
CHAPTER 1 

August 1914 
Bangor, North Wales 

It was Bank Holiday Monday and the air was jagged with heat. 
The family was gathered in the dining room, where the 
window frames, jammed shut in summer, leaked winter. The 
atmosphere was close and sticky with the scent of  lamb. 
 Bronwyn looked up as Tada prayed, still miles away from 
the amen; Glyn’s eyes were closed tight, frowning in 
concentration; Aubrey looked as though he might be asleep 
and Huw was inscrutable behind the reflection of  his glasses.  
 A fly buzzed against the window and tried to escape in a 
rising frenzy, and Bronwyn thought she would die of  
boredom unless something happened. Almost anything would 
do, to shake off  the torpid air that held them in suspense like 
shrimps set in aspic. Tada reached the end of  his prayer and 
opened his eyes. He looked mildly surprised at seeing them all 
round the table.  
 Mam was already on her feet swatting the fly with her 
napkin. Her hair was still dark with widening grey streaks at 
her temples, like bands of  silver. Tada said it made her look as 
distinguished as a Grecian queen, though he generally called 
her his own dear badger. 
 ‘Would you carve, Aubrey dear? You’re so good at it,’ Mam 
said, as she liked to make a fuss of  him on the rare occasions 
he came home from Manchester.   
 ‘Of  course, Mother, always glad to be useful,’ he said, 
standing and rolling his sleeves to the elbow. How strong and 
stocky he looked with his rugby-forward forearms, thought 
Bronwyn, this big brother who’d been grown up for as long as 
she could remember. 
 ‘How’s business at the bank, Aubrey?’ Tada’s tone was 
serious. ‘They must be concerned about all this war talk.’ 
 Aubrey looked from his task for a moment. ‘We have 
contingency plans, if  anything comes of  it.’ 
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 A bubble of  chatter went round the table about Germany, 
France, Belgium, men joining up, and she felt a jolt at the 
thought of  one of  her brothers becoming a soldier.  
 ‘The Kaiser can’t be left to trample all over Belgium,’ Glyn 
spoke with passion, ‘and if  it comes to it, I’d be ready to sign 
up, we all would, I mean the boys in my year.’ He looked at 
Tada for approval. 
 Tada shook his head, ‘Lloyd George won’t support a war, 
I’m sure of  it. There’s a lot of  posturing on both sides, it will 
all blow over in a few weeks.’  
 She saw a look pass between Glyn and Aubrey and for the 
first time, doubted Tada’s words. When there was a tragic 
death or catastrophe he would say that God’s unseen hand was 
at work, but this didn’t square easily with the idea of  war.  
 Huw’s glasses glinted as he looked up from his plate. ‘But 
if  England does go to war, would you go too, Tada?’  
 Surely Tada was too old to go, Bronwyn thought, and felt 
her cheeks go hot. ‘Tada?’ she prompted. 
 Mam intervened. ‘Enough of  this nonsense,’ she rounded 
on Glyn: ‘and there’ll be no running off  to war, you’re going 
straight to College.’  
 ‘Mam’s right,’ said Aubrey, looking up from his carving, ‘if  
anyone volunteers it should be me, as the eldest. I imagine the 
bank would let me go and I’d get a commission soon enough. 
It might even do my career some good, showing willing, 
serving one’s country, that sort of  thing.’  
 ‘Well, I hope it never comes to that for all our sakes,’ said 
Mam with a familiar finality. 
 Bronwyn watched her brothers settle to the serious 
business of  eating as she picked at her plate. Talk bounced: 
who had scored at this or that rugby match at Kingswood; 
Tada’s visit to the Llewellyn family after their son drowned; 
Chapel news and Lizzie had asked to be a daily help instead of  
living in, because she was needed at home.  
 ‘You’re very quiet today, Bron,’ said Tada, ‘what have you 
been up to?’ 
 ‘I’ve been swimming with Maddy at Siliwen baths and we 
met a few girls from school there. It’s quite the thing these 
days.’  
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 ‘I remember when I first took you into the sea, just a little 
tiddler you were. I held your hand and you pulled me into the 
waves, you couldn’t wait to swim like your brothers. You were 
quite fearless.’ 
 ‘You could be one of  those lady Olympic swimmers!’ Huw 
chimed in. 
