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During the 19 thcentury graveside memorials, known as immortelles, became popular throughout Western Europe. Arrangements of ceramic or beaded flowers, as well as other motifs and trinkets, were displayed beneath glass domes on the graves of those interred as symbols of resurrection and, of course, immortality. As a rule they were not personalised, though the following story imagines them to be... 





Welsh terms: 

diafol - devil

Suo Gan - lullaby

eira – snow

bach – term of endearment

pwca – imp or goblin

Mamgu - grandmother
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Chapter One


Elinor





We arrived at the fishing port of Aberporth on the strength of a squall, Rowena’s temper a match for any storm. Hungry and red-faced, she wriggled her balled fists free of the swaddling and shook them towards the heavens. And those lungs! How could one so small reach such a pitch? 

The journey from Staffordshire to the west coast of Wales had been long and arduous, unsuited to a newborn baby and a woman already exhausted by grief and betrayal.

The wild Welsh wind seemed in a hurry to see us settled. It gusted at my heels, whipped my hair into my face until I could hardly make out the path beneath my feet. But with Rowena nestled safe and warm in Mamgu’s shawl, close to my heart where she belonged, and the prospect of a fresh start for the two of us, I smiled despite the wind.

As we rounded the headland, Rowena spied the village from her woollen peep-hole and calmed. Round eyes fixed on little rows of white-washed cottages, and she gurgled a sweet story. I swear she knew we would be happy here. And we have been. Truly happy. Until recently, when everything changed.


      [image: ]More than a decade has passed since that day, and she is no longer a babe in arms. When next the hazel dangles its delicate tails among new-born lambs she will turn twelve. But with age comes secrets. Secrets pocketed in calico aprons that no longer fit. Dark secrets which dare her to slam the door in my face if I probe too deep. Clandestine confidences between her and the bedpost. And if I listened to my heart, I would wrap her tight again in Mamgu’s shawl and dare the wind to blow on her.

What ails you, Rowena? 

At night she tosses and turns, and in the morning rises with crescent moons of grey beneath her eyes to speak of her unrest. There is nothing she need keep from me. No demon I would not slay in her honour. But she has built a wall around her, one which even my maternal hammer cannot break.

At breakfast she stirs her oats round and round the bowl, but the spoon does not reach her lips. Half a year and she will leave school, and what will she do then? Assist me in the pottery? She knows the business almost as well as I, for she has watched me work her whole life. The bowl that sits in front of her is crafted by her own hand. Crude flowers, painted by stubby fingers, drip a trail of yellow glaze. The memory of her disappointment as we unloaded the kiln is fresh as a daisy. “It doesn’t matter,” I told her. “The little yellow carpals drank too much sunshine, that’s all.” She uncrossed her arms, relaxed a pout, and smiled. When she was a child I won her round with little effort. That is no longer the case.

Should she decide to apprentice me in the pottery I will need to teach her to glaze, something I have avoided so far because of the chemicals’ toxicity. Not as toxic as her expression, though. “Will you help me after school, Rowena?” I say to break the silence thick as fog. “I’m a little behind with orders.”

A glance in my direction, her mouth already forming its refusal, so I play my ace. “I’ve been thinking... It’s about time you learned the glazes. I thought we’d begin with tin.”

“Perhaps,” she says, which I take to mean yes, since the word is followed by three mouthfuls of porridge. I disguise a smile and release my baited breath. I will soften her up, make her forget her troubles for a while, then I will once again ask what troubles her.

“How was school?”

She raises her eyes to the heavens and says nothing.

“More of the same?” Maybe I am to blame. Perhaps I should have raised her to accept everything she is told without question.

Her shoulders sag, then she says on a sigh, “Chapter twenty-eight, first book of Samuel.” A pause, then she brightens. “Actually, it was rather interesting. Lots of talk of ghosts and mediums. Do you believe in such things, Mam?”

“Which, Rowena? Ghosts or mediums?”

“Either... both, I suppose.” 

