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Note for Reader

Drift Cottage existed on Flatholm within the perimeter of the walling constructed around the present foghorn station complex; the cottage’s stone having been removed and used for the station’s foundations when it was constructed in the year 1908, three years after the ending of the novel, THE LOVE THAT GOD FORGOT.

The fog siren sounded every thirty seconds and, it has been said, not only kept the islanders awake, but could be heard as far away as Swansea; by then all that remained of Drift Cottage, the home of Tom Mortymer and Jenny Wildflower, had been obliterated.

Within sight of the foghorn station there existed in 1897 a post office mast 110 feet high (a similar mast being built at Lavernock Point) for the use of the inventor Guglielmo Marconi, who, aided by technicians of the General Post Office, successfully and for the first time, transmitted a wireless message over the sea from Flatholm to Lavernock: the morse slip containing the words ‘Are you ready’ (signed by Signor Marconi and George Kemp of the Post Office) can now be seen in the National Museum of Wales.

A strange edifice celebrating this momentous happening has been erected on Flatholm: further detail regarding the Marconi experiments are available in the booklet ‘Flatholm’: sharing no part of the story of Mortymer and Wildflower, nothing of Marconi’s experiments are included within the novel, but are of sufficient interest to be mentioned herein.

Alexander Cordell

Wales


Intreat me not to leave thee,

or to return from following

after thee …

Ruth 1; 16,17


Prologue

1900

If there exists a God of Journalists, which after bad experiences I doubt, He was surely on my side on the day Annie, my mother, sent a telegram to the Fleet Street office of The London Mercury, my newspaper. Her message said:

‘Come home at once.’

Because one always obeyed instructions from Mother, I was on Paddington Station within an hour, fighting my way through khaki-clad hundreds, the less fortunates who were on their way to fight the Boers in South Africa, and the lads were singing:

“Goodbye Dolly, I must leave you, tho’ it breaks my heart to go. Something tells me I am needed at the front to fight the foe. See the soldier boys are marching. And I can no longer stay. Hark! I hear the bugle calling, Goodbye Dolly Gray.”

Everywhere people were waving Union Jacks and the place was a bustle of brass bands playing, wet embraces and red-faced drill instructors bawling military commands.

Soon, I thought, I would be in this same place reporting on the broken bodies coming home, the inevitable outcome of our foreign adventures and unnecessary colonial conquests: it was only a passing thought, for my mind was filled with my mother’s inexplicable request.

Hours later, after greeting her on Bridgend Station platform in South Wales, I knew the reason and was immediately suspicious, for Dai Dando, an old retainer of the Mortymer family, was with her.

Brushed up and toppered was Dai, his hat at a jaunty angle; as old as a dead crow was he and deformed by age; the antithesis of my mother who, inches the taller, appeared regal in her long white summer dress and broad-rimmed pink hat; aged fifty and emitting her usual air that she was not to be tampered with.

She said, “You are late, George,” and presented me with a cheek.

“Blame the G.W.R.”

“’Afternoon, young ’un,” said Dai. “My ain’t you grown!”

The people coming off the train pressed about us in smells of sun and hot cloth.

A word about these two while on the subject.

With Dai Dando knocking eighty and Annie a mature and unattractive matron, they lived together now as they had done for over half a century, first as servants in Cefn-Ydfa mansion, where once the Mortymer family held court; then, when Tom Mortymer and his Romany bride left the ancestral home after their disastrous marriage, they occupied Mansion Lodge, a little thatched two-up-two-down known ridiculously as Corn Hwch; translated from the Welsh this means ‘the horn of the sow’ … and a sow does not possess a horn.

In peace and celibacy they had lived together since the death of Old Bid, Dai’s wife, once cook-housekeeper to the Mortymer household – he as coachman, Annie as a serving-maid: nobody disputed their right to do this, mainly, I suspect, because of Dai’s great age and public knowledge that Annie’s wild oats had been sown when she had me, quietly and illegitimately … when Tom’s father, the master at the house, kindly took her in, he himself being a great one for wild oats in his time, said the locals.

Thus was I born in Great House, the mansion of Cefn-Ydfa.

Now, with Dai on the reins, I helped my mother, up into the trap and the little piebald pony went clip-clopping along the Bridgend to Maesteg road.

“Where are we off to now, then?” I demanded.

“You’ll soon see,” said Dai.

“The old bird has found a skeleton,” observed Annie.

“Pull the other one, Mam.”

Dai said assertively, “I ’ave, right enough, young ’un! And I reckon it’s worth a fiver, for I could ’ave called in the locals reasonable.”

