning, mending, making do, casting on the wool she spun and clickety-clacking her way through the hours; knit-one-purl-one, ribbing the patterns embedded in her head.

         
            *

         

         11As she approaches, the sight of his familiar working boots abandoned outside the kitchen door signals that her father, William, is in. That he hasn’t gone for a drink yet. From generation to generation, those boots just waiting to be stepped into.

         There they all are in the kitchen as she envisaged, in their allocated positions: her mother Eleanor, her father, and her grandmother, Elizabeth. She wonders whether they stirred at all in the intervening years. But now as she enters they rouse themselves – those that can – standing up and inching forward, waiting their turn to welcome her. William remains seated in his place at the right of the range, in his familiar horsehair chair, with the winged backrest, the stuffing worming out of the faded upholstery. Ellen feels herself draining at the sight of his face which tells its own story: so empty, so broken. Time has caught up with him. She loses focus, and before her eyes appear colourless zigzag patterns followed by numbness and nausea: all tell-tale signs of a bad headache. She swallows hard before speaking:

         “Father. Good to see you. Missed you so much,” she says.

         He still doesn’t rise from the chair so she bends to plant a kiss on his brow, just as she’d always done. But now her lips feel the clamminess of his sallow, almost tallow skin. The sweet-stale smell of alcohol on his breath is as familiar as the kiss; but she says nothing about that as his eyes fill up.

         She is aware of her mother’s needy stare, looking on at the scene from her place at the other side of the range; waiting her turn to greet her. Scenes she looked over all her life. Her face, 12like the range, has lost its shine: her white hair is even whiter, her hands fiddle with her apron. Ellen walks towards her, arms outstretched. She notices her mother’s eyes welling with tears. This is a first.

         Never before has Ellen seen her mother even on the verge of crying. She hands her mother the handkerchief from up her sleeve to dab her eyes, and through the tears, the three women smile at the filth smeared on it.

         “No thanks,” says Eleanor and wipes her face with her pinny instead.

         “It’s lovely to see you. Mother. Good to be home. How are you coping?” she asks as she stoops to kiss her.

         “As well as can be expected, considering,” she replies in a low tone, placing the emphasis on considering and throwing at William one of the looks that Ellen well remembers, while he remains seemingly oblivious in the chair. Eleanor turns her cheek to accept Ellen’s kiss and raises her chin and her shoulders in an unusual harmony, as if trying to keep herself from being engulfed by rising water. Beyond Eleanor is Elizabeth, her grandmother, hunched over with a stick, at one end of her favourite settle in the corner where she has sat forever, trying to keep the draught off her.

         “My darling Nell, welcome home, we’ve mizzed thee, maid – much too much, if truth be told,” says Elizabeth in that old Gower way of hers. Her grandmother’s voice is like a lullaby and when Elizabeth embraces her, it feels of days past; the warmth of the range in winter and hot, buttered toast done on the toasting fork. 13

         “Come and sit down at the table, here, Ellen,” says Eleanor, “nice cup of tea and a bit of cake. You must be whacked.”

         George pulls out a chair for her. It scrapes across the quarry tiles. It has only been a couple of minutes, but Ellen feels as though she has never been away. The light is fading fast from the kitchen with its two small windows, one back, one front, the ceilings low and beamed. Same smells: hams hanging from the charnel, damp washing draped over the kitchen maid above the range, whitepot baking in the oven. Ellen’s mood descends with the dusk, and there’s a growing tightness in her diaphragm which is not just the stays holding her in place.

         “Make yourself useful, Jack,” says Ellen, “let’s get a bit of light in here. I’m all out of kilter.”

         Jack lights the paraffin lamp and brings it to the centre of the scrubbed pine table.

         “Let there be light. And behold there was light,” he jokes.

         “No need for that, Jack,” says Eleanor. “Just do as she says. Earn your keep.”

         George pulls up his chair to the table.

         “Will you be joining us, Mother?” Eleanor asks Elizabeth who is cwtching up in the settle.