Her hand trembles a little as she stirs the chemicals, eyes flit back and forth towards the glaze recipe, and I wonder if it is because this is the first time I have allowed her to handle the ingredients or because we speak of ghosts. I see her, paused on the brink of womanhood, and wonder how much to divulge. I was raised on Darwin and doubt, not the Bible and baptism, but then Mamgu’s methods of raising a child were... unusual. “I’m not sure, Rowena.” I lie, because the ghost of my mother visited me on the night of her death. Even though I was four years old the image is imprinted indelibly. “I like to think death is not the end, that perhaps we will meet our loved ones again, but then doesn’t everybody?”

“But if you had to say one way or the other?”

She is in the palm of my hand and I do not want to lose her. I smile. “Then yes. I’ll go with ghosts. Mediums I’m not so sure of. You?”

“I believe in both.”

“What makes you so certain?”

A shrug, then, “Well, I’ve seen Mamgu’s ghost, and—” Eyes dart, glaze bucket to me and back again, gleaning my reaction. When there is none, she continues, “I think there are people who have the gift of contacting the dead.”

I hide my surprise well, not wanting her to stop. “Perhaps you remember Mamgu from her photograph, Rowena. She died before you were born.”

A jut of her chin. “No: she came to me. She came to tell me everything will be all right.” Dark lashes, a rapid flutter, the sign of the lie. I have always known from that gesture whether or not she is telling the truth. Does she lie about seeing Mamgu, or does she lie about Mamgu’s assurance that everything will be all right?

“Why shouldn’t it be? All right, I mean?”

She shakes the excess glaze from the upturned pot, just like I have taught her, but she does not answer my question, instead she fixes her attention on the pot. 

“Tell me about Mamgu,” she says. “What was she like?”

Changing the subject is a distraction, but I humour her, even though I have spoken of Mamgu many times in the past. “I was four when my mother died, Rowena. Too young to remember her clearly. As you know, Mamgu took me in and raised me as her own. I suppose I had a somewhat unconventional upbringing. Not because my grandmother raised me, but because of the kind of woman she was.” I lean my elbows on the worktop and study Rowena’s features. “You take after her, you know. High cheek-bones, soulful eyes. Mamgu was kind, but a bit—”

“A bit what?”

“Unusual.” I take a deep breath. “She believed in the power of nature. Some called her pagan, which implies a faith in something other than one of the main religions. In fact she worshipped nothing. Belief is not the same as worship, Rowena.”

“Like you believe in ghosts, even though you’ve never seen one?”

I busy myself with stacking the glazed crockery. Should I tell her? “The night my mother died, Rowena.” I return to the workbench in order to witness her reaction. “Even at the age of four I understood how sick she was. I have a distant memory of her in the bed, all bones and ragged breath, which frightened me, though I had no concept of death. During the night I woke to see her sitting at the bottom of my bed. She seemed better, happier, her cheeks flushed pink for the first time in ages. She smiled at me, but did not speak.” I sense Rowena holding her breath. “The next morning, Mamgu told me she was gone. 

“I’ve not seen a ghost since, not even Mamgu’s, despite how close we were.” Such talk has captured her interest. I can tell by the way her eyes sparkle. I must try to get her to open up. “And you? With Mamgu? Why do you think she told you everything will be all right?” A shake of the head and a vacant expression warns me not to push too hard.

“Can we go back to the house now? All this talk of death makes me feel ill,” she says.

A last ditch attempt. “There is nothing you can’t tell me, Rowena. Nothing I wouldn’t do to protect you, no matter how—”

“I don’t know why she said it.” A flick of the hair. A bite of the lip. “Don’t spoil things.”

We work in silence, tidying away jars of chemicals and wiping down work surfaces. As I rinse the cloth in the bucket, she climbs onto the worktop, just like she did when she was little. The night is cold. Outside, the dark sky twinkles a coded message as she presses her face to the glass. Her breath condenses, and I watch her trace ferns of frost with her finger before flattening her palm against the surface. I stand close, breathing in the familiar scent of Castile soap and rosemary, before placing my own warm hand on top of hers. Hidden beneath mine, but only by a margin. She has grown so quickly. Our reflections study each other: hers pale, ghost-like, mine flushed with concern.