“But you didn’t?”

“Keep things in the family, I always say.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Where what?”

“The … the skeleton, Dai, where did you find it?”

“Down Ogpen Drift. My dog started sniffing around.”

“Where’s that?”

“Hold ye horses and I’ll show ye. Mind, I reckon I ought to ’ave that fiver first.”

“Any other time I got to chloroform him to get him out,” said Annie, “now I can’t keep him away from the place.”

The pony trotted on; Wales shone in the evening sunlight; the pair of them were bowing left and right to neighbours, and as sure as hell, said Dai, if ye don’t want to see any you’ll meet a dozen.

“So the police don’t know?” I asked.

“Not yet. Annie said to tell you first.”

“It’s in the public domain, mind,” I observed.

“What’s that, then? There’s new words croppin’ up every minute.”

“It means that the public has a right to know. If you’ve found a body you should report it to the police.”

Annie made a strange lamenting sound, replying, “Up to you, George. We thought you’d be grateful, for it ain’t every day of the week we get a murder in the Llynfi Valley.”

“Have you any idea who did the murder?”

“Of course not,” answered Dai. “Up to you, innit?”

He stopped the trap near Cwm Sychant, tethered the pony and put up a hand to Annie: lips pursed, she sat, immobile.

“She’s right, mind,” said Dai. “The roof’s low, and it anna a sight for the fair sex. Sit tight, woman.”

“Where now?” I asked, for the sun was going down.

“Follow me.”

Actually, I recognised the old place; it came out of the shadows of my childhood: a few derelict miners’ cottages watched us from battened windows, their open roof timbers staring up at the evening stars.

Time was, when I was a lad living in Cefn-Ydfa, I used to come up to Cwm Sychant and play dolly-stones with the urchins, and the old colliers of an earlier generation used to sit on their hunkers outside their doors, eating their lunch. A lot of them were the refuse of distant collieries where the roofs were low and the gas high: many were employed above ground at the big Oakwood Pit, and hung around the publics up in Nantyffyllon where the better paid ironworkers of Maesteg Ironworks were always good for a pint.

Now old Dai was scratching around in the coal-scarred hillocks, getting his bearings, so with a glance at Mother sitting in the trap, I joined him.

“Now you’re going to tell me that you dreamed it?” I said.

“Round by ’ere somewhere, lad, for I ain’t that far gone … there’s a trap door in the drift roof, and a slope leading down.” He knelt, struck a match and lit the wick of the lamp he was carrying.

“Jist that me eyes ain’t that good, that’s all … aha! Here it is.” He rubbed away furnace slag from a flat in the ground. “Ay ay, here’s their trap door down to the pitch; come on, George, give a hand,” and he heaved at an inlaid ring-bolt.

Holding the oil lamp high, I peered down in the drift’s darkness.

Below me, from a rope tied to the top rung of a down-ladder, a skeleton was hanging by the neck.

“That’s ’im,” said Dai.

I helped the old man down the ladder and we stood on the coal-step, looking at the skeleton of the hanging man in the lamp’s wavering light; his socketed eyes stared back at us; his bones, hanging together in tattered rags, swung slowly in the disturbed air; about them was a smell of death.

A little draught moved; I held the lamp higher.

Behind us was a wall blocking further access into the drift; the rock roof was but a few feet above; the rickety wooden ladder upon which the body hung reached from floor to ceiling.

Dai whispered into my face, “I remember this old place; when the drift closed fifty year or more ago – they shut off this bit as a store-house for colliers’ tools – fellas working the Oakwood over the river.”

“How did you discover the body?”

“I were up ’ere on the scrounge, having busted me shovel: time was you could pick an odd one up off the heap in here, afore the vandals got at it, and when I was sniffin’ around I saw that the manhole had been lifted.”

“And you’ve told nobody about it?”

“Gawd, what do ye take me for? That old Graves is a peeler when it comes to the locals.”

“Inspector Graves? Don’t tell me he’s still around.”

“Large as life! ‘You keep this to yourself, Dai Dando,’ said Annie. ‘My young George’ll make a coupla bob out of it.’”

“Her young George reckons you ought to tell the police, Dai. It looks like a suicide, but you’re – it could be murder …”

“What about your newspaper?”

“I’ll send the article tonight.”

“And what about me, son? They’ll ’ave me bum in the county gaol directly it’s on the streets.”