         “I’ll have mine in the hand, on my lap, if that’s all right with you, dear?” she says.

         “And William. What about you? Or need I ask?”

         William raises his right hand and Ellen watches her mother respond to the signal which Eleanor has long learned to interpret: don’t bother me with trifles, leave me alone I’m all right just where I am, thank you. 14

         “I’ll bring you a cup over, then,” she says, muttering under her breath as she walks to the range.

         Ellen looks on as Eleanor begins her tasks on cue just as she predicted. She stands at the side of the range while the copper comes to the boil, measuring out one scoop of tea from the caddy for everyone present and then adding ‘one for the pot’ just as she’s always done. She pours the boiling water, puts the lid on and then dresses the pot in one of her knitted tea cosies.

         “Just let it steep for a couple of minutes,” she instructs as she brings it over to the table.

         She carries the whitepot to the table, too, and cuts a small slice for everyone. The aroma of currants and sugar fills the air. Ellen notices that her mother has got the best china cups and saucers and tea plates off the dresser, as though expecting royalty. The smooth porcelain with the delicate rosebud patterns seems out of place next to the hands of her twin brothers folded on the table top. And her own, if she’s honest. She knows she is hardly a prize English – or Welsh – rose. Her hands show she hasn’t been afraid of hard work in her twenty-one years, and her arms could give her brothers’ a run for their money. She’d have made a good farmer’s wife, she thinks. No, she’d have made a good farmer. Eleanor pours for everyone, trapping the loose tea in the strainer and then discarding the slops into a small basin. She sees to Elizabeth with her tea and a bit of cake in the saucer, takes over a cup for William, places it on the arm of the chair and shouts, ‘Mind you don’t spill.’ Ellen wonders if her father is now hard of hearing as well as everything else that’s befalling him, or if 15her mother’s words are falling on deliberately deaf ears. She can’t blame him, really.

         With everyone sorted as best as she can, Eleanor finally joins all of them around the table. Ellen recalls the days when there had been so many of them arranged around it, the surface now etched with the scratches and grooves of time. She remembers the first George and the accident, and her big sister, Hannah, three years older than her, married to some publican named Charlie Redding, much to her mother’s disgust. And then there is Ellen herself, sitting again in the same chair, in the same place as she’d always done back then. Its worn, warm timbers seem to accommodate her behind perfectly. The twins sit on opposite sides of the table, nearest the door to the yard. Ellen watches as they both pour their tea into their saucers, hunch over and slurp the liquid without saying a word. Until then Ellen forgot how everyone in the room takes their tea the same way: weak, no milk, no sugar, the Gower way.
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            Chapter 3

         

         Men can’t hang about all evening in the kitchen, doing nothing, Jack says. Much as it is lovely to have Ellen home, there is work to be done. Men’s work. It can’t wait. He and George will leave them to it while they go outside to do what needs doing. The stock that is undercover in the stalls in the yard needs checking and seeing to; hay, feed and the like. Celt, poor old dab, has to be stabled up, the cart put away in the sheds.

         “I’m off,” says the old man William, getting up from the chair and reaching for his coat from the hooks.

         “Tonight? Are you joking? Your daughter’s just got home, travelled all this way, and you’re off?” shouts Eleanor, her voice cracking with the volume or the strain, Ellen can’t tell.

         But it falls on deaf ears.

         “Leave it, Mother. I’m tired, anyway. We’ll talk tomorrow, Father. It’s all right,” she says as she gets up and helps him on with his coat.

         “You’re too soft with him, my girl. Always were. Hasn’t done him any good. Hell bent on destroying himself, he is. Go you then, William. Be it on your own head.”

         Eleanor clears away the dishes and sets the table ready for 17the morning as she always does, but with more noise than Ellen remembers. Ellen tries to make her sit down, but she stays on her feet.

         “Like to stay ahead of myself,” Eleanor says, “keep on top of things. But you stay there, you, I can manage.”