“And God?” she says. “Do you believe in God?” She turns to face me, wriggling further along the worktop to break the physical bond.

“I believe there is more to this world than we understand.”

“But that’s not an answer. God, yes or no?” She has always been determined, free-thinking, as I raised her to be. 

“Then the answer is no, at least not in the biblical sense. I don’t believe some omnipotent being created all this.” A wide sweep of the arm. “Nor do I believe any one entity has control over our destiny. Life is what you make it, Rowena. We are individually  responsible for the quality of our own life.”

She watches me through narrowed eyes. Her expression gives no quarter. “Then why do we attend church?”

The answer does not come easy, and when it does it sounds fake. “We attend church because we belong to this parish. I arrived here, remember, with no more than what I could carry, and its people welcomed us with open arms. As far as they were concerned, one of their flock had returned.”

“What do you mean? You make it sound as if it’s from the bible.”

“I mean this place is our heartland. Mamgu was born and bred here, as was my mother, and people round here remember such things.”

She rolls her eyes to the heavens.

“And besides, church is a communal gathering place. Everyone attends.” I shrug. My words sound pathetic, but it is true. These people are our family now. “Without these people I would have no business. They are loyal customers as well as friends, remember. Where do you think the food on our table comes from? Charity?” This last comment is harsh, unnecessary, but her sullen expression raises my hackles. “I’m sorry, Rowena. When you are older you can do as you choose, but for now we attend church because it is expected of us. And remember, attending does not stop you from having your own thoughts and beliefs.”

She slides from worktop to floor, a weightless sparrow, and I realize I have achieved very little this evening. Now she knows about the ghost of my mother, but I am no closer to unravelling her worries. Before I can turn down the lamps, she disappears, like some dark-haired pwca, and I am left to trace her footprints in the frost.








  
  

Chapter Two


Rowena





There are times when I despise my curious nature, yet again it has landed me in trouble. Deep down, I blame mother because she raised me to question things and to make my own choices. My anger towards her is one reason I keep things secret, but not the only reason. If I am honest, she has become my scape-goat. 

The first memory I have of her allowing me to learn from my mistakes is an old one. We were at the beach. I must have been around the age of five, because I seem to remember the threat of school licking at my feet along with the tide. As much as Mam tried to make school sound exciting, I knew I would hate it. It would mean losing the magic of the world we had created together at the beach and in the potter’s shed.

On the shore, nestled among a clump of seaweed, I found a strange object: black, roughly rectangular in shape with curly tendrils at one end, like boot laces. I remember how it felt in my hand: cold, smooth, swollen. I brushed sand from its belly. “What’s this, Mam?” It rested in the palm of my hand and when she stooped to take it from me I closed my fist. My treasure, not hers. 

“I can’t tell you what it is if you won’t let me see it,” she said.

I remember her examining it, holding it towards the sun like an offering. “Well, well,” she said, “I do believe you’ve found a mermaid’s purse.” I remember the way her long, dark hair tickled my face as she handed it back. Those two words: mermaid, purse, were enough to set my heart racing.

“You’d think the mermaid would have chosen a prettier colour,” I said, disappointed in the shiny black. “Will there be treasure inside?”

My mother laughed, and her face lit up like a real mermaid’s. “It’s called a mermaid’s purse, Rowena, but in fact it’s an egg-case belonging to a dogfish or a skate.”

I remember my profound sense of disappointment. “So, no treasure?”

“It’s empty,” she said. “That was why I held it up to the sun, to check.”

I swallowed the words dogfish and egg-case and focussed on mermaid and treasure instead. After all, Mother might be wrong. “Perhaps she’ll come looking for it. I’m going to leave it on the rock for her. She might be watching, then she might leave me a reward, a jewel or a nugget of gold to say thank you.”

“If you wish,” my mother said, and I remember the knowing look on her face. The kind of look an adult gives when they’re teaching you a lesson. “Or we could take it home, dry it out, and turn it into a necklace.”