“No they won’t – all you do is tell the truth … hey, what’s this?” I stooped and swept the floor with the lamp-light, for in moving had trodden upon something … and found at my feet – a pathetic little pile of rags that had dropped off the corpse: kneeling, I searched them, holding them up to the lamp, and they disintegrated into dust and the remnants of the dead man’s coat. I found a stub of a candle, a broken quill and a tiny stone jar which could have contained ink.

“He were a writing chap, that’s for sure,” said Dai.

“Somewhere around here could be something he wrote …” and I crawled upon my knees, searching, but found nothing, saying: “The important thing here is to leave everything as we, found it, and tell the truth of how you found it exactly as it happened. All right?” and I put everything back among the rags.

“Like Annie says, you’re the gaffer,” said Dai, and jerked his head at the corpse. “What about him?”

“Leave him to Inspector Graves.”

“Mind, it don’t seem decent, do it? I mean …”

I helped Dai up the ladder. “He’ll have a decent grave, but all in good time. It’s my guess that he’s been hanging here for years; another few hours won’t do him any harm.”

Now, out of the chamber I replaced the trap door carefully and covered it with ashes and furnace slag, and Dai said, as we set off back to Annie, “Suicide or murder, eh? This is going to wake up Maesteg, whatever it is.”

After calling at Maesteg police station and informing them officially of Dai’s find, the three of us went home to Corn Hwch where I was to spend the night.

With the three of us seated around the fire, I said, “Mam, it’s all so long ago now that it’s like a dream – remind me about the Mortymers.”

Said she, “You knows as much about them as I do, really speaking. Like I told you, I owes them a lot, especially Master Iestyn, for when I had me troubles, it was he who took me in. ‘Never you mind, Annie,’ he told me, ‘it’s only the good girls that get caught.’ Then later he and Jenny Wildflower’s mither got themselves drowned on their honeymoon, leaving Tom, his son, alone – remember?”

“Ay.” Dai sucked his pipe. “Went swimmin’, in the Bay o’ Naples, didn’t they?”

“Ach, ye daft thing, no! They took a ferry boat in Geneva and the thing went down. Then Tom fell for the Wildflower daughter; took her out of her Romany life and cut and carried her – lord o’ the manor and the gypsy in the parlour, very romantic!”

Dai mumbled, “Weren’t there a bit a scandal about that, Annie?”

“Not that I know of,” came my mother’s reply, and she elbowed him. “You wash out your mouth, Dai Dando: Tom Mortymer and his Romany was lovely people and I won’t hear a word against ’em.”

“I remember Tom Mortymer, of course,” I said. “He used to give me flying angels and chase me round his study. And his Jenny Wildflower was the prettiest woman I’d ever seen.”

Annie warmed to this. “She were as lovely as a daffodil Sunday, that Jenny, and like her mother Clare, she was a lady.”

“But there was some scandal about their marriage; didn’t it break up, or something?”

Dai studied his pipe with reflective interest; Annie lifted her teacup and drank, looking at nothing.

“Not that I know of,” said she.

“Beautiful people, the pair of ’em, though,” muttered Dai in contrition.

But I pursued it, saying, “They jumped the broom, Romany fashion, and cut their wrists to mingle their blood? That’s what I heard …”

“Different people, different customs,” said Annie abstractedly.

“Yes, of course, but why did Jenny suddenly fly off from Cefn-Ydfa and leave him flat?”

You could have cut chunks out of the following silence. I said, “Oh, come on, Mam, I’m family, remember?”

She sniffed and touched her eyes with a little lace handkerchief.

“Well, I don’t know the ins and outs of it, but accordin’ to Old Bid – remember Dai’s missus – and she had ears to hear brown grass growin’ – a letter arrived from someone saying they was brother and sister …”

“God, no!”

“No, Annie,” interjected Dai, “you got it wrong. Half-brother and sister, I heard. My Biddy told it clear. Iestyn Mortymer, Tom’s pa, had a leg-over with Clare, Jenny’s mam, before George come on the scene.”

“By that he means a love affair,” said Annie with hostility. “But the old beggar’s right – they shared the same father, but didn’t know it. Sad, ain’t it?”

“Bad cess or something they do call it,” added Dai, going Irish.

“Incest,” interjected Annie, “ye daft ole beggar. And that Jenny were a Romany, so off she goes, for her people don’t fancy incest neither: off she goes to the bank, gets a lump o’ money, hitches up the pony to her little red caravan and she’s away to go.”

I said, getting up, “But surely their parents warned them of the relationship?”