         Tonight Ellen will not argue with that. Perhaps her mother does for once acknowledge that she is tired, she has nothing more to give, has only the capacity to sit and let others take the helm. She wonders if her mother has any idea of just how far she has travelled and under what conditions. Her mother who has never in her whole fifty-five years been east of Swansea.

         Even though she is beyond exhaustion, she feels the need to be clean before she takes to her bed, like the finickity ritual of the one farm cat that is allowed inside, licking its fur from ear to tail before it can lie coiled in a purring bliss on the mat in front of the range.

         “Any chance of a bath?” asks Ellen. “Know it’s Thursday, but I’m stinking to high heaven. These clothes are walking. Been on for a week.”

         “I’ll nip and get it,” says Eleanor, “plenty of hot water in the copper. You can have a good soak in front of the range.”

         Ellen thanks her mother and watches her disappear out of the kitchen door.

         She comes back from the dairy adjacent to the kitchen with the galvanised tin bath and a jug.

         “Get out the way. Skit, puss,” shouts Eleanor at the cat as she kicks it out of the way and sets the bath down in front of 18the range. Everything is on the boil – kettles, saucepans of every size, pots and pans – and when the steam rises, she pours the hot water into the bath until it is half full.

         “There,” she says, “not like America, I know. But it’ll do. I’ll get some towels. Leave it cool down a bit. Don’t want you scalding yourself. Enough on my plate.”

         Ellen stands by the range while her mother holds up a large sheet she’s taken from the cupboard, her grandmother on the settle in the corner. She feels little embarrassment tonight as she unclasps the brooch at her neck, unbuttons her long dark dress and raises it over her head, dropping it in a heap on the floor. As the fabric comes into contact with her hair, there is the crackle of static. She puts her palm to her head and feels some strands of her hair, rise and come to meet it.

         “Look like a wild one,” Eleanor says to her.

         “Feel like a wild one,” says Ellen.

         Ellen discards her chemise next; it is creased and yellow underneath, so it joins the crumpled dress on the tiles.

         “That’s better,” she says with a loud outbreath as she unclasps her stays.

         She unhooks her brassiere and stands there on the mat, naked apart from her large, white drawers. Her breasts are heavy and sore. When she takes off her knickers she can see why.

         “That’s all I need,” she says. “Must be all the travelling.”

         “What?” says Eleanor.

         She points to her soiled pants on the floor.

         “Oh! I never thought you would…” says Eleanor. “That’s a turn up for the books.” 19

         “Just after I got to America. Still all over the place, mind.”

         After Ellen has immersed herself in the bath, her mother drops the sheet and starts bundling up the discarded clothes.

         “I’ll put these drawers ready for the wash,” she says. “Bit of spit, cold water, make a bit of a paste. Let them sit awhile. That should get the blood out.”

         “A remedy for everything, Mother,” says Ellen sarcastically. “If only everything were as easy to blot out, eh?”

         Eleanor makes no comment; just sighs, and carries on gathering up the clothes to take to the outhouse to launder next morning.

         “A woman, now,” shouts Elizabeth from the corner.

         “Can breed all I like and be happy then, just like you lot,” says Ellen.

         “No need to be like that,” says Eleanor.

         “It’s not the be all and end all, you know,” says Ellen.

         “Well, that’s a matter of opinion. I mean, if it hadn’t been for that, you’d never have gone, would you? Would have changed everything.”

         “Who knows?” says Ellen.

         Why would they think that was the only reason? It wasn’t the whole story. Can’t they see that she is different from them, always has been? That her feet were itching to get away? Choose not to see it, probably, because of what it exposes in them. Don’t want to think about how stuck they are. Rooted. Especially Mother. Imprisoned by her womb. By the farm. By the men. By being a woman. Can’t bear to think that there are those in this world that are not like her. But, Gran – she’s on 20her side. At least, most of the time. There’s a strong will still there in that withered relic in the corner.