 ‘Thanks, Huw, but I think not.’ She got up to fetch dessert. 
When she came back they were laughing at Huw doing an 
impression of  Kaiser Bill. He had them in stitches so that, 
briefly, the war was a joke.  
 As she cleared dishes onto the trolley Bronwyn felt 
oversized next to Mam’s slight frame, standing at the head of  
the table and lavishing out servings of  gooseberry pie and 
cream to her boys. The hubbub of  male voices rumbled and 
Bronwyn longed to prise Glyn away for one of  their summer 
walks, or a stone-skimming match on the shore, but she could 
see he was too taken up with putting the world to rights with 
Tada and Aubrey. 
 Instead, she excused herself  and walked barefoot across 
the grass in search of  a cool patch to sit and read. Her 
bedroom was stifling in the sun and she’d felt drawn to the 
shade of  the old sycamore in the corner of  the garden. She 
plumped herself  down out of  view of  the house and fanned 
out her skirt, enjoying the slightest sensation of  air. In one 
swoop, she coiled her thick hair into a bun, and felt a delicious 
cool round her neck. Too old for plaits, she longed to have it 
cut short and wear it in a bob like Madame Duchamp, who’d 
lent her the novel she opened now. It looked so exotic in its 
cream paper jacket, utterly French, the mysterious Isabelle, by 
André Gide. One day she would go to France, she knew that. 
Just riffling through the rough-cut pages gave her a surge of  
joy.  
 She looked up at the rambling house with its sloping 
garden fringed with trees. The house was one of  the better 
ones they’d lived in on the Welsh Methodist circuit, and she 
realised how bleak it would feel if  they all went away; well, not 
Huw, he was still too young, but Aubrey, Glyn and even Tada. 
She sighed with impatience at the unfairness. At the very 
moment her life was taking off, a wretched war loomed.  
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 How worldly Aubrey had seemed, talking about his work at 
the bank and hopes for a posting abroad. She smiled thinking 
of  Huw, a dreamer by comparison; then there was Glyn, her 
childhood champion, who always made sure she wasn’t left 
out of  the boys’ games. All too often Mam was harsh with 
him, as if  to hide what they all knew: he was her favourite.  
 But for now, she would lose herself  in somebody else’s 
world. She opened the book at the first chapter and Isabelle 
beckoned her in. 

The storm of  war broke the following evening. It was after 
midnight when the paperboys came rushing past the house 
shouting, England declares war on Germany! Her room was at the 
back of  the house so she didn’t hear them at first, but she 
heard a commotion in Aubrey’s room and padded across the 
landing in her nightdress to see what was going on. The three 
brothers were hanging out of  the window as cries of  war 
penetrated the air. They turned around and seeing her dismay, 
looked sheepish. 
 ‘It’s official,’ said Aubrey, ‘England has gone in; there’s no 
turning back now. At least we know where we stand.’  
  Glyn wouldn’t meet her eye, but turned to pull down the 
sash window to muffle the din. ‘It can’t be helped, Bron,’ he 
said, and added half-apologetically, ‘it’ll be over in no time.’  
 She stood in the doorway, not trusting herself  to speak. 
She wanted to take Glyn by his dressing-gown lapels and 
shake sense into him, but she knew he wouldn’t hear her. She 
felt like an outsider, the little sister who couldn’t be expected 
to understand. If  she tried to dampen their enthusiasm they’d 
call her a wet blanket. Better by far to wait until the morning.  

On the way back to her room, she passed the top of  the stairs, 
saw a light under the study door and heard raised voices. She 
had never heard Mam and Tada disagree before and her fear 
bloomed into panic.  
 When she came down the following morning newspapers 
littered the kitchen table; it was written in black and white: 
Britain is in a state of  war with Germany. She sat and turned over 
the pages: Germany tried to bribe us with peace to desert our friends 
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and duty, but Great Britain has preferred the path of  honour. It 
became inevitable that Britain should stand by a small country 
facing an invader. Countries need allies as people need friends.  
 Tada came in looking his usual untidy weekday self, in his 
reading slippers and old brown cardigan with patched elbows. 
He hovered, pipe in hand, looking at her over half-moon 
glasses, and came over to put an arm round her shoulders. 