Annie nodded. “That’s what I thought. From what Old Bid heard, and she had her ear to the panelling, not anything at all was said; yet anyone could see that Tom and young Jen was sparkin’. I said to Bid at the time, I said …”

Dai muttered, “Too full o’ themselves, is my guess. Perhaps they intended to break that news when they come back from their honeymoon, but they drowned too soon.”

The sense of it put an end to the speculation.

“What happened then? Surely Tom didn’t sit around? Didn’t he go after Jenny?”

Annie emptied her hands at me. “Half-brother and sister. There a law against it, ain’t there?”

“There is up in Scotland,” I said. “Death by hanging.”

“Diawl,” whispered Dai. “You can’t have brothers and sisters afrolickin’ in the same bed!”

“Don’t you be indecent,” admonished Mother. “It were a tragedy!”

“What happened in the end?” I asked.

“He hung around Cefn-Ydfa for weeks hoping Jen would come back, but she didn’t. His Uncle Jethro, his father’s brother, was over here from America, and they say Tom asked his advice.” She paused, seeking words. “Mind, it were strange Mr Jethro should turn up then – just in time to take over the Mortymer tinplate works at Upper Forest …”

“And Tom then went after Jenny?”

Annie nodded; tears were in her eyes when she said, “Very sad, ye know. I mind when I was about twelve, afore I come into Service. There was a couple living next door but six down Colliers’ Row, and they ’ad two children.

“Courted proper, they did, decent chapel people; and when they ’ad twin girls the whole valley turned out wi’ a brass band to wet the babies’ heads.

“And then, after the husband registered their birth, he came back home and put in for double trams, for things was tight and they needed the money. For a time nothing went wrong for ’em, for it was summer and the valley was like those babies, all dressed up in bonnets and lace bibs, and there was no father prouder in Maesteg than young Alfie Jordon – as English as they make ’em was he, wi’ a fist on him for stunning mules, for he was a mountain fighter spare time …”

There was no sound in the cottage but the ticking of Annie’s mantle clock and the coo-cooing of the Cefn-Ydfa doves.

She continued, “Then one day a policeman comes up Colliers’ Row with a notebook and pencil and knocks on Alf Jordan’s terraced door, and out comes Big Alf with lather on his face, poshin’ himself up for Sunday Chapel, and his missus behind him with a baby in each arm all dummies and bubbles, an’ that rotten ole policeman said, ‘Are you Alfred Jordan?’

‘Ye knows very well I am!’

‘And are you the legal wife of this man, woman?’ came the next question.

‘Of course, sir,’ said the wife.

‘So your name is Jordon, too?’

‘Ay so, Inspector. He’s my husband.’

‘Unfortunately, my girl, there’s doubt about that. Accordin’ to the Registrar of Births and Deaths you ain’t this man’s legal wife, but his sister. So I’ll trouble you to hand those children over to neighbours and come with me.’ He blew on his whistle and more boys in blue came runnin’.”

Annie turned her tear-filled eyes to mine.

“There was trouble all right, for half the neighbours were on their doorsteps and the other half hittin’ out coppers, and Big Alf fetched one the prettiest left hook I ever did see, and down he went with his eyes crossed.

“Then the Irish coming off shift got hold of it, and as fast as they brought in policemen from Bridgend the colliers got into them, while Big Alf, Mary and the twins went hell for leather for the railway station, with half the police force in South Wales behind them.

“But they cornered the family as the train was leaving, and beat Alf down with their truncheons and towed him off to the lock-up. Never dreamed of it, see? – either of ’em. They thought themselves properly married, but they parted ’em right enough – Mary back to her cottage and Big Alf into the single men’s hostel, till he were killed down Coal Pit two months later …”

She sighed. “Perhaps that was for the best, folks said – gettin’ himself under a fall down Coal Pit. Some said he did it on purpose.”

“It were a love that God forgot, really speakin’, weren’t it?” Dai observed.

“Could be,” replied Annie, “though He don’t miss a lot, mind.”

At which she wept buckets, sobbing and wheezing, while Dai and I smoothed and patted her …

Next morning Wales was all over bright and gay, for summer, full and splendid, was into us, with coo-doves sobbing up in Cefn-Ydfa and swallows cavorting in the eaves.

I met Mother in the garden.

“Do you ever see Tom and Jenny Mortymer these days?” I asked her.

“Not in a month o’Sundays – they’re coming and going over to Flatholm Island, they do tell me – they lived there once, ye know …” Here she went dreamy, making no eyes, and added, “Instead of writing about that old skeleton, son, I reckon you ought to write about them – the story of the love between Tom Mortymer and Jen Wildflower, his Romany sweetheart: they started off all right, but with one dreadful thing after another happening, got through it all because they was in love. Dai Dando weighed it up like he said – it was a love that God forgot.”