         But they are half right. She’ll give them that much. Her face reddens as she knows that was the catalyst to pack her bags and do what she’d been thinking about for longer than they’ll ever know. The warmth of the water cannot blot out the past the way her mother will the tell-tale blood on her drawers. All the rejection and humiliation come bubbling up to the surface. But she’d had to be honest, had to tell him that she didn’t menstruate. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so honest. Just let time tick by. It might have happened. Then again it might not have. She had to get away from him and this place for good. Gower was not a place for a woman with a broken heart and a useless womb. A woman who couldn’t be bred. Richard Tucker. It was easier to forget someone when you were away, when you weren’t within touching distance, likely to breathe the same air – or worse: see him with a woman on his arm who was fit for purpose.

         “Mother, wash my back, please? A real good scrub. Plenty of lather,” she instructs.

         Eleanor takes the flannel and rubs it with the bar of carbolic soap. She starts at the nape of Ellen’s neck, rubbing hard in small, circular motions, working her way down.

         “Don’t want to get your hair wet. Not at this hour,” Eleanor says. “You’ll catch your death.”

         “For goodness sake, Mother. What’s this stuff about washing your hair? Don’t wash your hair late. Don’t wash your hair if you’re unwell. Don’t wash your hair too often or you’ll 21wash all the natural oils out of it. I’m washing my hair. It’s filthy. Hand me the jug. Now.”

         Ellen senses that her mother likes being told what to do for a change. She feels it in the rhythmic rubbing of her mother’s hands along her spine, soothing her body and perhaps allowing her mind to hand itself over to the rote, physical action of soap on skin for a brief few moments along with the handover of the jug. Ellen unpins her hair and lets it loose. It falls heavily past her shoulders, almost to her waist, in thick, dark waves that look as though they should never be imprisoned in clips, as though they’re longing to come undone. She leans her head back as Eleanor pours the water from the jug over her hair, smoothing her forehead to keep the water out of her eyes just like she did when she was a child.

         “Takes some soaking, this lot,” says Eleanor. “Water’s running black.”

         “Soot from the train. Disgusting.”

         “I’ll give it a good rub, now,” says Eleanor.

         “How’s the water?” shouts Elizabeth from the corner.

         “Beautiful,” says Ellen. “Forgotten how soft it was.”

         She gives herself up again to those hands of her mother’s, the fingertips strong – rough even – on her scalp as she soaps her up. Two rinses. The first for cleanliness. The second for shine. Forget about the Godliness.

         “There. Now you’ll know it’s had a good wash,” Eleanor says as she brings a towel to wrap around her hair. “Don’t let the water get cold, though.”

         “I’ll do as I’m told, Mother,” says Ellen, “for tonight.”22

         “It’s good to have you home, you know,” says Eleanor.

         Cleansed and purged, Ellen is soon sitting in front of the range, covered from head to toe in her long flannelette nightgown, the cat keeping her feet warm. Her mother stands behind her, towel-drying her hair, and she brushes it at least one hundred times. She knows that Ellen cannot possibly go to bed with wet or tangled hair, God knows what might become of her if she did.

         Later, candle in hand, Ellen walks past the closed door of the parlour on her way to bed. She mounts the steep staircase, remembering every creak on the third, eighth, and final tread. She’s forgotten how low the ceiling is along the upstairs landing, and even though she isn’t tall, she feels the unnecessary need to stoop: there seemed to be so much more space in Hoboken, the rooms bigger, airier – more oxygen.

         She turns the brass door knob to her bedroom at the end of the corridor. It faces north and as she enters, she can see the glimmer of lights across the estuary in Llanelli. They look quite inadequate, she thinks: she’s got used to the bright lights at night seen from her room at Mrs. Randall’s. Over there, Ellen leaves the curtains open so that she might sleep better. Even the windows sometimes, so that the noise floods in all night long: trams, the odd car, voices. She doesn’t seem so alone with the world carrying on outside. Here, in the dark, with her own thoughts, it feels as if everything has been muted, exposing her inner self.