It sounded tempting, but I preferred the thought of a shiny reward. I didn’t like dark clothes or jewellery so would not have worn it as a necklace. I lay it on a prominent slab of limestone, pinned it down with a bright white pebble to stop it blowing away, and framed it in a circle of limpet shell. I remember humming the tune to the ballad, The Mermaid as I worked. I only knew the words to the chorus then, though now I am able to sing it right through.


      [image: ]Needless to say, the tide stole my treasure and brought me no reward, though I checked the rock for days, weeks even.

I do not know why that particular memory sticks in my mind. I suppose my mother taught me a lesson that day: be grateful for what comes your way and don’t expect too much from life. A cynical viewpoint some might think, especially for someone my age.

It is fair to say, my mother is both pragmatic and creative. She has one foot planted firmly in the ground, the other runs with the fairies. An artist in clay, a fitting occupation for such a person since you will not find anything more grounded than clay. And yet she weaves her magic through form and glaze, transforming it into a work of art. Sheer alchemy. I have worked beside her for as long as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are of us together in the pottery. And she is always singing, though I have noticed her quiet of late. I think it is because she worries about me. Because of me, she is losing her joy.

On the one hand I feel guilty, but at the same time, if she did not force me to attend church this would not have happened. And she is a non-believer. The hypocrisy of it, though I do see her point about her customers being from the community.

Soon I am to turn twelve and will leave elementary school. She expects me to become her apprentice, but while my heart is with her my head is not, for I cannot bear it here much longer.


      [image: ]It all started back last Christmas. During his final midnight mass, Father Michael, Reverend of Eglwys y Grog and a very kind man, introduced us to Father Kendrick. Father Michael was retiring and returning to his Cambridgeshire roots. Drunk on the scent of clementine and cloves, at the time I failed to see through Father Kendrick’s bright demeanour. I remember him holding aloft the candle and giving us his blessing, his face lit from beneath like the portrait of Jesus that hung on the wall to his right. Being considerably younger than Father Michael, he appeared radiant beside him. 

Apart from that I am able to recall very little about my first impression of Father Kendrick. The swags of holly and ivy that decorated the ends of every pew, as well as the altar table, were of far greater interest. No mistletoe though, for the parasitic evergreen bushel is considered pagan and is therefore banned. What nonsense! Pagan: isn’t that the word Mam used to describe Mamgu?

The hymns were, of course, sung in Welsh: all Tawel Nos and Gŵyl y Baban. The people of Wales are renowned for their singing, rightly so, and on Christmas Eve the church was filled with song, especially with Mari Howell in attendance. Mari is famous in these parts. They say she has the voice of an angel; she has even sung for King Edward.

But most interesting of all were Mair Richards and Tomos Jones who sat on the pew in front of me. I found it difficult to concentrate on the words Father Kendrick spoke because my attention was  fixed on Mair and Tomos. They were to be married on Christmas morning, the fees being more affordable than at other times, and with Tomos being a farm-hand, every penny counted. This late in the year meant the church was a frigid cave, yet I swear enough heat radiated from the betrothed couple to warm my complexion. I held out my hands, one to the back of each of their heads, stopping just short of touching. Anticipation, I suppose—the passion of young love, though I should not know of such things at my age. 

Their warmth made me sleepy and as the hands on the clock marched past midnight my eyelids grew heavy. If it hadn’t been for Mam’s elbow giving me a poke, and the scent of treacle toffee, I would have fallen asleep. It’s tradition here, the toffee. Mamgu Begw from Blaenant Farm makes it every Christmas, according to her secret recipe, which includes a guarantee to lose a tooth.


      [image: ]It was not until twelfth night that I first became suspicious of Father Kendrick. A few of the women, my mother among them, had volunteered to take down the church decorations. We risked ill-omen if we left them a day longer, at least according to tradition and our very own bard, William Shakespeare. 