“Tell me more.”

“Don’t ask me, it anna my business; besides, if I tell, you’d be as wise as me,” and she added, “For it’s their story, ain’t it? Why don’t you ask them to write it themselves?

And so, before returning to London, I took the idea over to Flatholm Island in the Bristol Channel, and put it to them, but since re-opening their little island hospital for sick animals there, they were at first disinterested.

Jenny, Tom’s wife, said eventually, “We wouldn’t know where to begin, would we!”

“We haven’t even got a title,” replied Tom.

“Don’t worry about that,” I said, “I’ve got one ready made.”

“What about it, Tom?” asked his wife.

“Us? Write a book?”

“Why not, we’ve enough time on our hands in the evenings. After all, the end of remembering is the beginning of forgetting …” Which I thought was a very strange thing to say …

That was the end of the discussion.

Therefore, I was amazed to hear within a fortnight, that Mother had received the first chapter with a request that she should put it into her safe in Upper Forest House, since they, the Mortymers, had no secure facilities in Drift Cottage where they were now living.

Years later, I read this book. It began restlessly and continued for over a hundred thousand words that rendered me sleepless night after night.

And its title?

THE LOVE THAT GOD FORGOT

Chapter 1

1880

Had it happened on any day but a Friday, I would have entered Drift Cottage first, and thus saved Jen the horror of what followed …

Within half an hour of reading, I knew, as an old hand in the business, that I was into a bestseller. But why the strict security?

By the time I had reached the end of the book, I knew why … and wondered if it ought ever be published. For this is what I read:


Book One


Chapter One

1880

The following is a record of the lives and times of Tom Mortymer and Jenny Wildflower, dictated by the former and set down by the latter, largely while living in Drift Cottage, on the island of Flatholm.

Had it happened on any day but a Friday, I would have entered Drift Cottage first, and saved Jen the horror of what followed; but on Friday mornings I took our fish catch over to Cardiff market on the mainland, leaving my girl to get on with the bits and pieces that women usually save for the weekend, and this left her alone on the Island. It was a fact I later took note of, for somebody, clearly, had been watching our movements.

“I didn’t see it at first Tom,” said Jen, shivering. “I came into the kitchen backwards, barging the door with my bottom, my hands full of washing, and there he was dead on the floor.”

Sam, our prize cockerel, lying in a pool of blood.

“And then I saw the note pinned up above the fireplace,” and she gave it to me. Written in block letters in Sam’s blood, it read:

‘Make the most of it you two, because you are next.’

We stood together in the little room, staring at the note, the dead cockerel, the pool of blood.

“You were here all morning, love?” I asked her.

“Yes, Tom.”

“Now come on, girl, think. Did you leave here for anything?”

She faltered. It would have been a shock for any woman, but dead chickens and pools of blood have a serious effect upon Romanies, and Jen Wildflower, having only recently left her tribe, was worse than most when it came to gypsy lore, I’d discovered. Now she said, sitting down, “Yes, I was away for about an hour.”

“Where did you go?”

“Only as far as the Lighthouse, to ask about Mrs Morgan and her new baby.”

“Did you see any strangers hanging about? Try to remember, Jen, it’s important.”

“No.”

“There’s footsteps in the sand outside the door,” I said. “I noticed them coming up from the beach, but Sergeant Bostock could have caused those when he came last Sunday.”

There was no sound now but the booming of the waves crashing on East Reach, Flatholm Island’s perpetual music; faintly I heard, a distant wailing of gulls.

Jen said quietly, “It’s a blood sacrifice, ye know.” Her features, disconsolate, were piquantly beautiful in the coming dusk.

I shrugged, trying to play it down: give a Romany half a chance and they gobble such things into a turkey.

“Hadn’t we better tell the police?” she asked.

“Of course not. Somebody killed a chicken, we’d be a laughing stock!” I turned away.

“But the note, Tom—”

“Forget it. Who ever it was they’d have given you a going over if they’d really meant trouble.”

“At least mention it to Sergeant Bostock?”

I shook my head. “I’d have reported it to Sergeant Barrett had he been around, but he’s on leave and Bostock, who’s standing in, is a bloody old woman.”

“So you’ll do nothing?”

“Oh, yes I will. Somebody is trying to shift us off this island and when we don’t go he’ll try something else; then I’ll have him.”

“Have you thought he might get us first?” she asked, and stooped and picked up poor old Sam. “He … he’s still warm, Tom!”