         She places the sputtering candle on the bedside table, on top of the white crocheted runners made by her grandmother. 23In the flickering light, she looks around the bedroom: everything just as she’d left it. Here is the iron and brass bedstead with the metal frame. She presses the feather mattress with her hands, feels the dip in the middle where she and Hannah had always rolled into the centre. Here is the oak chest of drawers with the brass-ingrained handles, overlarge for the proportions of the small room, looming against the back lime-washed wall. She walks over to it and opens one of the drawers: it slides soundless on runners made with perfect dovetailing. The smell of mothballs hits her in the stomach and sours the room.

         Next to the drawers, in the corner, is a small dresser with a blue and white china jug and bowl. Cold winter mornings, a quick swill before getting off to school.

         And here also is a single shelf on which are arranged the few books she ever had access to, earned mostly for good attendance at Sunday School. She fingers the spines, takes one down, brings it close to her nose and inhales the smell of old print, the mustiness of the passing years. She places it back in position. It is late.

         She pads back to the bed over which hangs the sampler she made in school. Inside the mahogany frame, a large red brick house, three windows upstairs, two down, a porch in the centre, a high-pitched roof with chimneys at either end, a small path, flowers around the edge. It was done in cross-stitch, mostly, with some stem stitch and running stitch. She thinks back to the skeins of silk threads, the crimsons, the creams, the greens; the needles with which she’d deliberately prick the tip 24of her left index finger to draw blood, squeezing the flesh until it dribbled scarlet as she continued to pull the thread through the tiny hole. There was no pain. All that performance just to relieve the boredom of needlework. She sees her name as artist: Ellen Thomas, aged 10, Llanrhidian Parochial School, 1893. HOME SWEET HOME in bold block capitals staring back at her. She wonders where that girl went.

         She pulls up the sheets, enjoys the weight of the carthen and the eiderdown pressing down upon her. Once she shared this intimate space with Hannah: mumps and measles, laughter and tantrums, fears and even dreams. As they got older, there was the tang of overnight urine in the chamber pot under the bed, the sweat from their adolescent bodies and the distinctive metallic smell of Hannah’s breath – like iron filings – each month after her sister started her periods. The blood flowed freely while they slept together. But it hadn’t flowed for her.

         She closes her eyes for a few moments and thinks about how life might have turned out. She could have ended up, in her allocated place, at the side of a kitchen table on a different farm, not that far from here, the whole life being squeezed out of her in a twelve-by-twelve kitchen. She’d have put on the pinny when she married Richard, and gone to his sixth-generation family home. She’d have got him – and his father, Matthias, and brother, Harold, into the bargain, job lot – all the days of her life until his father had gone to join his dead wife and all those other Tuckers now silent and mouldering under their tombstones at St. Illtyd’s and St. Rhidian’s. There’d 25have been a child, no doubt; a boy if they were lucky, who’d grow, bring home a wife who’d bring forth a child. Ellen saw it all playing out, the life not lived: the big-bellied wife at the side of the table. Ellen had never really seen herself as a big-bellied woman at the side of a table. Or maybe this was what she thought now because it hadn’t worked out the way she planned?

         Empty now, she lies restless. Her feelings have been all over the place – up and down all day – and she just wants to find sleep. But old wounds that she wishes would have finally scabbed-over and healed, were picked open by her mother at bath time. She wonders if reading might calm her, that she might find comfort in words she loves.

         She rises from the unease of her bed and returns to the books. Her hand comes to rest on the hard cover with its embossed title: The Pilgrim’s Progress. Back in bed, she flicks through its leaves. But it isn’t the words printed on the page that she is drawn to, but the flimsy sheet of paper, folded into four small squares and tucked into the crease of the page. The ink is fading, but the memory is fresh, as though it were written yesterday. She reads the dedication:

         
            
        To Richard
      

            
        You are the life and soul of the land and life I love
      

            
                

            

            
        Ellen Thomas 25th November 1901
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