 ‘It’s a dreadful thing we’re facing, Bron. I really didn’t 
believe it would happen. I’m afraid it will be a terrible war, and 
the first time we’ve seen anything so close to home.’ 
 She knew he was trying to help her understand, but her 
spirit fought against it. ‘But why must they fight? Why don’t 
they just talk?’  
  He walked around the table, breathing life into his pipe, as 
if  brewing a sermon. That was what he was doing, working 
out what he would say to the congregation, to the families 
facing this calamity. He watched her stack the newspapers into 
a neat pile and said, ‘God only knows, Bronwyn. I have no 
easy answers. I just know we must do what is right.’  
 Do all the good you can…to all the people you can…as long as ever 
you can…This was his credo, the Wesleyan creed he lived by to 
a fault where his congregation was concerned. More than 
once he’d taken in waifs and strays at Christmas against Mam’s 
better judgement. Such an impractical man, your father, a true 
Christian.  
 He was anxious to get back to his study and she felt tender 
towards him, remembering times he’d comforted her when 
she’d had nightmares as a child. How much more comforting 
he would have to do now. 

Bronwyn sat reading by the window and looked up at Mam, 
who was mending sheets and fighting against the dying light, 
delaying the moment she’d put on the lamps and draw the 
curtains. Her dark head lifted from her work to address Glyn 
as he propped himself  against the mantelpiece.  
 ‘We’ve been over this a dozen times, Glyn. Aubrey will go 
first, so there’s absolutely no need for you to volunteer. Your 
father and I don’t want you to sacrifice your studies, and the 
war may well be over by Christmas. You’re far too impetuous 
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for your own good.’ She pushed her spectacles back up her 
nose and carried on with her needle. ‘Now pop, some more 
coal on the fire, would you dear, or there’ll be no hot water in 
the back boiler?’ 
 Glyn reached for the coalscuttle, shovelled on too much, 
and jabbed the smoking embers with the poker in a vain 
attempt to bring the fire back to life. Watching from the 
shadows, Bronwyn felt Glyn’s anger and frustration radiate 
across the room. 
 ‘Mam, nearly all the boys in my year have signed up. Those 
who haven’t have good reason, like Cunningham who wears 
leg-irons. I can’t sit and twiddle my thumbs while they go and 
risk their lives. It would be dishonourable, surely you 
understand that?’ 
 This time Mam didn’t look up. ‘Reading Classics is hardly 
idling, Glyn.’  
 Bronwyn squirmed as she heard her mother’s temper rise 
and braced herself  for the salvo to follow. 
 ‘If  you were to sign up, we would insist you get a 
commission. Anything less would be a complete waste of  your 
talents. I still think you’re far too young, and you should go to 
College first.’ 
 ‘I’m truly sorry to upset you, Mam.’ He searched her face 
and stood, almost to attention, the poker held stiffly in his 
hand. ‘You know it would break my heart to go without your 
blessing, but I have to do the right thing.’ He turned his back 
for a moment and tended the fire purposefully, looked again at 
Mam, then withdrew from the room leaving a deathly quiet 
behind.  
 Bronwyn had never seen him in this mood. She skirted the 
room lighting the lamps, casting about for something to say. 
 ‘Don’t be too harsh, Mam,’ was what came out. 
 ‘Speak only of  what you know, child,’ her mother replied in 
Welsh, ‘which is not a great deal at your age, for all your 
learning.’ 
 Bronwyn knew she’d drawn blood when she’d meant to 
calm. Mam was diminished in the gloomy room, laden with 
over-stuffed furniture from another era, worn out by Wesleyan 
ministers’ families over the years. Bronwyn sat next to her on 
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a footstool and looked at the glass cabinet filled with Mam’s 
fine china, wedding gifts mostly, which had remained a 
constant throughout her childhood. On the bottom shelf  sat 
Barbara. She remembered the moment on her thirteenth 
birthday, when she’d announced she wanted to keep Barbara 
in the cabinet because she was too old for dolls. Now Barbara 
stared back at her wide-eyed and vacant from her bland china 
face. 
 ‘I’m almost sixteen Mam, and I want to help.’ She’d 
overheard conversations about the work at the Wesleyan Book 
Room, how difficult it would be if  Tada went away. ‘I could 
do Tada’s accounts and post out the Magazine.’ She even liked 
the idea of  helping with the editing.  