Later, I swabbed up the blood and was taking Sam out when Jen called from the oil stove, “Where are ye going with that cockerel?”

“Taking him out to bury him.”

“Oh, no you don’t, Tom Mortymer. Nobody puts the breeze up me and gets away with it, give him here: he’ll have an early Christmas.”

“God no, we can’t eat Sam!”

“You watch me,” said Jenny.

Which was a Romany all over: one moment shivering with the superstitions of their tribal centuries, next exhibiting the practicality of their gypsy lives.


Chapter Two

We had arrived on Flatholm Island at the end of April after touring around in Jen’s gypsy caravan, which we had now left in the care of Farmer Thomas, whose land extended to Sully: for half a crown a week rental we had left it, with our little piebald pony eating his head off, stabled for the next six months.

With our few possessions in an old suitcase, we had boarded the military ferry which ran once a week; the wind coming eastward that day was battering the Bristol Channel into a storm, and it was enough to freeze you solid.

“What you doing in these parts, then?” asked the boatman.

“Runnin’ away from life!” bawled Jenny, cupping her hands to her mouth.

“Is that a fact? One thing’s for sure, missus, there isn’t much life on Flatholm, save rabbits and seabirds, an’ when the breeze comes in from Bridgwater Bay it’s enough to freeze ancestors.” He braced his legs to the leaping thwarts as the sea came breaking over the gunwale to starboard. Grizzled and bearded, this one, a man of the sea, and he shouted next, “Accordin’ to what they’re saying in Sully, you’re takin’ over Drift Cottage – that right?”

“Four bob a week,” I yelled back, as the spray suddenly drenched me, “enough to break us!”

The little craft, an old lifeboat, tacked expertly into the wind, then went about to the swing of the tiller and ran for quiet water in the lee of Flatholm. We glided calmly until the keel grounded on the shingle of West Beach; hauling our suitcase, I leaped ashore and Jen threw me our kitbag.

“Good luck!” I shouted.

The ferryman replied, “And good luck to you, ye mad lot, for you’re goin’ to need it!”

“Where’s the cottage?”

“Take the path on the left to East Beach slipway. And if ye get lost on the way, Mister, ask God.”

For the last year Jen and I had been roaming Britain in Jen’s little red caravan, opting out of a life of industry and profit making.

Leaving my tinplate manufacturing works in the hands of Gaffer Adams, an expert handling my workforce of some ninety men and girls of the tin-trade, I had agreed to Jen’s plea to adopt a wandering life for at least a year, before returning to the ownership and responsibilities of one of the most successful tinplate exporters in the Swansea area. “For one year, Tom,” she had begged. “Give me my gypsy life for a single year and I will return with you to civilisation and become a dutiful wife.”

And so we had wandered, sleeping in the caravan when the nights were frosty, and under the stars when the nights were warm and shiny. Bathing naked in the sea off St Bees Head in the Lake District, we were chased along the shore by a village policeman, and for doing the same thing in a river in New Lanark up in Scotland (Robert Owen’s country) were fined ten shillings each by a stipendiary magistrate on the grounds of being ‘dangerous to public morality’.

We were robbed by a pickpocket in Dover on our way to France via the ferry to Calais (and here we left Jen’s caravan in capable hands) and were attacked again at knife-point in Montmartre, where I laid out our assailant; but not before he had lifted our last ten francs out of Jen’s pocket: we had begged a franc off a silk-hatted Paris gentleman and washed up for our supper in a pavement restaurant in the Rue de Ville.

The situation, as I protested to a disdainful Jen Wildflower, was now ridiculous; with enough money back home in a Morriston bank to buy the bloody restaurant, I was being treated by a fat French cook as a layabout and loafer, wandering beautiful France without tuppence in my pocket.

“It has got to stop,” I said vehemently. “Do you hear me? I am going home!” and what began as a kiss of friendship in a tiny attic bedroom in the Latin quarter (and God knows how we were going to pay the rent) ended in heat and gasped breathing … yes, yes … in a little room with chintz curtains at a postage-stamp window which opened out on to the higgledy-piggledy sea of slate roofs … beyond which arose the beautiful towers of the glorious Sacre Coer cathedral.

This pension at a few francs a week was enough to ruin us. It was owned jointly by Mesdames Coustelle and Mavon, she who years afterwards at the height of Vin blanc jollity claimed relationship with the later world famous Georges Carpentier, the European Heavyweight Champion born to be known as ‘The Flower of France’. Complicated, true, but having been a pupil of Dai Dando and learned the finer points of the Noble Art, friendship with such a person was later my only boast; all of which bored Jen to tears, who was intent only on us keeping body and soul together.