Candles boxed, Sioned and I were asked to take them to the vestry. Never before had I been inside the vestry as there is sufficient space in the south transept to house the few village children during Sunday School.

A huge oak door, shaped like a pointed arch and with ornate leaded hinges guarded the entrance. It gave a yawning creak as I pushed it open, adding to the mystery of what lay beyond. The smell of camphor and carbon greeted us—the former stemming from the black cassock that hung on the back of the door, and the latter from an ink well set upon Father Kendrick’s desk. “Smell this,” I said, pulling the hem of the garment towards Sioned’s face.

She sneezed and wrinkled her nose. “Ych a Fi!” she said. “Reminds me of Mamgu’s petticoat drawer.” And with that she ran from the room, leaving me all alone. 

If only I had followed her. Perhaps none of this would have happened. But I did not, and it did happen. 

I peeped around the door, watching as she fled down the aisle towards the women who were busy untying holly wreaths, cussing under their breath in God’s house when it pricked their frozen fingers. Sioned ran past them and disappeared from sight, no doubt with the aim of locating the toffee tin to see if she might discover a leftover piece. I closed the vestry door, squeezing my eyes tight against its noisy protest. 

The tiny room took on a magisterial air once it had me to itself. I began to investigate. There on the desk sat the parish register, open at the page of Mair and Tomos’s wedding. With my index finger, I traced Mair’s signature—cursive, elegant, compared to Tomos’s cross, a work of art. Would such a thing matter, I wondered. Would her superior intelligence get in the way of their marriage? I vowed then to marry someone at least my equal so that we might discuss subjects greater than the price of wheat and pigs.

Behind the desk stood a bookcase, piled high with bibles and other works of scripture, or so I assumed, for several of the spines were embossed in Latin. I returned to the door and opened it a crack, pressing my ear against it in order to listen. The distant sound of Mam’s voice—melodic, jovial, and Sioned’s mother Delyth, too. Something must have amused them because they were laughing. In Father Kendrick’s absence the church seemed a happier place.

My left hand brushed against his cassock and found something hard. Long and thin, a key perhaps? But I failed to find a pocket. I twisted the cassock until the lining faced me and groped about. Right there, a pocket, concealed within a silken seam. The key slipped into my hand, leaden with guilt. Blood pounded in my ears, my flushed complexion a brazen beacon.

It did not take long to locate the key’s companion. The left-hand drawer of the desk opened to reveal a large tome, embossed in gold letters. I needed both hands to lift it from its hiding place. A sumptuous cover in plum velvet suggested frivolity, and yellowing pages that smelled of ancient dust and almonds (a scent deriving from the chemical benzaldehyde. You see, I do listen to my mother when she teaches me about glazes) urged me to explore its contents. I sped past introductions and index, uncovering works of art the likes of which I could never have imagined. 

My mother’s art books pale in comparison. Each page, framed in gold-leaf and sheathed beneath its own transparent stocking, uncovered a masterpiece. And the images! Grotesque, Satanic even, yet oddly alluring for one so curious. One titled Hell: The Devil’s Muse depicted a man. Naked, muscular, with legs of a satyr and carrying a naked woman on his shoulders towards a figure with a skull in place of a head.

And there were others, some even more macabre. I could hardly tear my eyes away. And all the while a question formed in my mind, and the question was this—what on earth was Father Kendrick doing with such a book?

The heat of his body found me first, that and the smell of stale pipe smoke mixed with an earthy scent. I looked up to find Father Kendrick looming over me. Shocked by his sudden appearance, I could not speak. Guilt fixed itself firmly to my face, and my hands fell to my sides. He did not appear to be angered by my intrusion; instead he smirked, though his eyes were black coals.

“Do you like what you see?” he said, as I slammed the tome shut. Only then did he flinch. “Handle it with care. It is valuable,” he said, frowning.

Lost for words. How could I possibly explain my actions? “Father, I—” I placed cold hands to my cheeks in an attempt to quell the fire within.

“Hush now,” he said, placing a nail-bitten finger to his lips. “I shan’t tell if you don’t.”

And so began the deceit.
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