 ‘Now Del, let’s not run ahead of  ourselves. Tada may well 
only be accepted for Home Service, so won’t be going too far 
away. We’ll manage, whatever happens, don’t you worry.’ 
 Bronwyn knew Tada had applied for a commission abroad 
and had been refused because he was over age. He was still in 
London doing his best to change the decision, bending the ear 
of  everyone from Lloyd George to the Chaplain-General, 
according to Aubrey. She hugged her knees and hoped Mam 
was right, but knew Tada was quite determined to work 
amongst the men at the front. There is a call for fathers as well as 
sons, he’d said, and if  there must be soldiers there must be chaplains 
too.  
 She stood up to draw the curtains, but stopped for a 
moment to drop a kiss on her mother’s head.  
 She looked for Glyn and found him in his room, cleaning 
up his school army kit. 
 ‘Glyn, please don’t go,’ she pleaded, ‘not yet.’ 
 ‘Bron, I have to sooner or later, I must. Please don’t make 
it harder than it already is. We’ll write to each other as we 
always do, I promise.’ 
 She held his gaze and felt he’d changed in some indefinable 
way. It was as if  he’d stepped over a threshold into the world 
of  men and left her exiled in girlhood.  
 ‘We’ll go out on our bikes sometime, just us.’  
 She saw in his eyes his mind was made up.  

* 
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‘He’s put us all in a tight spot, with this talk of  Christ versus 
country!’ Tada was rarely animated. 
 ‘But sometimes war is the lesser evil,’ replied Aubrey. 
 They were standing by Tada’s desk, Aubrey a head taller. 
The desk was covered in a plethora of  books, bookmarked 
with a system of  coloured ribbons known only to Tada. It was 
Wednesday, when composing the Sunday sermon reached its 
peak.  
 ‘Who are you talking about?’ Bronwyn asked. 
 They both turned, as she stood in the study doorway. 
 ‘Hello, Bron, I didn’t see you. How’s my favourite daughter 
this morning?’ 
 It was Tada’s way of  disarming her, but she wouldn’t be 
distracted.  
 ‘Well?’ 
 ‘It’s Professor Rees, at the Theological College. He’s 
against the war on religious grounds.’ 
 ‘Is he a pacifist?’ She’d heard the term, but wasn’t sure 
what it meant. 
 Aubrey raised an eyebrow, ‘Yes. What’s more he’s 
undermining recruitment and giving Nonconformists a bad 
name.’ 
 ‘It’s a matter of  conscience,’ said Tada. ‘The man’s entitled 
to his views.’ 
 Aubrey frowned. ‘Anyone against the war is a shirker in my 
book.’ 
 ‘Does that mean cousin Alwyn’s a pacifist?’ she asked, 
entering the room.  
 There’d been rumblings about him not signing up. She was 
fond of  Alwyn; he’d always taken her side against her 
brothers’ teasing when they were small. 
 ‘He’s a good sort, but an idealist. If  we let the Germans 
run riot over Belgian borders there will be no stopping them,’ 
said Aubrey, reddening. 
 ‘And for the best of  motives, to defend a small country in 
its hour of  need,’ Tada said, as if  to modify Aubrey’s tone. 
 ‘There must be a better way.’ However hard she tried, she 
couldn’t reconcile the fate of  a faraway country with Glyn 
leaving. ‘If  I were a boy, I’d be against violence.’  
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 ‘Well, lucky you don’t have to worry your little head over it, 
Bron. The boys will do the fighting for you,’ said Aubrey. 
 ‘Oh, so the opinion of  a mere girl doesn’t count?’ She felt 
like boxing his ears. 
 ‘Now now,’ said Tada, ‘we all need to pull together. I’d be 
glad if  you’d help out in the Book Room, Bron. Would you 
give Mam a hand when I’m called away?’  
 ‘Yes, of  course, if  Mam’s happy about that.’  
 ‘I’ll have a word.’ He adjusted his clerical collar. ‘She 
mustn’t take everything on herself.’  
 ‘Sorry, if  I upset you, Bron, I sometimes forget how grown 
up you are.’ Aubrey glanced at Tada and down at the 
threadbare carpet. 
 ‘I’d like to know more about Professor Rees,’ she said, 
refusing to cave. 
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