It was late spring and Paris was all over gay with flowers and pretty pavement cafés where, going from job to job to get the rent, we guzzled bad French wine – something all lovers do in Paris – and tore hungrily into hot crusted two-foot-long loaves straight out of the bakers’ ovens, plastered with lashings of salted farm butter; then home again to watch the stars come out over the city and make love until sleep encompassed us in the music of the Parisian streets – the cries of night lamp-lighters; the home-going revelry of dusk to dawn celebrations.

After a month in a pension and working overtime to amass sufficient money, I succeeded in paying the rent of Number 18 Stinkerque Attic for the next six months in advance; which allowed me later, when back in Wales, to continue this rental by banker’s order; thus making the pension available on any flying visit to Paris.

I did not realise then, of course, how easily could be cancelled all its apparent advantages: on the face of it, an apartment in Paris sounded delightful … but my lover is absent now … Yet always will I remember that tiny room, the silk counterpane on the bed, the flowered curtains at the window, and the gasps of lovers under the Montmartre stars.

After leaving Paris we wandered France on foot; hitched lifts from farm carts, or sat in the cushioned seats of the opulent … where I listened to Jen’s flow of garrulous schoolgirl French accompanied by expressive gesticulations, most of which had the locals in stitches: here again, I thought, the uneducated gypsy girl competing with the classically informed high school student; the enigma that was totally Jen Wildflower.

Our newly found happiness had to come to an end, as did the peacetime revelries of Paris: political thunder clouds were again gathering on the French horizon, due to harsh terms imposed by their conquerors after the Prussian war of 1870. But Paris in the spring of our visit was like a young maiden recovering from the effect of a tragic courtship, and as such will I remember her. We continued to send gaily-coloured postcards home to Wales.

Our newly found pleasures had come to us the hard way.

Earlier, during our courtship when Jen had lived with her mother in the caravan and I with my parents at Cefn-Ydfa (a mansion near Maesteg), our romance had been an on and off affair; this, caused by Jen’s simultaneous attraction to David Grey, the adopted son of a local entrepreneur, had flourished literally under my nose; it came to a head just when I thought I had got her set up for the altar.

The outcome was her marriage to David, who took her to live with his family at what was known locally as the Russian Villa; their two-year life together was plagued with disaster, and came to a dramatic conclusion with Jen’s miscarriage of a child, and the death of David Grey through consumption.

Therefore, although through the years my love for Jen had never faltered, I had caught her on the rebound as a second best. All my effort now, with no other woman in my life, was to bring happiness into the days of the one I loved.

Other elements, however, apparently determined to part us again, were slowly coming to their conclusion, and began from the moment Jen and I arrived in Flatholm.


Chapter Three

And so, at the end of a year of utter freedom, we had come to Drift Cottage on beautiful Flatholm and settled in to a life of ‘do as you like’ and to the devil with convention, and the outside world can take a jump, said Jenny, or words to that effect, and added, “Just you and me, Tom Mortymer, goin’ naked from breakfast to loverin’ time, just as we please, with no peeping eyes seeing what we get up to, an’ no ten bob fines for doing an Adam and Eve act in public.”

“Not quite,” I replied. “We aren’t the only people on the island, remember. If Bill sees you with your clothes off he’ll get his rag out, and report you to Tidal Commissioners.”

“Who?”

“Bill Dale, the lighthouse keeper. Besides, there’s at least half a dozen sons and daughters of Mr Morgan and his wife, to say nothing of soldiers manning gun emplacements covering the Channel, and if they see you, I’ll have to fight them off.”

“Well, one thing’s for certain – we’ve got our bedroom all to ourselves,” said she.

A word about Drift Cottage.

At four bob a week it was expensive, because it was really nothing but a two-roomed stone tumbledown with a slate roof that leaked, an oil stove that didn’t work and a bed that could have belonged to Christopher Columbus; but a double, at least, said Jen, patting it. At present the cottage was owned by Farmer Thomas of Sully, but initially, he told us, it was used by smugglers and other unsavoury characters activating in the Bristol Channel since 1700.

In the July after we had arrived, however, it looked pretty good, and still better after we had been over to Cardiff on the mainland and bought decent bedding, some rush-mat covering for the floors and print white curtains, stitched up by Jenny for the two small windows facing the sea; an oil painting of a ram dying in snow over the fireplace and a sampler saying ‘God is Love’ over the bed.

Looking back, it was the happiest time of my life, that summer, for the long Welsh coastline from Swansea to Newport was shining and expectant at the prospect of warmth, and the island ancient with memories of her Danish invaders, put up her spags and dozed, like us, in a big-bellied bumbledore July. And the death of Sam Cockerel, one might ask? Well, that was weeks away now and we had almost forgotten it in getting the place habitable. Indeed, it had left my mind completely, until Jen raised it on the morning I received the letter from Gaffer Adams, our representative of the tinplate works at Morriston.

“Somebody knows where we are,” said Jen darkly. “I thought it was a national secret …”

“I had to tell Adams. He had to know our whereabouts in case something tricky turned up.” I opened the letter delivered earlier by the ferryman, and read aloud:


“‘27th July 1881

Dear Mr Mortymer,

I know that you instructed me not to contact you unless absolutely necessary, but something has occurred which makes it imperative that I do so immediately. Unless I hear to the contrary, I will visit you on Flatholm Island three days from now.

Yours obediently,

Gaffer Adams.

Upper Forest Works

Morriston’”



I lowered the letter. “He means business. Adams doesn’t panic easily.”

Jenny sighed. “For heaven’s sake, Tom, can’t they leave us alone? We’ve only just arrived.”

“Something to do with the workforce, I expect; it can’t be financial; he has the authority to do as he wishes.”

“Perhaps that’s the trouble.” She was distant.

“What does that mean?”

“That you can be too trusting.”

“Adams in money trouble? I’d stake my life on his integrity.”

“I wasn’t talking about Gaffer Adams.”

“Who, then?”

“You’re working with lawyers and solicitors too, remember. There’s more of them in gaol these days than thieves and brain-thudders.”

“Dear me! The legal profession wouldn’t like to hear you say things like that!”

“When money comes through the door, loyalty flies out of the window.”

Wandering around the little room, I replied, “If all he wants to talk about is routine management stuff, I’m not bothered …” and Jen shrugged, looking vacant.

How could we know that the information Adams was about to bring would scar us down the generations?

The morning was a diamond of brilliance, and the old molten bun sailing above a burnished sea set up the island in all her primitive glory. To remove my mind from the threat of Adams’s arrival, I asked Jen to give me a hand with the completion of a big fish-trap I was building on East Beach; this, I congratulated myself, was guaranteed to keep us in fish (based on the tidal theory) for the rest of our stay on Flatholm, with some left over for selling in Cardiff market.

There existed on East Beach a ready-made slipway: originally constructed to serve Castle Rock gun-battery, it could be simply converted into a fish-trap by bolting across it longitudinal six-by-six inch timber baulks; these, spaced at reasonable intervals, would be flooded at high tide and fish trapped between them when the tide receded.

Since the position of our fish-trap was isolated and Castle Rock battery, which towered above us, occupied by the gunners only in emergencies, we had licence to behave as we pleased. Indeed, in those early days on Flatholm, we looked upon ourselves, Jen and I, as castaways; naked savages who owed allegiance to none.

We would return after work to the quiet sanctity of Drift Cottage; there to get outside huge bowls of Jen’s Irish stew or the fruits of the sea; washing them down with draughts of wine, and wondering at the stupidity of land-based idiots who hadn’t the intelligence to discover the simple delights of island freedom.

Living in deep communion with Nature was emphasised on the evening before Gaffer Adams came, when we arrived at the cottage hungry and tired after completing the fish-trap, to find two companions waiting on the doorstep to greet our homecoming. Bun and Shag, huddled either side of the door … eyeing one another suspiciously, but making no effort to escape as we approached.

“Keep still, Tom!” Jen commanded, and went quietly forward. Rabbit and bird stared up at her as if in mute surprise at her audacity, as she picked up Bun in one hand and Shag in the other, and took them into the cottage; one had a broken hind leg, the other a shattered wing; both half starved as a result.

With careless disregard Jen deposited them on the table we later reserved for such casualties. “I’ll see to you later,” said she. “Right now I’ve got to get the dinner on the go.”

Her affinity with all wild things was astonishing; their trust in her amazing: I have seen her walk among a flock of feeding gulls without them raising a feather, yet they had risen with squawks of alarm at the sight of me.

Thus began our Animal Casualty Centre on Flatholm; these two, plus Tom-cat who arrived later, were our first nonpaying patients.

The arrival of Gaffer Adams was more complicated.

For a start, he was a disappointed educationalist, and after us from the start, conveying to us, on the ferry coming over from Sully, his knowledge of Flatholm.
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